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"One category of behaviour
formal

education of the child involves what is called 'attention in common

ente7s into almoFt all informaland

sense t " (37) or as Strang McCullough and Traxier more succinctly

put i "Alert atf.ention is prerequisite tb learning" (38). Harr).

(16) is mere explanatory. "The ability to attend and concentrate is bas:'

to efficiency in nerce tion, learning and memory. Ability to attend and

concentrate means that the person can maintain focus on particular stimuli

and disrfgard or mplress other stimulation that reaches him at the same

time, thus maintaining a stable figmit in the frscus of attention$ agai-st

a non-interfertng background".

t needs no furth- elaboration to emphasize the importanoe

appropriate attending behaviour for the successful attainment of reading

skills. Obviously attending to the task in general is essential but

attencling to specific important cues within the task is equally im o_tanto

Evidence is accruing to indicate that poorer readers do not attend for

the same percentage of time during reading instruction as do better reade-

For example, in my own research (15) in relativ -ly tightly structured

reading-situations, three slow readers (yr olds) typically spent between

30 and 40 per cent of their time non attending and two slow readers dis

played between 40 and 50 per cent of their time non attenting. .E10m (3)

doily reading sessi!-ns obs4rved one boy (9-yr old).-who atiended for-lessF:

,than.4096 of his .time. This would meakthat many .poorer readrra could be
.- one

ually.wasting between forty and mundredand :twenty hours of r ading time,

attsnding la_o e effeo
.17



of reading failu-e but there is rufficient evidence to suggeFt that poor

reade s are also poor attenders from the very beginnings ofschooling.

For example, Samuels & Turnure ) found that even in first grade

the e was a correlation of L between attention and word recognition and

own research a positive relation-hip was found bet-_en reading and

attending after children had spent one year at school. This relationship

appears to be remarkably stable through age and experience as Cobb (10)

reports a correlation of .45 for fourth grade pupils between attention and

reading achievement and-Lahaderne (2) similarly .51 to .39 for sixth graders.

Willows (42) _goes further thanAu ntitative differences and reports that

"good and poor -eaders probably focus their attention on different aspects of

the reading task. Poor readers" she states, " appear to focus most of

their processing capacity on the visual aspects of the display. Good

readers, on the other hand, have auto_atized tha more basic visual skills

involved in r'eading to the extent that they can be handled 'preattentively'.

Thus, they are able to concentrate mort of their processing capacity on the

extraction of meanings, a p ocess that normally serves them well

Evidence can also be produced to demonstrate that the reading

Underachiever is less able to withstand the disrupting effect of distracting.

stimuli. "Many differenttrpes of infc-mation may sometimes be available

potential sources of distraction during reading. Ektraneous auditory,

olfactory, visual and tactual-kinesthet'c stimuli as well as internal .

cOgnitive activities all occasionally provide task-irrelevant information

while an individual is reading. There is, however, one potentially

distracting source of information which is intrinsic to every:normal

ding -ituation words which are available in .peripheral vision -bu -h ch



are not immediately necessary to an understanding of the text". In

oral reading at least Willows (42) found that poor reader- were unable to

ignore the adjacent irrelevant lines of --int which had been deliberately

inserted. Samuels (28 ) --rk would sugest that poor readers also are

unable to remain undistracted by adjacent pictur's on a page. He states

that "no significant difference was found in reading acquisition between

the picture and no picture condition among the better readers. Among

the poorer reaers, subjects in the no picture condition larned to read

significantly more words than did subjects in the picture condition' This

does not necessarily imply that early readers should be pictureless as

pict_ e_ are known to have a.motivating effect on young learners It does

suggest, as Samuels (28) hi_self agrees, that we need to know more about

the role of pictures in terms of motivational and attentional processes.

The importance of the atending variable and also the complexity

involved in studying it in relation to radingattninment, are

further emphasized when one conside the attentional differences observed

between boys and girls. While little work has been forthcoming studying

sex relaied attentional differences in reading oituation- what has appea

rea ha d that definite differences do occur. SamUels & Turnure

(30) report that girls are markedly superior to boys in attentiveness to

reading tasks, a finding supported by my own rs,search (15). Major :ex-

related differendes can undoubtedly be a tributed to the sex role soc-

ialization processes inhernt in society but there may, be an even more

basic element present perhaps from bi=th. Silverman (33),for example

rports th t male babIes tend to r..-tspond more :eadily to "gestalts

which.'.are easily segment lized" while feMal. to whole:

leabamenableforms.which are more complek and.novel- and:
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critical analysis". jt in intr -sting to note that t child's first

introduction to formal radin- instruction w -A.c1 tend to present the

latte_ situation rather than the former. Evidence for socially induced

sex role diff-rences comes from Goodenough (14) who reports that nursery

school boys develop a consistent --ex type earlier than do girls and that

girls develop earlier interest in persons than do boys. Although 'this

datn was derived from par--rital reports it does corroborate the findings

of Rosa & Ross (27) who suacest that pres nool boys more strrngly resist

sex-inappropriate behaviour than do preschool ,tirls and is also in accord

h Witryol's (43) conclusions that boys tend to preftr material rein-

forcements and girls prefer social reinforc

When we further consider that Clark 8 in Scotland, reporting

on boys and girl- who could read on nchool entry, found that the girls'

motivation was a desire to read stories while the boys' driving force was a

deFire for info--ation, it is not surprising that Farley (12) is most adamant

that work on cor elates of at .-ention "must deal with males and females

separately".

The total print page itsillf can cause perceptual and attentional

problems to some ch ldron. This fortunately appears to be characteristic

only a few. Most of us assume that black print on a white background,

because it gives the grEatest contrast, is the easiest to read. For some

children this is not so. Meares (24) quotes stafements from such children.

''There's all the little white streams running down the page and there's all

blurry black (linea of print) in between them. SometImes I have to shake

5



my head three or four tires before a word will come". And, from ano

"The white gi--e- at you and you cen't Pee the black clear3 And,

"The white keeps corlir through at me". Fo- there unfortunate children

t app ars thr.t "a light g f1re on a da k rey -ound" (24) or

slates nnd slate pencils or a "di -" p- pex sheet to mask the bl ck and

white glare, Sc to solve their greatest roblem with reading.

clinic teachers interested in thir field,

readin-

_r or

--reP' work makes fascina irg

For the majority of children however, there is evidence that simple

reinforcin incentives can increase appropriate att nding considerably.

Be,g (= ) for examle demonstraPes one hundred per cent improvement by

aplying"free timeincentives, while Broden et al (6) indica'e tbat increased

teacher attention to a pupil will not only increase the puoirs own attending

time bul also pro uce spin off attending improvements in adjacent pupils.

These rt-sults are not surpriE'ing since it has long been acceoted

that in spite of an's previously mentioned basic a x diff,rences in

attending, a child's attentional repertoire is almost wholly learned from

his experiences in his early years (77). Thus if a child has not had early

experience of books he has no att nding behaviours conducive to receiving

instruction from and about hooks - he does not know where to attend on a

page to begin the print or even what print is. If he has heard no stories

p ior to school entry he has no reason to attend at story time. Boys have

laarned to attend to a quite diftere t set of stimuli than have iris and

it may be that the two EPIces have surcrisingay few strong stimuli in common.
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Even if both bt sand girls have had experience of bookp and reading, boys

have had no reanon to attend to read ng material which they quickly assess to

be female orientated. Th refore rAher than the reading task itself being

sn as a more of a f-male activity as some '"riters have nuggested (1 18)

more likely t_ t the content of early reader- has differ-,ntial

effec.s on the. learned att'ntional reper oires of young children.

In U.S.A. it well documented that girls tend to excel boys

in early reading attai ,rent (11,- 8939). It has also been reported that

the content of Ame ican early readers provides less challenge and af'inity

for boys. For example Heilman (17) tes, "the rigid and conformist

mood, tone and atmosph_ e contained in and conveyed by the preprime_

primers and early readers are considerably less challenging to boys than

to girls". Blom et al (4,5), while producing evidence that primer stories

of about equal interest to both boys and girls hypothesized that the

activities most f eq-ently depicted by the stories would be those most

comonly engaged in by girls and that the masculine artivities depicted

woo.ild result in failure more freque .14 than would the feminine activities".

The autho.,T, stated also that ,here was a "regrerMye pull" to the stories

in that they portray a lower level of devel-pment than that of the children

for whom they are intended. Dwyer (1 ), putting the feminist point of

view, queries Blom's conclusions and states that there may be "some_imes

confusion as to the exactlocation of the boundaries between femininity

and childlikenet%su. lt may be that Dwyer hw a valid point and it

Certainly true that publi_hers have become more cognizant of boygi l bias

in books of re ent years.



Be tLis as it ma-4 th rgument assumes s-reng_da wh1 it is

tbot in =ritain almost tto rv'ie situation xist. Of

eleven relevant resi four (19,26 32-35) foJnd that girls

excelled boys i- reading t o (18,26) d boys to be superior

and five (7,22,25,36,11) noted no

to the U.S.A. situ,tion i a F.71!J

boy orientated. Lobban

gnificant difference. Again contrary

rlier read rs ar more definitely

mple cod'd the s cries in uix popular Bri-

tish _ding schemes aaccrdinq: to Ulree catcg- , boy sex role, girl

sex role and both sexes. Of the P,5 stories coded, 13 roles, topics or

activ ties wr-re coded for girls only, 36 vsre for boys otly and iL were

-
for both sexes. (Presumably there veqs considerable reretition). Of

th_ 22 stories, 179 haA reople as the central chara.ters; 39 af these

were female and 71 were male. In only one ca-- was there a woman dri

depicted, in no c es i 'father' s en to do an thing reuembling household

chcres and in no case did 'mother' out to woric. Besides presenting a

male bias, the British readers, ev n more than Americ n, appeared to present

a life style totally out of d

very likely then that the att ntion of boys and girls is

subject to different l a action frm early reading materials and also

that in maw )ublished books the learned attention of both boys and girls

is not att-acted to fictional -'itu- ions which do not parallel real life

either in terms of hist-rical and social chene al ethftispects.

Learning tc n-d is a function of the child's at antional

repertoire and according to Lahaderne (20) the oh. ld's attending



ability is unrelated to attitudit 1 factors. also be that

pr_:riate at,ending more 1mcrtant in initial reFding than is

ample Lahaderne (20 ) fourd posi.ive correlationsintelligence.

bet een intelligence and both attention and re di. g attainment but

after the influence of intelligence had been partialled out a significont

relationship betw en rading and ,ention still remained . Zeaman & House

( 4) put forward evedence that for c-trta'.n

does not kro focus hir nttntior

-ks the rsding retardate

ial learniag trials,

that once the correct focus ha., been discovered the retardate's lea ning

curve roaches that of a normal learner. Thisagain provides evidence

f the centrality _ or attntien as a factor in learning.

Attention is not a simi;.le factor in any learning situation b_

in the learning of rading both visual and auditory att nding and often

kinesthe ic and even tactile attending are involved. Many young childre

have had little or no experi-ce of the ntermodR1 transfer and combinatio-

of attention modalities necessary f__ success.

Evidence of the deficits appearing in experiential attentional

areas among young children is provided by both Clay (9) and Barney (2).

Clay (9 for example point- out on entry to schoo 5 year

olds in New Zealand) between 47% and 56% of children -ave no firm understanding

the left to rirht di_rectionality, of ading. After one yPar at school

LiZ te 162 (depending upon th,-ethr.do composition of the group) stjll are not

consistnt in their directionality. One third of new entrants confused .
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print and pictures as the source of the story; while afte- six

ths schooling 1O still displayed confusion in this area. ain, on

entry 48% could match word pace-word and after twelve months I were

till inc pable of thIs tye of discrimination. At five years of age,

28;i; could locate "the first lett--", at six years 41% were succ --ful

and at seven years thele were still 19 who c,-Alld not succeed at this

sential task.

Clay (9) hersel "Research findings sugfiest that when a

child first begins to read Znglish texts there rong left to right

horizontal, diotionel component to hir, behaviour, with his attention

being focussed on the left ends of lines and of words. The child's at pts

to read cannot be matched correctly to the printed t -t unless he is

attending to the correct position when he says a word and is proceeding in

the correct dirgoton as he completer the sentence. Any learning about

letter-sound relationshis must depend on his attending to the correct

part of the text".

Barney (- observes younger chfadren along similar dimensions.

In a group of 117 child en in preschool classes (14 year olds) he finds

tb t when asked what wns in a book 50%-said 'pictures', 0% said 'words

or writing' and 4% said, 'a story'. When confronted with a page of both

print and pictures and asked, 'what part of the page do we read?", 63%

indicated the print, 34% roamed vaguely over the page.and 0 pointed to the

pictures only. Five percent were able to point accuratoly, =Etching

word for word, as a story was being read to them and 49% could indicate :

the top line' left hand end when asked whe e to begin-reading, Barney's_



group of children incidentally, wss slightly bias d towsrd the upper

end of the socioeconomic scaic. hnt in a-A)ar.nt froT thi sphere

udy is thpt therc co sidr bis disparqty a the preschool experience,

knowledge and consequently tht -Ittentional rupertoires of our begi-ning

read rs. Also obvious in thnt teacher knowledge,of the dimensions of

chld attention is crucial for effective classroom inst uction. Fund-

amental to effectiveness in teachim7 r(ading is the knowledge and skills

repertoire of the teacher. Thu t ,cher as a active unit in the total

cla

cr the mrtriais

-oom int raction is more important than the oro.anization, the method

Just as the child must attprid to the reading

task, so also must the tc-nchr al. end to both the working child enaged

in the task and the relevant d'imensio-- of the task.

Having thea established the impor -noe of teacher knowledge it

erhaps appropriate to unmarize more specifically some of the impor-

tant dimensions of atten.ing.

, when a child meets his reading books, he sees or I

nothing which excites his interest or curiosity then his drive to attend

is likely to be reduced. rr,vidence has been quoted earlier (8,17,21) to

sugr!est that much of o rly reading materialeither prcsfmts a rather

unrealistic picture of contemporary life styles or is biased towards one

sex or the other. Cert-inly very little is likely to satisfy the young

male drive for in ormation mentioned by Clark (7).

A content analysis of sex-related interest in reading materials
could well be catagorised as follows:-

A. Fiction 1. Boy interest
2. Girl interest



B. Fact

Both sx Intel%

Boy int.rrt
Girl int.r,r.t
both sex inte

My thesis would be that e rly reading mate al rhould attain suitable

equilibriu among- these six catecrier. TeaGhers, being aware of this,

would need to select or in some cores develop their own material in urder

to mai tain for each individual puril in their classes an appropriate

balance.

2. "On :nrry to school the -lowest children will s ill learn

best by having their hands guided passively through a manual analysis

of e forms and letter. The average child at this stage will benefit from

information about print com ng to him from both hand and eye. He may

be able to discriminate better the shapes which he can handle or make

movements with, rather than the ones he can merely look at. When he

tries to write, this directs his attention to letters in a particular order

and forces him to work sequenti-lly at the surveY of print". (9)

This multisensory approach to reading ma, be known as VAKT or to

s-me older teacher it may revive memories of Fernald tactics.. When a

chld receives info- ation through several sensory :odalities it seems

that some consolidation of learning occurs. When kinesthetic-tactile

modalities are used it means that the child forced by.his actions to Ati-end

.to the task in hand. This 1_ one of.the reasons why laotivity- methods.1.,..

'active learning' or 'learning by doing Are not only catch ph-ASisbut

'efIect-_vs teaching tactics. If fallows-.then that as par

12
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engineering a teacher must endeavour to ensure that a child is given tasks

.which necessitate his active attention. Tasks also must be approp.iate

terms of difficulty level, time allowance, level and in part-

icular they must also be conducive to the next plan ed stage of learning.

In my experience and observation it seems that there are gross differences

in the abilities of tacher- to engineer the classroom envire ant.

3. One of the principles emphaeised within cognitive learning

theory is that the perceptual features of a task which are critical to

'its successful completion, should be clearly p e$.ented to the learner.

For this to be so a teacher must have a knowledge -f what are the critical

cues in the reading task. Marchbanks and Levin (23) investigating the

cues by.which children typically recognize isolated words, found that specific

letters, and not the overall shape of the words, frm the basis for

recognition. The first letter is the motit imprirtant cue; the final

letter the ec-nd most important cue. In three.letter words the final

letter is a more salient cue than in five letter words. While thic observed

pattern was almost universal there were some kinderga ten boys who

reversed their preference; that is the last letter was most important and

the first letter of second importance. The instigators suggested that

this may be because impaired readers were scanning the line of print

the reverse direction. In view of Clay's (9) work on directionality, this

suggestion assumes more validity and further e phas zes the importance of

teacher kno ledge of children's attending patterns.

4 Samuels & Turnure-(30) state, "It should be poiiited out t

',teachers that eading achievement has-been found to be-re

nstructional success .clearly requires that teacher
_ _
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the attention of all their pupils". Goldiamond and Dyrud (13) follow

this by adding "The performance of the student may be to a considerable extent

a function of the procedures used to establish that behaviour e should look

deficits in our own procedures be ore ascribing deficits to the students,

9r difficulty to the problem". What this means is that we may have to

ach some children appropriate attending.skille prior to form l

instruction or prior to moving to a new section of work. Once initial

attention to the task is established it is fu iller important to be aware

of just what are the impo tent cues within the task and if in fact the child's

attention is directed toward them.

5. It is quite evident that many children, particularly poor

readers, are unable to resist the distractions which compete for their

attention. Obviously a child can be distracted by physical features and

activities of the classroom and also by incidental noises impinging on his

senses. More subtle however, are the-distracting influences within the

reading task itself. Pictures in a book function as distracting stimuli,

especially for poor readers (28,29140) and it may be essential on occasion

for the teacher to be

oF remove a picture.

able to recognize this problem and perhaps to cover

As.mentioned earlier (42) slow readers are apt to focus attention

on the word_by word uvisual aspects of the display", whereas good readers

tend more to scan the text picking up quickly the impo tent word cues which

-validate their linguistic expectancies., Willows (4,2) suggests that:

"'ilerhaps if, children were trained to try to, Aguess what comes ,next' rather

'thari to spend most of their efforts 'ana yzing wha-t uld

bqcome.mor
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Again there are so_e children for whom, as M_ rs (24) 11RS obs rved,

the intense whiteness of the printed page causes p rceptual interference.

Thus if child is seen to be squinting or blinking excessively it may be

that his problem can be solved by covering the offending whiteness with

a 'well used' plastic sheet.

As always however, it requires knowledge and skilled attention

on the part of the teacher to become aware of the salient factors in the

child-book interaction and to apply appropriate remedies sufficiently early.

There s just no substitute for the knowledge and skills repertoire o

the trained teacher.
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