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. A péper presented at the twenty-third annual convention of the Inter-
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national Reading Association, Houston, May 4, 19.78 “"‘#
= The abillity to quickly associate meaning with units of written "h
r N . .
¢ L - )
. "language is considgred crucial to the comprehension of text (Smith, -«
. . 1971). Among the units of written language the reader must process )
< " are imdividual words, phrases,.clauses, sentences and discourse struc- '
tures. Word'lists have been compiled for r‘eading‘iqstr'uction with the _
E - . , 1] < . E ‘ B
: criterion that the wbrds be common, and that thése common words -be
tﬁught earl® in reading instruction; several s;.n‘:h word lists have
hd N /'5 . ‘ '
1 . . . M * ' * .
The authors gratefully acknowledge the help of Lee Congdon who devel-
~ - ’ . v
£
% ., N opeg the compuser program discussed in this r€port*and Robert Hieb .
. . tos ’
who made many trial runs in the process of the program development.
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. -4 become popular and ard widely ufed by classroom teachers (Thorndike and
Iz ) ’ )
- Lorge, 1944; Dale and Chall, 1g48; Carroll, Davies, Richman, 1971;
Harris and Jagpbson, 1972). List of comfon phrases (or commdn , word
- . r ’ .
. ~ . . ” '
strings), however, ‘are not found in the research literature or in

‘]

instructional mgterials (basal reader, manuals, workbooks, eic.) even
N [ Y N *e

* M . . L
Q

though, it is-believed that the quick reéognitionm of (phraseg will facili-

.

. - . 4 .o ' .
*f tate comprehension. The only available list of common phrases is.the

- b4
'. s ghe fompiled.by Dalch (1948) thir‘\ty years ago.
N -

.

The purpose of this report is to provide a ratiqnale-Sor a e
P .

justification--for thé need to identify common word strings in text.

This justificatien )&ii touch upon some theories of language and/or

' reading processing and preéent oﬂ{tzmplications for reading instruc- .
3 . )

. y
., tion. In addition, we will describe some of the stages that brought =~ .

us to tﬁe'point where we felt we.could actually parse word strings

2
from text with a camputer and i1dentify the most common.

. Both "word strings" arnd 'phrases" have been used at this pqint to

indicaté word groups where the words appea} together in text. A more
-~ N L - . -

precise def;nitloT~:f intra-sentepte Word groups suich as phrases, clauses,
' . -

and- strings is deferred;antll a following section. o

. -

- 7

Significance of the Problem

-

The more automatic the recognition of the chunks of langlage being

réad and the less effort expended »n decoding, the greater the likeli-

~ /
hood of complete: comprehension. LaBerge and Samuels (1974) and- Samuels-
{1976) refer this as automatic decoding or automaticity. Samuels (1976}

' nfététés_uhat "in order té have both fluent reading and gdod comprehension,

co, -
LY A} .

the stuydent must go beyond accuracy to automaticity in deéoding",gp_ 323).
adil h g 3
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/
In oxher words, the reader has a limited amount of cqqplt1ve energy, -
2

_or ability, or memory with which to accomplsh the readlng task the

. s

more -cognitive energy use¢'f0r decoding, the less for comprehension.

The' development-of ,automaticity probabl§” begins at: the word level; but

.

. .o A .4
LaBergt and Samuels state'that if the reader K

.

' ‘begins to organize sdme of the words into short groups or!phpases

- a8 he reads, then riher repetitions can strengthen these units
o . . :

- rd

ag‘uell as word units. In this way he can preak through word-by-

hY

word' reading and Epply the benefits of further repetitions fc
autométizatien of larger.unité. (p. 315). ' .

Tbe lmpofhance of "phrase reacing" over. "word reading" is demon-

¥ -~

-

strated by not1ng d1f;erenc;s in the fixation length of naive and

fluent readers. FQr exauple, fzrs’-grade ch1ldren may ,make two ’1xa-
tions per word whereas hign-sc 1 sen1ors maKe one fixation fgr about

every two words (Taylor, Frackerpohl, and Patter, 1960). 4And 1in a

+

study of third- arnd sixth-grage readers, Rode (19"711-75') fourfl that
the eye-vdige span wés longer for the older rasders suggest1ng that

s -

the oldeb r°aders att em;tea to, decode t*e larger upits of mearlng

The work of Wisher (1976, 2977) provides further evidence that
. * . - " -

e . -

tre reader hees nis uhdersta;ding cf syntax "to parse word seriggs ;
AN . ~ - s
intorconven;:nt process;ng-un;teJ fp. 601). It is ;xge}y that under-
. . . s Lt ¢
standiqg'or Semantic integration occurs between ehrasgs and clauses:
(more likely clauses Lut that diSAuss1oh 1s beyond the realw ;} ih1

paper). FurtHer support i§ prov1ded by Fodor and Bever C1963) who

,found that listeners group,words (for undersgending) acéording td
- . ‘
The im‘portange of be mg able to read phrase%as been ddscussed .

- the syntax of the sentence. ' R

4
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E‘ ‘by a m.nberbf reading educator's mcludmg Bond and kaer {1975), o /
| . ’ -
- Harr‘is and Sipay (1975), Heilman (1972), He'zlman and Holmes. (1972), - L

4

¢

and Z.intz (1975); tbey belleve that good readers organize the text

\’_' they read 1nto meamngful unit# such as phrases houever, many poor”
T -J'eader's do not do this and comprehension is poor éven when they have -

-
g -

been‘e-taugh’c eaeh_ mdlvmual word in the se‘lect*on (Oaken, weiner,
* 8 N
. and Cromer, 1911) ‘and it hasﬁeen found that trainmg insthe reacupg

of phrases has mpnoved the readmg of remedial students (Amble, 1967,.
: - » ’ J : .

v . . ”
Phrases, -Clauses, anc Word, Strangs o . T .
: ’ R ]
~ . : c : e s LI
- In our earliest effortis we were interested in’ identifying cocmmon, ’

. . . 1 - - R
regccurring phrases such as crepositional phras{s. For reasons which

-

. ~3 : - v - ;
' will be explained later, those efforts were unsuccessful so we resorted %
- to identify:ng ccommon '-‘ror'i strirgs. At this point ,ga discussion of what -
' ’ ’ : . . 3 * - -
is meant by phrases, clauses anc word strings .is apprepriate. In the
. - id
/

.sentence below there .s a noun phrase {Little children) fdllowed by

- . yerb phrase (were play:ing) which' 1s followed by 3 prepositional phrase =

I (fn the park). ‘ ‘ N “

- -
L Little con:icdren were playing in tne park.
A ¥ 13
. ‘i R B
The roun phrase “ard the verb phrase {(Little childrern were playin 7 Forz
P v F e,

y 7’

3 el 4 .
]

' 1
) while transfomat;,!!al grammar theory does not prov1de for "he cate-* . 1
r Y ‘
& . , i
gorization of phrase\s according to parts of speech, we found the tra- ‘ . |

e ditional labels usefu.. dIn transformational grammar, a sentence may

~ i

” be divided’i;mto a noun phrase and a’ verb phrase. Additional infeormation

, . v AY
. in this area may be f»und in'JeStefano (1978) and Jacobs &nd Rosenbaum '

Lt .(1968). ' : o
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,a =din or- independent clause.*

Any-group of consecutive words fLathle ~

3

children, Little. children were, children we;e playing, yere‘plgyﬁng in,

_playing in the, in'the park, and so on) constitutes a word string.

.- ,

* | We were-—-and are--primarily :n-
- . r 4 .

© which we ékpected to

ian's definifion.

Hovever, a por

rag* e
restes

be true-phrases accord!

| 2

re

appropr

ST common

~
P

WCrZ groups
.

tc a traditional grammar-

.

ng

atk desériptor for the word

<

e

]

groups we identifigg is the

. ,

term “Worc surzng“ (or_ wecrd strlngs\ ,

Farly Effoyfs at Parsing Phrases

Because We wanted to

L
ez A~

(initiallf we .2, 000 wordsy,
' .

- . .

technglogy uas a eritica. pars.s £ cur wWorK.

fel

xlnds of analyses may~Ze Qc
/ has been Qemons%rate‘d

Richmaﬁ, 1975; Harris

).

)
rature.

S

Moe, 1975 Howéver,

different

. we identifie

A
el

gerund, infinitive

~ i

Since it was anticipated that

n'dozmqnly

pesitional

the applicatio

A L

The fact

.

¢

crepositional,

appear in written materials.

ohrases cosld be identified

* ~

by‘the poﬁputer withi a hrgh degree of aﬁcuracy we worked with a com-

~

puter programmer Lo deqéldp such a,program.
- or
* 4

v

puterfto(locate éll

. é *

in the computer's gemcry) and

\

for the camputer to icenti'fy-‘g

.

pre;os

.

i%i3

ons

nese

fort eh
CWIih

then parse out the

two-word string which %olléwed it, we found that

That' $3, we' only missed_abQup-Wl of the prepositiona‘ ph

a lisgt of

three-word str;ngs with 99% a

By programming the “com-

52 prepositions stored
preposition and the

indeed it wa

-

possible

racy .
A

A

?
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Phrir o e

. problem Qrose.-hpuever.’in that ‘even though these trnree-word sirings
N g .
began with a preposition, they did pot all function as prepositional

phrases. We then eliminated prepos

cns from theglist which rarely

[N

seemed to function-as the first ward. in prepositional phrases. After

many program revisions and’ trial runs we were able to parse out almost .
Ea

<
'

-all {97-99%) of the preposiﬁi9nal_pﬁrasesfp&t of the text . Howeven,

» .

mary word strirngs which were not pregositional

’

we were still parsing out

And dhep we exarmined tne s.r;ngs which had Jeen parsed out,
~ .

only about £2% were actual /p"Opps;:;Oﬁq- phrases; we found.thzso;evel

’ LY ‘ ‘ .

phrases:

of accuracy to be unacceptatle.
‘ L 4 . .

r .
we then sided %o zpproacn tne protlem of ident

X ifying commor®

phrases froz a completely rnew perspective. Rather than categorizing .

developec

.

phrases puter program wWas

3

which ident: e-aor* sequence foind

.n memory, amd, texy,

+wo- and tnree-word strirgs.

4
investigators were able tgo
. ‘ . [ ]

ccmmon Word strings are, Dby

at the end of all

- v v
and errcr, Lhe

Through much
.

. AR
wi.iCTh

develop a program “ha’ parse? c.it

actual pnrases gr which are
: e '
the commcn werd strings .den-

tradftional definiti tne first two or

ons,
~ three worQs of an attual Scme 0O
categorized by traditional defiriticns Yand

to> as common str?hgs+. Cnce the new .

Zorpus cf 16,000 words analyzed previousiy

tified, nowever, cannct
are,Stherefore, sinply relerrec
-

program was operaticnal a

with the old progrém, was reanalyzed.. This analysis-led us to decide
! :

r

that if we were going to make clains,that we had identifiéed common word

(




v

. ~ . ~

. é
o strings in written text, that many, many more samples of written text ) \\;
t - e - ' .
needed to be analyzed, In order to elimifate the. idiosyncrdsies of !

+

text sampling we bel{eve that- large amounts of text--over 50,000 words--

. . = * : .
. should be used in subsequent analyses. .

. B
. . - . ”
. .

» . . -

| Major Implications _ .

i .
There appears to be little disagreemens$ t'ixat t® more able readers-

_ N - - . . :]
- procgss larger chunks, cf tfx: more rapidly than the less able readers.

~ N -

And it ?s agreed, we think, <hat our instructional practices snould b
. > L ] i

- s ¢
*such that our students are led <0 tne pcint where they may, with a + o -~

ne

.\ ‘ ,
of tw> or three or four words. As ’ -
L e . Lt L N RN
t6 hcow children snould be trought to tnis pbint, however, may be a

single fixation, read whole pnases

.

’ " . debatable issue amorg reaiing educatcrs. wWe believe that common .
. E ! s {

. phrases should-be taught in mucn tne sace manner in which common words

o 7 e. . E
< ’ .

{ . " If we xnow that "in tne” and "of the", for example, are common

[+\]
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N ‘word strings in ﬁiﬁt tren 1% seexs reasonatYe that they be taught as . d {
a group Wit a noun found in tne text tne students are t< read. " Sance -
"in", "tne{, and "cf" beccze part of 2 reader's saght vccabulary.very b
. . e - . N
early they will already cte fam:iiar to trne student. The task is to ¢
. ! ST
.

the student.to read the funct:sn word(s) and the-content word, which P
may or may not be a part of tre student's sight vocabulary, quickly.
Assume, for example., ‘rat <he student nas a sight vocabulary o .
A ¥
approximately 100 words anc 1:!1@,‘i tre words "street" and "pond" are to
- ' . b . . j
be introduced as new words in a lesson. THe concepjs or the Meariihg .

of "street" and "pond" will be ciscussed with the student by the

. teacher. ‘I’h_en' the teacner will present the printed form of the wo;‘d

. L]

Q : . “ S . ) : .rj
| - .
R 3 ' -
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ERI

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

. 8. . :
. L \‘\:\ . C ‘s
{either in 1solat10n or in conten*)Q I? ‘the student 1s to become a ¥
L7 .
rapld rea/gr --and a ra

2

* be able/‘éc read the phr‘aaes

)

phrases itself

same.

]

L ]
Dur purpose wWas <o ¢

. Vbel;eve that the u

tate the reader's

- .
’ ‘.

.
Since students must go ceyon2 “he word level in beginnirng reading, we
i se of co

P

abiilty

»

Hi.

p‘ompr‘*= ender“\ text--then the* r‘eader‘ should

.

the str‘eef“@d "in the pond" qu1ck y

since/ the meaning of the phrase is not’ in the woﬁk "in" or an the word
"..t,rie" but primarily in the word "

X
street" and imor okletely i the

A similar case may Se made for the pr‘e;e}\t;atlon of

larger chunks such as clauses and the rrocedures would oe much the

~
4

elop a system to identify common word strings

mmon word strings found in text w;!l facili-~

/ '
to handI® larger am‘"ger‘ units ?f text

-~ v

a

-
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