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, Five examfles from each of eight classes of auditory
stimuli were presented to 65 primary grade children to determine
their metalinguistic awareness. Metalinguistic awareness describes a
child's ability to understand the reading register, that special
terminology used to teach reading. The children were asked to
identify the auditory stimuli as one word or not one word. More thaan
50% of the younger children (ages 5.6 to 6.5) consistently failed to
recognize a spoken word as a word. Children in the second group (ages

" 6.6 to B.0), in their first year of formal reading instruction,
appeared to possess an accurate ccncegt of short words; but they
still showed confusion about long words. The chilidren in the second
and third grades (ages 8.1 to 9.5) shcwed improved ability but they
still experienced cognitive ccnfusion of "long" spoken words. Few
children in any of the age grcufrs consistently recognized that
isolated phonemes and syllables were not words. The resuits suggest
‘that the average child's metalinguistic awareness of a spoken word
inproves with age, and that significant relationships exist between
children's metalinguistic awareness of spoken vords and reading
achievement. (RL)
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Hetalinguistic Avareness: Its Growth and " 3
~Relstionship to Reading Achievement

Downing (1976) uses the term "feading fégister“ito describe the special
terminology that 1s used tn teach reading. Children ﬁeing taught to read.
are frequently bombarded with words from the reading register: letger,
sound, syllable, wofd, phrase, and’sentence: Metalinguistic awarcness
(Cazden, 1972) may be used to describe the child's ability to understand
the reading registe;. *

The lack of metallnguistic awareness may be partially responsible for
‘the cqgnitive confusion (Vernon, 1957) that exists among children trying

to make sense of reading inatruction. A child who is unabhle to recognize

" a spoken word as different from a sound or syllable may experignce‘

difficulty in reading. Differences in the development of the child's
awarenéas of the reading register may influence learning to read and
subsequent reading progress.

Aural awareness of word boundaries has been the focus of numerous
investigations (Downing, 1972; Evans, 1974; Holden and MacGinitie, 1972?
Huttenlocher, 1964; Karpova, 1966). 1The evidence from these studies seem
to indicate that the young child's perception of speech segments does not
coincide with his/her awareress of the units "word" and "sound.”

Fox and Routh (1975) found that 4-year-old children generally had the
ability to repeat spoken gentences and then div ie the sentences into wurds,
the words into syllabLes, and the syllables into phonemes. This process
occurred at younger ages than reported by Bruce (i964),>Holden and

MacGinitie (1972), and Rosner (1974).
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- As part of his investigation, McNin;h (1974) expliored yhether awaieness
of aural word boundaries was related to performance on a reading achievement
“gest. He found that corrgct‘perception of aural ﬁords was a significant

predictor 9f readiné achievement and concluded that aural perceptions of
word boundari;a may merit consideration as a prerequisite for'lea:ning to
: - resc.

The present study was unhegtaken to further expiore the rélétionship
between childen's metalinguistic avareness of aural word bohndgriesland
reading achievement. The stud& was designed to answer the followin;’quest;ons:
1) does a child's knoﬁledge of spoken word boundaries improve with age?;

and 2) what is the relationship between children's ¢onceptions o: spoken

words and their reading achievement?

Method

Subjects

The sample consisted ctf nine boy3 and nine girls in the 5.6 -‘6.5 age
range; ten boys and ten girls in the 6.6 - 8.0 age range; and 14 boys and.
13 girls in the 8.1 - 9.5 age range. These 65 children, selected in a
non—randoe fashion, were from kindergarten, first, second, or third grade
classrooms at Littlejob~ Elementary School in DeKalb, Illinois. All of the

children were white; teachers identified the socioeconomic status of the

children as middle-class.

Procedure

The children's knowledge of spoken‘words was a..essed in April. Reading
achievement levels were assigned according to the basal materials that the
children were reading a year later. These graded mate;ials ranged in

difficulty from the pre-primer level to the fifth-grade level.

4




The procedures used in this investigation péralleled those émployed
in the Downing-Ollver (1973-1974) study. Two pretraining tasks were usecd
to help the child learn the rules of a "yes-no"'game. The first pretraining

task was visual and involved presenting the child with a series of pictures

of familiar objects. Before the pictures were shown, .he following

directions were read to the child: "We are going to play a 'yes-no' game.

I will show you some pictures. I want you to say 'yes' if there is gﬁg

dog 1in the ﬁictute. You should say 'no' if there is no dog or more than one

dog in ‘the picture. Dc ydu under;tand?f (If the child did not gndersggnd;p
the Airections were repeated.) The five pictures were randomly ordered

for each child ;nd prééented as many times as necéssary for the child to
respond correctly to all of the pictures.

The second pretraining task was auditory and consisted of presenting

the child vith a series of sourds (fo- examplé,'sounds made by .blowing into

-

‘a bottle. or égo pleces of 'wood banging together). The following directions

were read to the child? '"This time we will play the 'yes-no' game by
listening to sounds. You will listen to & sound on tﬁe tape recorder. If

you hear one bottle sound you should say 'yes.' If you do not hear one

bottle sound you should say 'no.' Do you understand?"” (The directions were
repeated 1f necessary.) Any child who was unable to complete both of the
pretraining tasks succeésfully was not included as a study participant.

For the study proper, the following directicns weve read to the child:
"This is the last gamne we are going to play. This game is a little bit
longer. This time the 'yes-no' game will be lisiening for a word. ’fou
will listen for a word on the tave recordex You shéﬁld say 'yes' 1if you.

hear one word. You should say 'no' if you do not hear one word. Do you

uanderstand?'" (The directions were repeated if necessary.)

9)
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. The teat stimuli consisted of five exa;ples in each of gight different
classes of auditory stimuli. All the stimuii were from the Do%ﬁing—dlivﬁr
study. Table 1 contains the eiéht classes of auditory stimuli and one
example frbm each stimulus class. The 40 stimuli were recorded by a wﬁite,
middle class female adult on audio-tape in four different random orders.

Each child in the study wag randomly assigned .to one of the audio-tapes.

e """ Insert Table 1 About hefg

. - ’ Resulis and Discussion

Results from the investigation were first compared in terms of the.
mean numbér'of correct reepon;es made by the children at e;ch age level
for each of the eight auditory stimﬁlus classes. A correct response was

“ "yes" when either a long or a short word was presented and '"no'" when ény
of the remaining six classes of stimuli was presented. Thelmean numbers
of correct responses to each stimulue cléss at the various age levels are

presented in Figure 1.

A visual inspection of the data reveals some clear developmental
trends in the stimulus classes. This finding 18 due to the two youngest
age groups. Thelr responses were quite similar oxcept for the following
stimulus classes: short words, long words, phraaes; and sentences. Children
in thé 6.6-8.0 age range performed bet;er‘than the younger children in each

1

of these stimulus classes except "long words." The tendency for children

b
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between the ages of 6.6'and 8.0 to exclude long words from their concept
of a spoken word may.be explained by the gact that these children were
receiviné fOrmél reading instruc;ion for the first time. Perhaps they view
. words as the "short things" that _appear in their basal readers. Downing
and Oliver (1973-1974) found a similar occurfence w@th children who were
being }néroduced t§ reading. Meltzer and Herse (1969) also reported a
similar finding regardiﬁg ch?}dren's conceptions of written words. The
'children‘in the 5.6-6.5 age group, who had hi;hér mean’scoreé of fong words,“
) Wwere ig kindérgérten and had not yet been.fofﬁaily'introquéed to reading.
Thusg’it would appear that classroom néaqing instruction may have som; "N
influence on children's metalinguisfic awareness of what'ébnstitﬁfes a word.
By the time that children were 8.1-9.5 years old, their performance‘1
in all stimulus ciasses was consistently higher thén the performance of
childreq in the 6.6~-8.0 age group. There were, however, two stimul#s
*  classes where all the thldren performed ﬁsorly‘ Bhonemes and‘éQllébles.
.Children hearing an isolated phoneme or syllable might have assuméd that it
was a word not in their meaning vocabulafies. One could, therefore, question
the use of such stimuli when.attempting to assess a child's métalinguistic
awareness of a~8quen wofd._ |
ﬁy the time that children were in second or third gfade (8.1—9.5),
their concept of a word was generally good if responses to phonemes and
syllables are nct considered. This finding, however, ghould be interpreted
with caution. A considerable range of individual differences was evident
when the data were analyzed in terms of the numbcor of children who
consistently knew whether a particular class of stimuli was a 'word" or not.
A child was classified as having the correct concept of a word if
he/she responded "yes'" to all five presentations af both long and shorg

words and if he/she responded '"no'" to all presentations of stimyli that

ERIC | | 7
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were.not'words._ Althoﬁgh this criterion of five ouf of fif; (or conversely,
zero out df five) may seem stringent, Downing and Oliver (1973-1934, p: 576)
note that '"...this c;mbinaéion\can be at;ained by chance only three times
out of 100 as calculated by a one-taiied binomial fest. £ﬁe prob;bility

of'qbtaining four ‘'yes' responses out of five by chance alone is 0.16,

.which was deemed too high a probabflity in terms of committingwa‘type_l

error (stating that the child had the concept when, in fact, he did not)."
Using the above critetion,.th; percant of children within each age

group who demonstrated knowledge of the cbncept\reprgsented by each:clgps

of stimuli 1is pgesented in Figure 2. Visual inspegtiOp of the data revealed

1

- that few childrén in any of the age groups consistently recognized that

isolated phonemes and éyllables were nbt words. Because of the bqtentia;ly
! : : o

confusing nature of the stimuli, the significance of this finding remains . °°'

unclear.
&l

LI
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Children in the 5.6-6.5 age group demonsérgted considefaplelcodfﬁéiqp
whenrasked to identify a spoken word. Only 44 perceﬂt o} theée chiLd;én
:weré cons;utently able to identify short words; onlY‘28 percent were
consistently able to recognize long words. Inasmuch as these children will
be Iintroduced to formal readiﬂg instruction within six months, one begins
to sense the cognitiye confusion that may exist among many of the childreﬁ
in this age group.

Fortunately, by the end of the first year of formal regding instruction
(age group 6.678.0), children appear to possess an accurate concept of a
short word. Con ‘sion atill exists, however, fﬁr‘long words; only 10

percent of the students responded correctly to all the long words used as

stimulil.

8
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‘cognitive cohfusion of "long" spoken words through phe,primhry grades.

| - - - I hanadend —— = - - - - - 7
'mgaQagtimuli scores and concept scores, For the total grol

. were significantly different from zero. For ehildren aged 5

By the ‘time children .reached second or third grade (8.1-9.5), at least
70 peréent were consistently able to histingﬁish non-verbal dbstract (85%),

non-verbal real-life (70%), phrases (88%), and sentences (100%) from a word.

&
1

Only 33 percent of the children, however, were consistently able to recognize
. ’ . » -

long words as words. It aﬁp!hts'thht some students continue to experience
. - . » . .

The relationship between children's concepts of words aqd their .

recading achievement was determined with Pearson proouct-momentfqorrelations.’

‘ . o _ - 5 .
Table -2 contains the correlation-coefficients for each aéé,group‘usihgf
. . S | o iy
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ﬁ; all gorrelafions“‘ .o
..1" fa , B

.6-6.5 there

. * . . N ,'4 .
was a aignificant relationship between their concept scores gnd/geading : JS?
. . Fa > \'-V’

achievement. The correlation (.60) is higher than the méa}anlz (.50) B

between 1g;elligence and reading as rebqrted‘fn the studies of firsf-grade

readlng (Bond and Dykstra, 1967); neverfhgless, the reading achievement of

é

individual chiidren could not be prediétéd acéurately using concept scores.

The correlation coefficients for the two younger age groups indicated

*

that there is & relationship between children's metalinguistic awareness

of words and‘thgi;;reading achievement. The -magnitude of thgse‘correlation . ,
coéfficiehfa is;encaurﬁging. éefhaﬁb future research éan explore this

relatlonéﬁip fdpthe:"qsiﬁg iaréer ﬁumbers of ;-udents and tefined'techniques

for assessing metalinguiétic awarehess'of selectéd aspeéts'of the reading

< ‘ i.
register.
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ST : o Limitations -
As notedhby'dening and Oliver, the stimuli and their method of
presentation have no established validity or relipbilicy. Also, whether

the use of other stiqpri,bithin each stimulus class would produce similar
or different résulif 1s unknown. .

The. 65 children in this inveétigation were from one‘socioeco%omic
» -+ class and a particular geographié area. As such, the results .were limited

" to middle-class children in fhe ﬁofthérn Illinoia_University area. Since
the. results tend to, support~thé'f1ndings from previous research,:thgre9ié

R

. reason to believe that the findinga_c@ndﬁe generalized to sim}lér children
’ throughout English-speaking areas and nations. c T A

hd . . s . - A .
- . RN & » \ e %
LR . . . i

-

Co ) o " Summary - o N

This stud& supports the fiqeing from other researchers that the average

child's metalinguistic awareness of a spoken word improves with age.
Unfortunately, many young children seon to be introduced to rehding appear

’ .
S

tq'be in a state of.cognitiie confusion. Over 50. percent of these children .
consistently faiied to recogniig a époken word as a word. Although children's

metalinguistic awareness improves Ey the time they reach second or third’

- .'\
grade, an’occasional child will still identify the sound of a dog barking .

or "mother and father" as a word. Lvén more childrep gill demonstrate-

-

-uncertainty as to whether a phoneme or a syllable is a spoken ‘word.
. S . .

. Inaspuch as thiefstudy reported significant relationships between children's
metalinguistic awareness of spokeﬁ’words.and’rnadiqg achievement up to age

eight, there is reason to beliéve that future inves;Lgatiéns into the reading

» y

register may shed more light on the cognitive confusion that children exhibit

-

in the early Ygars’of ré%ding instruction.

1Y
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- 4 . | TABLE 1 .

Examples of Spécific Stimuli{ Within EacﬁRCIass of Auditory Stimulus
a -

Stimulus Class : Example
1. Non-Verbal Abstract ' Hissing sound
2. Non-Verbal Real-Life ' | Person coughing
‘ 3. Isolaied Phonemes : /a/®
. 4  Teclated Syllaklee - Jeron/
AS; Short Words | gire
6. Long ™ords Automobile
o 7. Phrases . . Big bad wolf
8. Sentences °® ' They wént to the zoo. o
T - 8shown in fhe symbols of the International Phonetic Alphabet
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N TABLE 2

Correlations Between Reading Achiévement and Stimuli Scores and
Concept Attainment Scores for Boys and Girls in Three Age Groups

 Age
Group Sex ‘n Stimuli Concepts
5.6-6,5 Boys: 9 .51 .58
Girls 9 -.06 .46
Total 18 .19 L60%*
6.6-8.0 Boys 10 .18 .46
Girls 10 .B3%% .83%%
Total 20 <52% .64%%
8.1-9.5 Boys ' 14 .18 -.11
Girls 13 .49 .37
Total 27 ] .33 .18
All Age Boys 33 . 78k o TRk
Groups Girls 32 L66%%k% - . T0%%%
' Total 65 o T 2Kk o Th%K%
*p «.05
**p .01
*k*p .00l
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FIGURE 1

Mean Number of Correct Responses for Each Class
of Auditory Stimulus by Children in Three Age Groups

Non-Verbal Non-Verbal Isolated Isolated Short Long Phrases
Abstract Real-Life Phonemes Syillables Words Words

Auditory Stimulus Class

= = — Chronological Age 5.6-6.5 (n=18)
— Chronological Age 6.6-8.0 (n=20)
.......... Chronological Age 8.1-9.5 (n=27)
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Hercent ot Uhiidren
Demonstrating Concept Attainment

FIGURE 2

Percent of Children Within Each Age Group Demonstrating
Concept Attainment for Each Class of Auditory Stimulus

Non-Verbal Non-Verbal Isolated Isolated Short Long Phrases -
Abstract Real-Life = Phonemes Syllables . Words Words

Auditory Stimulus | Class

— — - Chronological Age 5.6-6.5 (n=18)
—— Chronological Age 6.6-8.0 (n=20)
........ Chronological Age-8.1-9.5 (n= 27)

Sentences

s 3 858838 8 8



