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Abstract v .._.“l&;

. . The ability of children during the first month of kindergarten to '
L\pbrfgctly recognize and identify the letters of the alphabet was examinéd,

. . . ")
A totidl.of 444 children were tested and only the data from children who

-+ -

could correctly recogn{zé.one or more, but'less than 26,?kqttefs Qere-
analyzed. Children werelg;ouped ;ccordleglgo the number of letters known
"(e.g., 1-5, 6-10, etc.)/ An aﬂnl}gis of ;he.dﬁtnrrévpalcd‘;hat "x" and | .‘r.fr
"o wpfo correctly %dentifioﬁ most often, regardless of whether they were
preséntdd‘in upper or lower cnsé. Examination'of the data for patterns.

. R

across children provided a basis for'excludiné several possible explanations- )
. : .

for the order of alphabet lettetr name Acquisition. The implications of the

~ data for educatijnal practices are discussed.. - ) '
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" ALPHABET LETTER NAMING IN' EARLY KINDBRGARTEN CHTLDREN

'

N —

-

One of the first formal lbarning tasks that children emgage in is

Al

learning the alphabet. An anﬁlysis of the strategies'chikdren use in

approaching this early learning task would seem to be critical te our
understanding of the' basic learning process., Indeedl much'researcﬁfeffort .
_ . )

! ) R
 has been devoted to this problem. Some researchers have been concerned'

with letter form discriminability as itfrelntes té6 learning the alphabet:

v

: . , _ ‘ ;
(1‘3" Davidson, 1935; Dunn-Rankin, 1968), Others have focused on the N

\
[

relntionship between alphabet learning and rending achlevement (e.g.,

1 ]

Gavel, 1958; Linchan, 1958; Olson, 1958; l)urrell ' 1958 ; Mnrchbanks § Levin,

1965) Still others have dealt with the Tole of phonics in alphnbet 1e§in-

‘_ingrand its subsequent relationship to rending abﬁlity (e.g.. Dufrell,

1958; Holmed § Singer,' 1961; Singer, 1962; Chall, 1967). Al these -

appr?nch:ifinvestigate alphabet learning either by manipulating the man-
3

ner of presentation of the letters of, nschsing characteristics of letter
learning as they relate to suhsequent reading skills. However, no one has
yet nssessed whethe} or not there are preferred orders of letter naming |

' 7/ . . ' \ s
dgcquisition. Do’'children come to school with predilections abdut which

+ letters are easiest for them to ‘learn? " The ‘reasons for these predilec- .

7l;ns may be systematic or varied. . If there are systematic patterns in our
- culture, then some letters ,Shodld ‘be learned consistgntly before others.'- \\

If, on the other hand, the-child&en come to school with backgrounds'based

on a wide variety of approaéhes to alphabet learning, then there should be
L ]

no pattern across chilﬁren as to the order ;hataletters are learned Ie is
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importaht to note that we use the tetm alphabet learning to mopn the asso- ~ :

( ,. . .‘ v ' . " " - R " ) '
’ y CiIFiO“'Of letter names with graphic letter forms, both upper and lower ‘
’ B . ’ ' . W " )
. - : b S

case., . _ _ * .

%
-3

*

v _ "The present research attempts to answer this questionm by exnn\ning

-~

P | i |
- alphabet learning based on the number of letters the child can name cor-

L]

roctly. Specificaily. each child was shown pnch,lctter of the alphabet, ~

" ' boﬁh upper and lower case, and asked to name the letter. .fhe children . e
‘ﬁ Y “
were then classified by the numbe# of letters named correctl;; ‘This mgthod

permits examination of the data for patterns of letter acquisition. That

is, for children who can only name one, two, three, etc. letters, "is there -

any consistency across children as to which letters are learned first? For

example, if children learn first the letters of their name, or sibling names,

Y

-

) then correct letter identification should be hpproximatoly-oquﬂlly spread
y

- across most letters of the alphﬁbet Since few names contain the letters

4

"x'"" or "q", these should be rgintively low in frequency of nnming, nnd some ™,

-« .

~

vowels and consonants should be somewhat higher than chance Such an out-

come would support the. argument for a heterogeneity of approaches to letter -

\  name acquisition. However, if there are.cultural patterns ncross children,
then some letter\or letters should have an abnormally high frequhncy of
identifiability despite any mitigatlng effects of such approaches as the -

.. y ‘

. : . -  Method ! -\ L

N

individual child's name dcquisition,

’ . »

ubjects. “A total of 266, children were tested on lower caﬁf alphabet SRR I
hid ’ (- ;
. recognition and l7&,ehildren were tdsted on Upper case letter recognition, o)

.

-
-
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Only tho'se children missing one or more letters during tésting wore used

[§

for the prcsont research. Thosé who correctly idéntified all letters as.

+

well as those missing all letters of the alphabet were eliminated from the -

data set. Tho charactdriatics of the final sample were as follows' For

$

.ot the .owor case recognitioh task, nine of ekv 69 dhildren tested from pub—_

] 4

lic kindergartens in Kansus and Kcntucky were oliminnted, as wore 21 aof ;'
~

the 57 chfldren from Head Start classes in Kentucky, and 46 of 140 children
. t from private kindergartpns in Kentucky. Thds left a total of 180 childrqp
‘sout of a total of 266Achildrcnltested. For the upper case letter recog-
ﬁition task, 26 of tho 69 children tested irom bublic kindergﬁrten schools
,-in Kunsas and Kentucky were eliminnted from the study, as weée 63 of the
109 children from private kindergartens in Kentucky. Thus the data for 89
P of the 178‘¢h11dren tested for upper case recognition were usable. Tﬁe ‘
children in the final sample_ranged in age from 4 years 7 monghs to 6

s

years, 9 months.

r

A
v
z

Materials. There were two types of materials for the testing procedure.
- .
In one case, the letters were printed on 4 in. X 4 in. white flash cards

' ’ l‘

with Plack markers, one letter per card In_the skcond case, all 26 ietf

ters were printed on“a single:S'in‘ X 11 in. sheet of white paper in a
/ | ] '
random ordcr, conxistlng of fbur rows of six letters each apd one row of

. | 3,

two letters,, In all cases, the lq}ters were prihted according to the

directions of the mapuscript guidélines\?br'the Patterns in Spqlliné and
Writihg (Botel, Holsclaw, and Brothérs, 1975) program for the primary', :

grades. v -

R A 7
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¢ Proc.edure. The«dret\ were placed op

.8

.+

) : ‘ | o 6

4 . [}

» A
examiner. The paper

.
- ) N .

was placed in front of the chifidtes ang ¥héy weré asked to name as many  ~ ° °

of the letters as they could when thé ek§mtnem pointed to :them. The

v A - Ny _ , -
examiner theh began with the letter in row 1, column 1, and proceeded

1pft to right to complete the row, proceeding then to row 2,”etc\_ The

examiner recorded the first answer on a similar sheet by ciﬁciing those

missed by the childne;. (After each missed letter, the examiner stated
. . :

the correct letter name so that the children would not assume that their * .
wrong answer was correct.) . o , | ,
- e

When using flash cards, the children were placed opposite the .
: o _ s .
examiner and were asked to name as many letters ns possible on tho'cards. ’
. \ .
When the correct letter name was given, the card was placed in a pile -

close to the child. When the incortrqct letter name was given, the card

. N !, : -
was placed in a pile close to the examiner. Results were tabulated after /
" 1 ) . < R * r ' 4 .

" each chil returnéd tp'play. (Again, the corrcct letter haﬁe was giveﬁ

»
to each incorrect answer,)

+

£y
)

. .

The children were given as'much tihe as they needed and were allowed - -«

§ :
to think until they gave somé indication that they did not_kﬁow;the answer, _ E
/ e . [ ) ’ . N ' .a-
: Resufts , ’ |
The proportion of children ‘correctly fﬁentifying each letter is - |
e . ) ’\ ‘ ) N : " »
présented in Table 1 for lower and upper case letters. .To fgcilitate '
Insert Table 1 About Here ‘ ' ‘ “:> ' - /',,”
' ¥
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Sl . ‘presentation, the data have been collnpsed across the number of letters
. \ ,
correctly identified. For exnmple;,the top row of Table. 1 presents per-

.’

centages of correct letter identification pooled across children who

(Y 4

named betheen one and five -lettgrs correctly " The second yow was obtained
{‘ . | by pooling the data~for childyen who ngmed six to 10lletigz§ coF&pctly,
; and so on down fhe table. Data for childrﬁn who named either all or none
of the letters were dxcludcd since they add nothing conStructive For ‘4 .
the lower case letters, 266 ¢hildren were testgh and 86 of theqo knew.
\ o none or all of the lettets. For upper case letters, 178Jchildren wg}e
\l - tested and 89 knew all or none. An cxnminntion‘of the data from children
who could pame correctly five or }ewer'lotters %hoWed that the four Jower

N A

' case lettcrs with thé highest Frequency of identification,were Yo'y M,
///// . . "w'", and "s" in de;cend;;g order of, frequency These same four letters
in the same relative position had the highest probnhility of identifi-
cation whep ppgﬁented in. upper cnsé form, with a Fifth letter, "c", also
being slightly elevated. — ' _ - . 5@
. K4 These same four letters also had a very high Frequency of‘correct
7 recognition among children who could name six to 10 letters. HoweQer.
.at this point, several other letters showed signs of gaining‘PeCOgnitlonf
These letters were "c",A"e"; "k"‘ p"; and AR for lower case d\a‘“A"
"B, "K", 'N", and "Q" for the upper case. : o 'Zj;i
The third row of Table 1 represents Lhildren who have mastered

LS .
Approximately half of the names of letters of the alphabet At this

point it may be more useful to Adentify those letters having the lowest

LV

“ERIC ., o~
Aruiret p n ic R ) Toa
\ ' . L
- . \: . I ;
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frequency of recognition; that is, the moré difficult letters. Exam- B “
- L, : ; )

_ining the last three rows collectively (11-25 letters correctly identiJEE | -

fied) it appears that "b", "d", "1'', and "q" are the most difficult - L
"lower case letters to learn. bf the upﬁer case letters, the most diffi-

. ‘"\\‘cnlt..appenr to be "J", U, and "W", >

‘e

Finally, the letters were rank ordered from easiecst to most. diffi-
. : ' 2 .
) cult to learn. fhe~bnsis }or this ranking was the percentage of'correct

_ '+ . identification pooled across all subjects;‘_Thoso'éata are presented in
. . !

gjlr’, Table 2 separately forylower and upper case letters.
‘ - ! - v B

s e - - - 2 [}
4 . . . '3

-

.~

Insert Table 2 About llere

Discussion .

* T ' .

The data provide a relatively clear picture of thesorder in which \
* . ) ) . Y

“children learn to attach names to the letters.-of the nlpha‘st. Although

- . “ .
the patgl}n of outcome of the data does not immediately suggest an expla- .
. P ; LR _
nation, it does providela‘basis_for exg!pding several interpretations,
First, most, if not-all, children learn to say the alphab?t }n serial order.

There are a numb;éaéf pongsuand:vcrpes gesigned to teach éhildren tﬁe - 7
¢ alphabet that,presé;t thcllétters in alphabetical order. Léa}ning to say
-+ letter names by rote and attaching these names to graphic-symbpls are not - j\_ f
t£e’g§me pfOCeski Children_aqpafenﬁ}} do not attach'?nmés_tq lettetr in
.sefial order. If they did, ongfﬁﬁuad éxpect to finé thq.éypicnl sétéa}.‘

position curve associated with such tasks (Glanzer and Cunitz, 1966; Mur- '

N -
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dock 1962). The serinllposition.curve is characterized by learning tho .

! 4
LS . 0

. 1nitia1 items in the series first (primncy effgct), the last items.next

A

(resency effect), and the middle items last. Table 2 shows that this did

[ .

! -
not hapbon?‘<There iﬁww&jdnt of this‘éeriul position -pattern in the data.

o )
'Soébnd, it can be fuled out that chTldren learn letter names based

‘ ~on frequency of occurrence in the laﬁgung&l If children used such a strat- < te

*

. ¢
egy, -then certain-vVowels and consonants such as “R', "TV, and "S" should
-~ ‘ - - ‘,/’. . l

_be among the first letters learned, Ofgfrent data suggests that_several

4

vowels are learned first, particularly o', but others are acquired rela-

’

tively late (e.g., "u'" and "e" in Jlower case gnd "E", MY, nﬂh "y

-

upper case). Similarly, the fact that "x nnd "w' appear to be among the
- -y
R . first 1etterq learned mitigates against this explanation since they occur

\ ol Y ©

relatively infrequently in the languagc; ¥
o A third possible e*ﬁfﬁnntion of the sequence of acquisitions is a.

process of diﬁ#areﬁtiation of critical features, as outlined by Eleanor ;

J. Gibson. The letters first visually discriminated are of the break and

close type ("C" and "0"5; second_come those with 1iné to curve formations
( ' ("'um and-"V"); third come those of rotation ('™M" and '"W") and reversal

(an and "d") vince they are not critical for object idéntification (Gib-

Ve
» son, 1973)“’ The letters "X" and 0" are the first learned they are

s b

. indeed "y and "O" no matter what transformatxon is made. *The letter "

comes next in lower case and fourth in-upper case. When reversed ngr

- .. . . 7

' resembles a ''2", and it resembles a "5" when presented in a normal fashion.
. . ’ L

The fifth letter acquired iﬁ lower cage-is "w'', which when.rotated;becomes

. . ’
- y '
R
'




cal except in size or position in both sots. Th%,letters o', "x'", "s",

Carroll et. al. © Letter Naming -
s : 10
- a ] .
"m", a visual discrimination which, nccording to Gibson, §pouid:bq rela- -

tively difficult. Thus it would seom that those factors important in
N Y . . o 1 ~

visual discrimination are not necéssarily those involved in the‘associa-

tion of letter names to graphic symbols,

_ . ® 1 N
Many preschool programs have, in the past, taught upper case let-

\

ters first, presumably for their ease of writing by tbp small hand, 'If

1) -

this,still is the case and we wére to assume the upper cise/were.learned

Y

first, we could look at the lower case to sco which lettgrs were identi-

;'w", tptt, Ment, ngn "V",_ nun! and'possibly "k "j") and "y" have a high

degree of correspondence between upper and lowor case. FExcept for My ¢

¢ -

and '"u" these letters are the first acquired or most frequently

N D L -

‘lower case lotte%s. However, an examination of “Table g shows thni U

and "V" are the last two uppe? case ietters acquired. Perhaps, theny the

7 /,
child {is given twice as much instruction in these duplicate letters.

"Such an aQSumption leads one to examine only those letters th;t do

not have duplicntqs‘inmupper‘and ldkcr case forms. Tnble 3 presents a

: . Insert Table 3 About Here

y i

rank ordering by percenc correct reéghnition for letters without dupli-

cates, Again, nmong these letters there is Fittle, if any.,conSistent

) | 0

data in favor of any of the three possible explanations outlined above

a1t

‘Serial position effects are not»ovident, especially in lower case. Let-
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' Tf)c iack of any singlp explanation for. the data suggests that unique .
S ) ' factors may be operating in the naming of each lctt;ef of the alphabet B y B
Nonethekss the. dnth do pmvide ) relnbivcly cldar piuture of the order '
i '&:  An whicb letter mmes are acquired This information may be useful to . - ;o
b . LR
St N those individuqls 1nvolved in t!\e iﬂstruction of alphabet legming. The . (
datn provide a basis for some decisions about the order in which letbet‘
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