Jean Chall's Learning to Read: The Great Debate ( 1962-65)

The Research Synthesis

® done during a time in which a great deal of confusion and
disaggreement had occurred due to challenges to the
conventional way of teaching reading.

e largely due to the book, Why Johnny Can't Read, by Rudolf
Flesch in 1955

® The same body of research that Flesch reviewed was also used by
those who defended the prevailing methods.

e Other books were published at the same time: Terman and
Walcutt's Reading: Chaos and Cure (1958) and Walcutt's
Tomorrow's Illiterate (1961)

* In England: an experimental report by J.C.Daniels and Hunter
Diack

Chall's Study

® a critical analysis of existing research comparing different
approaches.

* it was hoped that such a detailed analysis would help future
researchers build on what was known.

e attempted to find what kernel of truth there were and also try to
find out why there were such inconsistant conclusions.

¢ the results revealed that neither the issues or the evidence were
clear -cut. Therefore the details of the process of reasoning
she went through to arrive at her interpretations is more
valuable.

e Chall found that the research says nothing consistently

e If one selects carefully and avoids interpretations, one can make
the research "prove" almost anything you want it to.

® It is very easy to misinterpret research findings - too hasty
conclusions and overgeneralizations from limited evidence.

e Understanding research require a high degree of rigor in search
for solid evidence.



* by this time the research was poorly done and shockingly
inconclusive.

- poorly financed

- lacking perspective. No single research study can stand by

itself. They all must be interpreted in relation to other

studies.

- research has rarely influenced prevailing views and practices
Prevailing views are determined more by current
philosophy of education and social/political views.

- researchers have not attempted to accumulate knowledge

and develop theory.

- up to then synthesizers and theorists have been superficial
Reviews had been done many times before and had led

to very different conclusions and recommendations.

- problems occurred due to the disagreement on the

definition and goals of beginning reading. No one had

conducted experiments to test how effectively a method
develops the qualities of mature reading implicit in these
goals. A critic could always say that the results were not more
effective in terms of attaining a goal of reading that he
believed to be more important.

- yet no method has ever been systematically tested that

measures interest in reading.

- labels for methods were not defined.

- acclaimed leaders in the field have had too much influence.

¢ Because others had reviewed this research and come up with
contradictory results, the way in which it was done was the
issue - as a result of a more thorough analysis of the material.
eChall attempted to give the studies some order in spite of the
problems to see if some valid generalizations coud be made.
e organized into four groups
1. Which achieves better result - a look say or a phonic
method
2. Which achieves better results - a method that teaches
more phonics or one that teaches less.
3. a comparison of linguistic approaches to phonics.
4. modified alphabet.



e How thorough was the research studied?

"I would have to look at each study carefully and to ask such
questions as why it was made; how the author defined
"reading"; what methods and materials were being compared;
what the size, age, grade level, and other characteristics of the
population studied were; how the author define reading
"success"; what care was taken to assure comparability of the
groups studied; and so on.” p. 100 See appendex B Schedule
I for list of important conditions.

She found that "practically none of the studies specified all these
conditions. Most did not indicate how the experimental and
control groups were selected, how much time was alloted to
various aspects of reading, how the teachers were selected,
whether the quality of the teaching was comparable in both
group, or even whether the teachers followed the methods
under study. Even more important, most studies did not
specify clearly what a "method" involved, but instead merely
assigned labels (e.g., "phonics"), expecting the reader to
understand what was meant.”

"...many did not use standard measures of outcomes.”

Notable exceptions: Buswell (1922), Gates (1927), Gates and
Russell (1938), Winch (1925), and Valentine (1913)
Also: MacKinnon (1959) and Daniels and Diack (1956 & 1960)

e In spite of all of this she looked for grains of underlying
truths.

Had she considered only studies that fulfilled all necessary
experimental conditions, she would have been left
with just a handful - if thafh many.

e authors findings were given a higher priority than author's
conclusions.



* After reading the studies, regardless of labels used, they were
classified. 1. systematic-phonics 2, intrinsic-phonics, 3,
linguistic, 4. alphabet modification

e Continuum based not on either-or but emphasis.

Code Emphasis Meaning Emphasis

|systematic-phonics, linguistic, alphabet, intrinsic-phonics, thought methods.

* Findings were tabulated according to results on eight
kinds of measures of reading ability, grade by grade.
1. Word pronunciation
2. Connected oral reading - reading selection aloud.

speed and accuracy

. Phonics knowledge

. Spelling from dictation

. Vocabulary - knowledge of word meaning.

. Silent reading comprehension

Rate of reading silently (accuracy not measured)

Interest, fluency, expression (just one study)

Currier and Duguid, 1916
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e (Generalizations
1. Code emphasis tends to produce better overal reading
achievement by beginning 4th grade.

2. code emphasis: greater accuracy word recognition and oral
reading. This eventially produces better vocabulary and
comprehension.

3. meaning-emphasis has some advantage in 1st grade for
comprehension and disadvantage in word recognition, etc
The advantage in comprehension does not last, due to poor
word recognition. Speed is more at first, but is slower later.

4. systematic-phonics may be more effective than linguistic
"discovery" programs.



New Reading Programs of the 1950-60s

e Partial Reading Programs
- attempted to supplement the basals
- to make up for little and late phonics
- many variations
*Complete Reading Programs
1. Lippincott Basic Reading Program
by Walcutt and McCracken
- highly critical of prevailing view
- letters and sounds in conjunction with stories and
poems.
- progressed fast - 2000- words in
1st grade vs. 350.
- fables, folk tales, and imaginary
episodes, not life in suburbia.

2. The Carden Method
-a small, older program
-no pictures
- a total language program, stressing comprehension, and
literary appreciation as well as phonics.

3. The Royal Road Readers
by Daniels and Diack, published in England.
- a "phonic-word" method
- a way around phonics and sight programs
- no isolation of sounds and blends
- controled vocabulary for spelling regularity.
- these words are then analyzed for spelling to sound
correspondance.
¢ Linguistic Programs .

Question the broad definition of beginning reading as a mature
reading from the start.

Decoding first, to be followed by broader goals of
interpretation, appreciation, and application.

They also sometimes delt with the phonics issue differently
than traditional phonics programs. They use whole words
but used only regularly spell words at first.

Leonard Bloomfield (1942) a distinguished linguistic scholar

- criticized the initial emphasis on "meaning"

- learn the code or alphabetic habit first.

- meaning comes naturally



- and use controled regularly spelled words.
- had been in experimental use since the 1930s
- opposed to phonic and sight methods
- use whole words and children discover the relationships
- one letter to one sound at first.
-the letters learned by name first,
- say the letters don't sound them
Fries - the Charles Merrill Linguistic Readers
Three stages of reading progress
1. transfer of auditory signs to the visual signs
words grouped according to common and
consisten patterns in contrast,
can, cane, rat, rate
2. productive: the visual signals become automatic
3. imaginative: reading become more than live
language in acquiring and developing of
experience. It stimulate a vivid imaginative
realization of vicarious experience.
Stratemeyer and Smith - The Linguistic Science Readers.
The SRA Basic Reading Series - Rasmussen and Goldberg
Robert and Virginia Allen - Read Along with Me
preschool and primary grade
- uses sounds of letters and sounding and blending
Frances Hall - Sounds and Letters
Catherine Stern - The Structural Reading Series
Gibson and Richards - First Steps in Reading English Series
controled letters and sentence patterns.

* ITA changes in the alphabet
Sir James Pitman, British
-created one-on-one correspondance
- used conventional basal methods
The American version was more phonetic in method
Other ITA had been tried before, claim saved two years' time

¢ Individualized Reading

-concerned with patterns of classroom organiztion, pacing,
motivation, and subject-matter content.

- accepted broad definition of reading at the beginning.

- object to "lock-step" methods of basals, using lessons and
stories whether or not students are interested or need it.

- use a large variety of materials, self-selection, self-pacing

- they will select what satisfies interests and difficulty level.



- some teachers used a combination of basals and IR

- some used basals for flexable groups when they found
students who needed some instruction.

- In the 1920s this was called "free reading"

* The Language Experience Approach

goes one step further than Ind. Reading.

- the first steps are not self-selection of book written by others
but reading of the child's own writings, written by the
t(lelacher, which veritably guarantees vital interest of the
child.

- gradually the child writes more by himself with editing by
teacher which then shows the child the connection
between sounds and letters.

- self-paced

* Programmed Learning

-self-paced, self-directed, but steps are predetermined and
structured.

- each bit of learning depends on mastery of previous steps.
and student is given immediate confirmaton.

- Although theoretically, any method could be programmed
the methods used have been the phonic-linguistic.

The Basal Progressive Choice Reading Program, Woolman

Programmed Reading, Buchanan and Sullivan Associates

First Steps in Reading for Meaning, Grolier



Reading & Early Childhood Education:
The Critical Issues

by Jeanne S. Chall’

Here are some thoughtful answers to the five most
important questions about teaching.

The evidence keeps growing on the critical impor-
tance of the early years in the development of literacy.
Indeed, the recent National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress' confirms earlier research that if we
wish to have junior and senior high school students
read better, we must see to it that they do better in
preschool and in the early school years. But there are
still a number of controversial issues concerning the
teaching of reading—particularly early reading. Some
of these issues are relatively new while others have
been debated and researched in the past. [ believe that
adiscussion of new and classic issues in the teaching of
reading will assist principals and teachers of young
children in making reasoned judgments about policy
and instruction. I have selected five issues that seemto
most concern teachersand administrators, and thatare
often the themes of journal articles and conference
presentations:

Is reading always the same or does it undergo
developmental changes?

This is a classic issue that has been discussed and

debated for generations. Some scholars have viewed
reading as essentially the same from its beginnings to

* Jeanne S. Chall is professor of education and director of the reading
laboratory at the Harvard University Graduate School of Education.
This article is reprinted from Principal, Vol. 66, No. 5, May 1987, p.
6-9. Copyrighted by National Association of Elementary School Prin-
cipals, 1987. Reproduced by permission of the author and the publisher.
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its most mature forms. Others have viewed it as a
process that changes as it develops.?
Each viewpoint leans on theory to support its view.

. However, from my study of the issue, there is more
- evidence from research and successful practice for a

developmental view. What recommends a develop-
mental view most is its usefulness. It provides help in
what and when to teach, for de veloping reading mate-
rials and tests, and for ways to find and diagnose those
with reading difficulties.

In Stages of Reading Development,? which is being
used in planning school-wide reading curricula, in-
structional materials, the construction of reading tests,
and research, | have proposed adevelopmental scheme
that includes six stages, from 0 to 5, covering preread-
ing to highly skilled reading. Although [ am con-
cerned here with reading in the early childhood years,
I present all of the reading stages to give insight into
what precedes and follows the early school years.

Stage 0, Prereading, from birth to about age six, is
characterized by growing control over language.
Current estimates are that average six-year-olds can
speak or understand about 5,000 words. During the
prereading stage, most children living in a literate
society acquire some knowledgeand insightinto print,
and learn to recognize letters, common signs, and
common words. Many can write their names and
pretend they can read a story that has been read to
them several times.

Stage 1, Initial Reading or Decoding (Grades 1-2),
involves the alphabetic principle—developing skills
and insight into sound-letter relations and into the
decoding of words not recognized immediately. Chil-



Reading—the Critical Issues—continued

dren learn to recognize the words in their books, and
to “understand” the material they read. But whatthey
can read at this stage is considerably below what they
can understand in speech. Their ability to decodeand
recognize printed words is limited but growing rap-
idly.

Stage 2, Confirmation, Fluency, and Ungluing from
Print (Grades 2-3), consolidates what students have
learned earlier in the recognition of words and in the
use of decoding skills to help them gain further insight
into the reading and comprehending of familiar texts.
By the end of this stage, they have developed fluency
and case in recognizing words, in “sounding” others
they do not recognize immediately, and in “predict-
ing” still others from context. The material that they
can read fluently is basically within their knowledge
linguistically and cognitively.

Stage 3, Learning the New (Grades 4-8), marks the
beginning of reading as a tool for acquiring knowl-
edge, feelings, values, insights, and attitudes. Itis at
this stage that the books students read go beyond their
everyday vocabularies, beyond their background
knowledge, and beyond simple narrative presenta-
tion.

Stage 4, Multiple Viewpoints (High School), re-
quires more complex language and cognitive abilities,
since the reading tasks involve more complex texts in
many more advanced content areas. Studentsarealso
required to comprehend varying viewpoints at ever
greater depth.

Stage 5, Construction and Reconstruction (College
Level), the most mature stage, is characterized by a
world view. Students read books and articles in the
detail and depth that they need for their own purposes.
Readers in Stage 5 know what not to read as well as
what to read. Reading here is basically constructive.
From reading what others say, students construct
knowledge for their own use.

From these very brief characterizations one can see
qualitative changes from stage to stage, with a major
qualitative change at Stage 3, which marks the end of
the primary grades (the early childhood years) and
beginning of the intermediate grades. Stages0, 1,and
2 can be said to represent the oral tradition, in that text
read at these stages rarely goes beyond the language
and knowledge that the reader has previously ac-
quired through listening and direct experience. Stages
3,4, and 5 (Grades 4 and beyond) may be viewed as
comprising the literary tradition—when the reading
content, as well as the language read, goes beyond
what is already known.

Thus, readingat Stage 3 can be seen as the beginning

of a long progression in the reading of texts that
become ever more complex, literary, abstract, and
technical, and that require more worldly knowledge
and cver more sophisticated language and cognitive
abilitics. The materials thatare typically read at Grade
4 and beyond show distinctive changes in content, in
linguistic complexities, and in the cognitive demands
on the reader when compared to those generally read
in Grades 1 to 3.

Itisimportant to note that teachers and other school
personnel have long been aware of this distinction.
They have often considered the primary grades as the
time for “learning to read” and the intermediate and
upper elementary grades as a time of “reading to
learn.” In the carly grades, the main task is to bring
students’ word recognition and decoding up to their
more advanced linguistic and cognitive levels. From
Grade4 on, the main task is to raise students’ language
and cognitive abilities to meet the demands of their
texts—a more difficult task, indeed.

Reading stages can contribute to a better under-
standing of how reading is acquired and how the total
environment, as well as the school environment and
instruction, may be made optimal for pupils at the

_differentstages. Forexample, mostchildren whoenter

first grade (beginning of Stage 1) need to acquire a
knowledge of the alphabetic principle—how the let-
ters relate to the sounds of the language, or how to
“sound out” words. While some children may dis-
cover this principle by themselves, the research evi-
dence over the past 70 years is overwhelming that
direct instruction is needed and contributes to better
development of decoding, word recognition, and
comprehension, and provides a better transition to
later reading stages.* This is because the relations
between sounds and letters are usually not discovered
withoutinstruction by most children, particularly those
athigh risk. Toward the end of the decoding stage, the
knowledge and skills acquired can become self-gen-
erative. That is, some growth can be achieved with
practice on one’s own.

Stage 2 (Grades 2 and 3), the development of flu-
ency, requires a great deal of reading and practice.
This would suggest the necessity for providing many
books to be read in addition to texts and workbooks.

With the skills and abilities acquired in Stages 1 and
2, the focus of reading instruction in the middle grades
should be on literature and on reading in the various
subject areas—textbooks, reference works, and other
sources.

While a developmental theory does not prescribe
methods, it does suggest the need for certain practices
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Reading—the Critical Issues—continued

in order for more advanced levels of achievement to
take place. Thus, it would appear that a global and
playfulapproach, whilesuitable for developing “readi-
ness” and “emergent” skills in pre-school and kinder-
garten, would be less effective in Grades 1 and 2, when
children need to acquire decoding and word recogni-
tion skills, and should be reading many books to gain
fluency.

For the intermediate grades (Stage 3), or earlier if
children are more advanced, instruction in reading
should go beyond the familiar in content, in language,
and in thought. Therefore, reading instruction needs
to be given not only from basal readers, which contain
mainly narrative fiction, but from texts and books in
social studies, science, health, and literature. For most
children, a greater focus on word meanings is needed
since their reading materials contain a greater propor-
tionofabstract, technical, and literary words not known
to them.

Should we teach reading skills or let children learn
by “just reading”?

Each generation asks this question in a somewhat
different way, and tends to have answers that vary.

At the present time, the question to be decided is
whether to provide reading instruction with basal
readers and workbooks, or children’s story books.
Two decades ago, the question was: Which is better,
individualized reading (self-selection of trade books)
or group instruction? Another related question that
hasbeen debated for more than a century, concerns the
use of phonics. Is it necessary to teach phonics? Don”t
children learn better without sounding or decoding
words?

All of these questions have one essential point in
common: Do children learn to read better, and love it
more, if they are taught how to read, or if they figure it
out by themselves by “just reading”?

The evidence from research would seem to indicate
that both are nceded for optimal reading develop-
ment. Knowing how (reading skills) is necessary, but
not sufficient; and learning from “just reading” bogs
down when the student’s skills are deficient. Themass
of the rescarch on reading indicates that better results
are achieved when young children are taught skills
systematically and directly, and use these in reading.
It also shows that being fcad to and reading and
writing stories, pocems, and informational selections—
to which they apply their newly gained skills—arealso
important for reading development.

Ateach of the reading stages, a balance of “learning
how-to” with “practicing and doing” is needed. Too
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great an emphasis on skills may deprive children of
time to read. Similarly, a dietof “just reading” without
instruction in the skills may slow down development.
The research does not support the claims of some that
skills and know-how develop naturally from “just
reading.” Indeed, it shows that development is en-
hanced by skills, particularly among those making
slower progress—children from low-income homes
and those at high risk for learning disability.*

Ironically, although the strongest argument pro-
posed for the “just reading” view is a love of reading,
there seems to be no evidence to back it up. Indeed,
negative evidence can be found from the fact that some
of the greatést writers and readers have been educated
in schools that taught reading mainly as skill develop-
ment.

How easy or hard should instructional reading
materials be?

Research and theory during the past decade have
found that books that are challenging—at or some-
what above the student’s reading level—produce
higher reading achievement than easicr books, par-
ticularly when the teacher provides instruction. Re-
search in the Harvard Reading Laboratory which re-
lated the difficulty of school textbooks, used from
Grade 1 to Grade 12, to SAT verbal scores found that
when harder textbooks were used, the students
achieved higher SAT scores. Easier books produced
lower scores. Further, the difficulty of the first-grade
books seemed to exert the greatest effect.* Why should
first grade be so important? We suggest that it is
probably because it is when the child is introduced to
the alphabetic/writing system of our language. It is
difficult for most children to discover the system for
themselves. Hence a stronger, more difficult program
in the first grade prepares the child for later stages,
which can be practiced even if less direct instruction is
provided.

These findings are backed up by the Russian psy-
chologist Vygotsky, whose theory of proximal devel-
opment proposes that the optimal level of instruction
is one above the student’s current development, but at
which the student can learn when instructed by a
teacher.

Thus, teachers should take pains to sce that the
books used for instruction are not too casy. In our
study of the reading, writing, and language of low SES
children in grades 2 to 7, we found that the greatest
rcading gains were made by students who were learn-
ing frombasal readersat or above their reading level —
but not below.” And yet children continue to receive



Reading—the Critical Issues—Continued

instruction from basal readers below their level. Since
most instructional time for reading invol ves the use of
basal readers, it is essential that thesc readers contain
materials that challenge all students—including those
who read above level.

Additional evidence for the value of challenging
instructional materials comes from recent research on
classroom grouping. Several studies have found that
whenchildren in the lowest reading group were placed
in a group that used more difficult materials, they
actually did better.

This concept necds to be considered by all of us, for
it goes counter to the conventional wisdom of book
selection for the past 50 years—the casier, the better.

To test or not to test?

Attitudes toward reading tests have been quite
conflicting. We give more and more tests, and we seem
increasingly dissatisfied with them, even to the point
of rejecting them and research results that are based on
them. Thereis also a fear that the increasing use of tests
will lead to teaching for the tests. And yet, when test
scores rise, we are happy to accept the results as
evidence of hard work by teachers, administrators,
and students.

Itis easy to overlook the benefits of tests—for evalu-
ating programs, for assessing children’s reading de-
velopment, for noting their strengths and weaknesses.
Tests also help us find those children who are falling
behind and need extra help.

And yet, | have found that few schools make full use
of the tests that they give. Many do not seem to use the
results to evaluate a child’s reading development from
year to year, to make sure that progress is being made
as expected. Although standardized tests leave much
to be desired, combined with teacher judgment they
can be used constructively for this purpose since they
are highly predictive of later achievement. Thus Grade
2 reading scores predict Grade 6 scores, and the Grade
6 scores predict whether students will graduate high
school or will drop out—if no special help is given to
those who need it.!

What about research? Does it improve practice?

The mass of research on reading, and the highly
technical way in which it is written, often intimidate
school administrators, policy makers, and teachers. I
think sometimes that this growing mass of research
has tended to produce an attitude that, while it is well
and good, it has little to do with practice. One can well
understand this view, for it is difficult, if not impos-
sible, to keep up with all the research published.

And yet, my long years in both research and prac-
tice have not lessened my confidence in the value of re-

scarch for informing practice. Knowing is always
better than not knowing,.

While rescarch can help administrators make teach-
ing and policy decisions, it is wise to realize that one
study on an issue, by itself, is usually not sufficient to
inform successful practice. It is recommended, there-
fore, that teachers and school administrators rely on
syntheses of research—reports that sift through and
interpret related studies on specific topics.

I hope that this brief discussion of major issues in
reading will be of some assistance to principals and
administrators who mustdevise and direct early child-
hood reading programs. It's an enormous
responsibility. ¢
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