LINGUISTICS AND THE

TEACHING OF READING
Mildred A. Carlson

(The work of linguists is providing assistance for
elementary teachers of reading. Miss Carlson pro-
vided a brief survey and suggested some further
reading during the state meeting of the English sec-
tion of the Minnesota Education Association in Octo-
ber. She is consultant in elementary curriculum for

the Minneapolis public schools.)

Over the years, we have heard about sight-word and
phonic methods of teaching reading. Each has had a vari-
ety of interpretations and each has motivated the develop-
ment of materials for children and teachers. Recently,
some new kinds of materials have appeared on the scene
with emphasis upon phonemic clues for reading, for exam-
ple, Words in Color and the Initial Teaching Alphabet.
Some materials focus on sequences with small learning in-
crements and immediate feedback of success; for example,
the programed materials. Other materials introduce vocab-
ulary and sentence patterns more nearly like children's
natural speech; for example, the Bank Street Readers. We
are beginning to have an influx of still another type of
material which we need to learn to understand and evalu-
ate--the linguistic reading materials.

Linguists, scientifically examining our English lan-
guage, believe that their observations and generalizations
can make the teaching of reading more effective. To un-
derstand their points of view we need to look at their
definitions of reading.

Fries says:

. . . reading rests upon habits of unconscious i-
dentification of graphic shapes that represent the
language signals of our language code. . . . Real
reading is productive reading--an active responding
to all the sets of signals represented in the graph-
ic patterns as they build up, and the carrying for-
ward of such a complete cumulative comprehension as
makes it possible to fill in the intonation sequenc-
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es, the special stresses, and the grouping pauses
. o o (2: p. 124, 131)

Carroll says:

Reading is the activity of reconstructing a rea-
sonable spoken message from a printed text, and mak-
ing meaning responses to the reconstructed message
that would parallel those that would be made to the
spoken message. (1: p. 62)

Lefevre says:

. . . what reading requires 1is recognition and
interpretation of the graphic counterparts of entire
spoken utterances as unitary meaning-bearing pat-
terns. (3: p. 652)

Each of these linguists emphasizes the decoding process
yet none ignores meaning responses.

Considerable distance remains between reading special-
ists and linguists when it cowmes to outlining a schematic
plan for teaching reading. But the major ideas presented
by different linguists, or the writers who try to .inter-
pret lénguistics, may have the potential to' influence the
teaching of reading, to give reading instruction greater
depth. These ideas do not characterize any single method
but rather suggest possibilities for teaching reading with
or without materials that are labeled "linguistic."

Linguistics might make some contributions to reading
instruction through:

%*%a spelling pattern focus to develop independent word
recognition skills.

%*%intonation as an aid to comprehension and effective
oral reading.

#%understanding and appreciating our English language.

The most publicized and commercialized of the linguis-
tic ideas is the use of regular spelling patternms to teach
effective and independent word recognition skills. Letter
contrasts or patterns are analyzed visually and audibly.
Words representing familiar patterns are woven into story
content. Children discover the patterns and develop their
own generalizations about them--internalized generaliza-
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tions. The writings of Bloomfield and Fries are reflected
in many of the materials based on spelling patterns.

But linguistics offers far more than spelling patterns,
The intonational signals of meaning--pitch, stress, pauses
--help relate the melody of speech to the printed page. A
child who changes graphic symbols into natural-sounding
speech must understand what he has decoded. Dr. Donald
Lloyd, in a paper before a regional council of the Inter-
national Reading Association, said: "One hour of intona-
tion will do more for your reading than ten hours of word
attack."?  Word calling and fragmentary word study can be

deadly to reading comprehension. Intonational emphases
seem quite in contrast to the narrower spelling pattern
approaches, but the two as complements might strengthen

both word recognition and comprehension skills.

Frequent use of oral reading is encouraged by the lin-
quist. The child hears as well as sees as he makes an or-
al response to the graphic shapes. His familiarity with
the reading vocabulary is reinforced. His verbal inter-
prétation, often accompanied by non-verbal signals, pro-
vides the teacher with clues to his understanding, or lack
of understanding, of the context.

The linguists encourage us to study our language, to
grow in our understanding and appreciation of it. They
call our attention to the structure of words, the struc-
ture of sentences, and the structure of longer units of
meaning. This leads into the study of word origins and
derivatives. It leads to observations of the functions
and beauty of language. Dialectal differences become in-
teresting phenomena, not handicaps. Experiences with syn-
tactical patterns of sentences and syntactical elements
that extend into paragraphs or passages become aids to un-
derstanding and appreciating literature.

As materials labeled "linguistic" have arrived on the
market, we have tried to examine them and their teaching
suggestions. Some of them have been and are being tried
in classrooms on an exploratory basis. This year we are
part of a field trial of one set of materials that was de-
veloped to teach beginning reading. Ten first grade
teachers in Minneapolis are using these materials with
children from both disadvantaged and more advantaged back-
grounds, These materials are based on a total language
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approach integrating reading, writing, speaking, listen-
ing, and spelling experiences. Words and concepts are
presented and reinforced in three ways: word analysis dur-
ing the preparation time, word analysis and meaning check
in the connected story content, and reinforcement through
kinesthetic means during the writing phase.

To simplify the reading task, stories are built with
words based on patterns that are phonemically regular. Ir-
regular words are introduced as sight words whenever they
are needed for good sentence structure. Children are guid-
ed into discovery of important differences between words--
visual and sound contrasts. This is a whole word approach.
Phonics 1is internalized by analyzing spelling patterns
(what you see) and relating them to word patterns (what you
say) rather than blending isolated sounds. What the child
decodes makes sense, so the context provides a check on
his correctness in decoding. The approach combines sight,
sound, and meaning.

In addition to patterns in words, there are patterns in
the sentences, The first unit begins with simple sentenc-
es, adding sentences with prepositional phrases, sentences
with double subjects, and questions, After several units.
there 1is a good variety of sentence patterns and some de-
velopment of literary style. From the beginning, children
are urged to group words as phrases and to notice words
that signal phrases. Capital letters and punctuation marks
become other recognizable reading signals. Intonation con-
tours are emphasized so reading truly becomes a counter-
part of speech.

This integrated linguistic approach wutilizes the ele-
ments of linguistics identified earlier: spelling pattern
focus, intonation as an aid to comprehension, learning to
understand our English language. Last year we were im-
pressed by both the reading and spelling power developed by
some first grade children with limited experiential back-
grounds., Some test data will be available this year, but
our most significant evidences of successful teaching will
be attitudes of children toward reading, the extent to
which they self-select and read books from the reading cen-
ter in the classroom, and the personal stories they create
at the chalkboard or on paper.
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CALENDAR OF EVENTS
Winter, 1967

Jan, 13 Overhead Projector Workshop Wayzata
20-21 Minn. Coll. Conf. on English Minneapolis
Teacher Preparation--Speech
Feb. 9-11 Institute for Eng.Lang. Tchrs. Minneapolis
in '67 Summer Institutes
17-18 Tchr. Prep. Conf.--Composition Minneapolis
March 10-11 Tchr. Prep. Conf.--Eng. Lang. Minneapolis

20 Institute Application Deadline
24-25 CCCC Spring Meeting Louisville
30-31 Conf. on Eng. Education Athens, Ga.
31 Tchr. Prep. Conf.--Literature Minneapolis
April 1 Conf. on Eng. Education
14 Newspaper Workshop Hibbing
28-29 Tchr. Prep. Conf.--Methods Minneapolis
May 5-6 MCTE Spring Conference Rochester
19-20 Tchr. Prep. Conf.--Concerned Minneapolis
Public
Aug. 20-24 International Conference on Vancouver
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