Rudolf Flesch,Why Johnny Can’t Read And What You Can Do About 11955)

Chapter |
A LETTER TO JOHNNY'S MOTHER

Dear Mary:

| have decided to start this book with a letteydo. You know that the idea came to me
when | offered to help John, with his reading. igally his book — or yours. So the only
proper way to start it is with the words “Dear Mary

You remember when | began to work with Johnny bajear ago. That was when he was
twelve and they put him back into sixth grade beedue was unable to read and couldn't
possibly keep up with the work in junior high. Stold you that | knew of a way to teach
reading that was altogether different from whatytde in schools or in remedial reading
courses or anywhere else. Well, you trusted me,yandknow what has happened since.
Today Johnny can read — not perfectly, to be duwmeanyone can see that in a few more
months he will have caught up with other boys sfdge. And he is happy again: You and |
and everyone else can see that he is a changexhpers

| think Johnny will go to college. He has a verydanmind, as you know, and | don't see
why he shouldn't become a doctor or a lawyer oeragineer. There is a lot in Johnny that
has never come to the surface because of thisngadiuble.

Since | started to work with Johnny, | have looketb this whole reading business. |
worked my way through a mountain of books and ledion the subject, | talked to dozens
of people, and | spent many hours in classroom&hieg what was going on.

What | found is absolutely fantastic. The teactohgeading — all over the United States,
in all the schools, in all the textbooks — is thtalrong and flies in the face of all logic

and common sense. Johnny couldn't read until hgdaa ago for the simple reason that
nobody ever showed him how. Johnny's only probleas what he was unfortunately
exposed to an ordinary American school.

You know that | was born and raised in Austria. Yoo know that there are no remedial

reading cases in Austrian schools? Do you knowttiee are no remedial reading cases in
Germany, in France, in Italy, in Norway, in Spainpractically anywhere in the world except

in the United States? Do you know that there wasuth thing as remedial reading in this

country either until about thirty years ago? Do ymow that the teaching of reading never
was a problem anywhere in the world until the UWhiBtates switched to the present method
around about 1925?

This sounds incredible, but it is true. One ofdi&cles on reading that | found was by a Dr.
Ralph C. Preston, of the University of Pennsylvaniao reported on his experiences on a trip
through Western Germany in the April, 19983ementary School JournaDr. Preston
visited a number of classrooms in Hamburg and Muriidfter the experience of hearing
these German children read aloud,” he says, “I négattach some credence to a generally
expressed opinion of German teachers that beferend of Grad@ almost any child can
read orally (without regard to degree of comprelmnsalmost anything in print!”

Of course, Dr. Preston, being an American educdimnt draw the obvious conclusion from
what he saw. The explanation is simply that thehoektused over there works, and the
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method used in our schools does not. We too caawve perfect readers in all schools at the
end of second grade if we taught our children leysiystem used in Germany.

Now, what is this system? It's very simple. Readimgans getting meaning from certain
combinations of letters. Teach the child what datter stands for and he can read.

Ah no, you say, it can't be that simple. But itList me give you an illustration.

| don't know whether you know any shorthand. Letispose you don't. Let's suppose you
decide to learn how to read English shorthand.

Right away you say that nobody learns howead shorthand. People who want to know
shorthand learn how tarite it; the reading of it comes by the way.

Exactly. That's why shorthand is such a good Hhaigtn of this whole thing. It's just a
system of getting words on paper. Ordinary wrii@nother such system. Morse code is a
third. Braille is a fourth. And so it goes. There all sorts of systems of translating spoken
words into a series of symbols so that they canriigen down and read back.

Now the way to learn any such system is to leanwrite and to read it at the same time.
And how do you do that? The obvious answer is, d&king up one symbol after another
and learning how to write it and how to recognizeédince you are through the whole list
of symbols, you can read and write; the rest ispimpractice — learning to do it more
and more automatically.

Since the dawn of time people have learned mecalamieans of communication in this
way — smoke signals and drums in the jungle arglliaguage and | don't know what all.
You take up one item after another, learn whataihds for, learn how to reproduce it and
how to recognize it, and there you are.

Shorthand, as | said, is an excellent examplen't #oow any English shorthand myself, but
| went to a library and looked up the most wideged manual of the Gregg system, the
Functional Methody L. A. Leslie. Sure enough, it tells you abowd g#ymbols one after the
other, starting out with the loop that stands ferlbnga in ache, makeandcake After a few
lessons, you are supposed to know the shape thieathorthand “letters,” and from there on
it's just a matter of practice and picking up speed

Our system of writing — the alphabet — was inverigdhe Egyptians and the Phoenicians
somewhere around 1500 b.c. Before the inventiothefalphabet there was only picture
writing — a picture of an ox meant “ox,” a pictwka house meant “house,” and so on. (The
Chinese to this day have a system of writing wjtimisols that stand for whole words.) As
soon as people had an alphabet, the job of readidgvriting was tremendously simplified.
Before that, you had to have a symbol for everydnarthe language - 10,000, 20,000 or
whatever the vocabulary range was. Now, with tiphatbet, all you had to learn was the
letters. Each letter stood for a certain sound,thatiwas that. To write a word — any word
— all you had to do was break it down into its staiand put the corresponding letters on
paper.

So, ever since 1500 b.c. people all over the weddvherever an alphabetic system of
writing was used — learned how to read and writeheysimple process of memorizing the
soundof each letter in the alphabet. When a schoolbanitient Rome learned to read, he
didn't learn that the written wordensa meara table, that is, a certain piece of furniture with
a flat top and legs. Instead, he began by leartiagthe lettem stands for the sound you
make when you put your lips together, taateans the sound that comes out when you open
your mouth about halfway, thatis like m but with the lips open and the teeth togethet,g2ha
has a hissing sound, and thetmeans the sound made by opening your mouth wide.
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Therefore, when he saw the written woneénsafor the first time, he could read it right off
and learn, with a feeling of happy discovery, ting collection of letters meant a table. Not
only that, he could also write the word down fromtation without ever having seen it
before. And not onlyhat, he could do this with practically every word in theguage.

This is not miraculous, it's the only natural systef learning how to read. As | said, the

ancient Egyptians learned that way, and the Graakisthe Romans, and the French and
the Germans, and the Dutch and the Portuguesehanturks and the Bulgarians and the
Estonians and the Icelanders and the Abyssiniamyery single nation throughout history

that used an alphabetic system of writing.

Except, as | said before, twentieth-century Amersca— and other nations in so far as they
have followed our example. And what do we use awg?eWhy, the only other possible
system of course — the system that was in use ééfierinvention of the alphabet in 1500
b.c. We have decided to forget that we write with lettend learn to read English as if it
were Chinese. One word after another after ancdfter another. If we want to read
materials with a vocabulary of 10,000 words, thenhvve to memorize 10,000 words; if
we want to go to the 20,000 word range, we haveam, one by one, 20,000 words; and so
on. We have thrown 3,500 years of civilization thé window and have gone back to the
Age of Hammurabi.

You don't believe me? | assure you what | am saigrgerally true. Go to your school
tomorrow morning — or if John has brought home ohais readers, look at it. You will
immediately see that all the words in it are ledriy endless repetition. Not a sign
anywhere that letters correspond to sounds and watls can be worked out by
pronouncing the letters. No. The child is told wikach word means and then they are
mechanically, brutally hammered into his brain.d tkis:

All the reading books used in all our schools, lmpugh fourth and fifth and sixth grade,
are collections of staff hke that. Our cledren rhetire wordsot by reading over and over
again abouta duck or a pig or a goat that sot ahdrel sot. And so with every word in the
language.

“We will look,” said Susan.
“Yes, yes,” said all the children.
“We will look and find it?”

So all the boys and girls looked.
They looked and looked for it.
But they did not find it.

Or this:
“Quark, quark,” said the duck.
He wanted something.
He did not want to get out.
He did not want to go to the farm
He did not want to eat.
He sat and sat and sat.

All the reading books used in all our schools, mpagh fourth and fifth and sixth grade,
are collections of stuff like that. Our childrerata the wordsat by reading over and over
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again about a duck or a pig or a goat that sasahdnd sat. And so with every word in the
language.

Every word in the language! You know what that ne®alh means that if you teach reading
by this system, you can't use ordinary reading endittr practice. Instead, all children for
three, four, five, six years have to work their wgyythrough a battery of carefully designed
readers, each one containing all the words useldeirprevious one plus a strictly limited
number of new ones, used with the exactly “righticaint of repetition. Our children don't
read AndersenBairy Talesany more oil he Arabian Nighter Mark Twain or Louisa May
Alcott or the Mary Poppins books or the Dr. Dotditbooks oranythinginteresting and
worth white,because they can’tt so happens that the writers of these classildrem's
books wrote without being aware of our Chinese esysof teaching reading. Sdttle
Womencontains words likgrieving andsereng andTom Sawyehasagueandinwardly,
and Bulfinch'sAge of Fablenhasnymphanddeity andincantations If a child that has gone
to any of our schools faces the wargmphfor the first time, he is absolutely helpless
because nobody has ever told him how to sound antly andm andph and read the word
off the page.

So what does he get instead? He gets those sdribsriible, stupid, emasculated,
pointless, tasteless little readers, the stuff guiifl about Dick and Jane or Alice and Jerry
visiting the farm and having birthday parties ameisg animals in the zoo and going
through dozens and dozens of totally unexcitingdieiatlass, middle-income, middle-1.Q.
children's activities that offer opportunities fogading "Look, look" or «Yes, yes" or
«Come, come" or «See the funny, funny animal.» iyuthe past half year | read a good
deal of this material and | don't wish that expeceon anyone.

Who writes these books? Let me explain this toipadetail, because there is the nub of the
whole problem.

There are one or two dozen textbook houses in AvaeBy far the more lucrative part of
their business is the publication of readers femantary schools. There are millions of
dollars of profit in these little books. Naturallfhe competition is tremendous. So is the
investment; so is the sales effort; so is the eftbat goes into writing, editing, and
illustrating these books.

Now, with our Chinese word-learning system you tcandduce a series of readers by
printing nice, interesting collections of stuff lhien of a certain age might like to read. Oh
no. Every single story, every single sentence dgoat into these books has to be carefully
prepared and carefully checked to make sure tltdt ward is one of the 637 that the poor
child is supposed to have memorized up to thattpemn if it's the 638th word, that it
appears in just the right context for optimum guesk and is then repeated seventeen
times at carefully worked-out intervals.

Naturally, the stupendous and frighteningly idiatiork of concocting this stuff can only be
done by tireless teamwork of many educational dzad@ut if the textbook house put only
the drudges on the title page, that wouldn't longressive enough to beat the competition.
So there has to be a “senior author” — someone aitfational reputation who teaches
how to teach reading at one of the major univesiti

And that’'s why each and every one of the so-calgthorities in this field is tied up with

a series of readers based on the Chinese worddgamethod. As long as you used that

method, you have to buy some $30 worth per childfSo-and-so's readers; as soon as
you switch to the common-sense method of teaclagbunds of the letters, you can give
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them a little primer and then proceed immediatelpiything from thdReader's Digesto
Treasure Island

| have personally met some of the leading autlexitn the field of reading. They are all
very nice ladies and gentlemen, and obviously ssm@nd well meaning. But thegre
firmly committed to the application of the word metl, and it would be inhuman to
expect from them an objective point of view.

Consequently it's utterly impossible to find anyomside the official family of the

educators saying anything even slightly favoraldethe natural method of teaching
reading. Mention the alphabetic method or phonetic$phonics” and you immediately
arouse derision, furious hostility, or icy silence.

For instance, in the May 19%2atholic EducatorMonsignor Clarence E. Elwell published
an article "Reading: The Alphabet and Phonics." 8itgmor Elwell is Superintendent of
Schools of the Diocese of Cleveland and knows Wieats talking about. He says: "In a
language based on an alphabetic (that is, phomatthod of coding the spoken word, the
only sensible way to teach how to decode the wrtgmbols is (i) byeaching the phonetic
code that is, the alphabet, and (2) the manner ofngpdt letter by letter, left to right. It is as
nonsensical to use a whole word method for beginneading as it would be to teach the
Morse code on a whole word basic.... A child whe baen taught the code and how to use it
... gains a confident habit in attacking words. ladtef guessing when he comes to a new
word, as he did when taught by the sight word nekthe now works through a word and to
the surprise of the teachers usually comes up thghright answer.... After four years'
experiment with the introduction of a strong prograf phonics at the very beginning of
grade one, the experimenter finds teachers conviand children apparently happier in their
success.”

What do you think happened when Monsignor Elwalll gaublicly that our whole system
of teaching reading is nonsense? Absolutely notHaagfar as | know, none of the reading
"experts" has paid the slightest attention to tlev€and experiment.

Or take the case of the late Dr. Leonard Bloomfipltfessor of linguistics at Yale. Dr.
Bloomfield wasn't just any scholar in the fieldlahguage; he was universally recognized
as the greatest American linguist of modern tinkdis. masterpiece was a book simply
calledLanguage published in 1933.

In the last few pages of that book, Bloomfield tlemith the teaching of English and
reading in our schools. "Our schools,” he wrotee“atterly benighted in linguistic
matters.... Nothing could be more discouraging tfvaread our “educationalists” treatises
on methods of teaching children to read. The sizhis book does not permit a discussion
of their varieties of confusion on this subject.”

Several years later, Bloomfield took time out tegare an alphabetic-phonetic primer,
based on strictly scientific principles. It wasecellent piece of work, carefully designed
to teach children quickly and painlessly. After &tafield's death in 1949 his literary
executor offered the manuscript to every singlaneletary textbook publisher in the
United States. Not one of them considered it. Amlwriting, the book is still unpublished.

(The primer was published in 1961 eonard Bloomfield (1887-1949), Clarence Lewis Bem, Let's
Read, A Linguistic ApproachVayne State University Press, 1 juin 1961 - 46863).

The introduction to this Bloomfield primer was, hewer, published as an article in the
Elementary English Review April and May, 1942. | ran across that artidighé or ten years
ago and that's what started me on this whole bssineaking the ideas of that article and

Rudolf FleschWhy Johnny Can’'t ReadAhd What You Can Do About([t955)
Chapitre 1 — A Letter to Johnny’s Mother.



applying them in homemade fashion, | taught mystldaughter Anne to read when she was
five years old. Well, you know Anne: she's ten raawl reads anything and everything, all the
time. Here is what Bloomfield told the country'®rakentary English teachers twelve years
ago: “The most serious drawback of all the Engleskding instruction known to me ... is the

drawback of the word-method.... The child who falgrasp the content of what he reads is
usually a poor reader in the mechanical sendeyoulwant to play the piano with feeling and

expression, you must master the keyboard and tearse your fingers on it. The chief source
of difficulty in getting the content of reading isiperfect mastery of the mechanics of

reading.... We must train the child to respond ipta the sight of letters....”

And what did the teachers and reading experts thy #fe greatest scientist in the field
had explained to them their mistake? Absolutehhimgf. Except that several years later, in
1948, Dr. William S. Gray, of the University of @€hago, published a bookn Their Own

in Reading.There,in the first chapter, was a lengthy quotation frBioornfield's paper,
followed by this statement: "The recent trend talvar the old alphabetic or phonic
methods is viewed with alarm by educators...."

The most conspicuous example of this deadly waif@teveen the entrenched “experts”
and the advocates of common sense in reading ieteption of the primeReading With
Phonicsby Hay and Wingo, published by the J. B. Lippinddttimpany. By some miracle,
this textbook company decided to jump into the faag publish the Hay-Wingo book, the
only primer on the market today that is based fronh the alphabetic-phonetic principle.
Well, the book was duly reviewed Elementary Englisimagazine by Dr. Celia B. Stendler
of the University of lllinois. |1 quote: Reading With Phonicgloes not fit the modern
conception of the place of phonics in a readinggmm.... One wonders at the naiveté of
the authors.... One wonders, too, whether the aithave ever had the thrill of seeing a
group of children learn to read by the use of modeethods. The zest with which these
children approach reading and the zeal with whingy tread will aknost certainly be lost if
we turn the dock back twenty years wiReading With Phoni€s(This from someone who
is all for turning the clock back 3,500 years!)

I'll have more to say later in this book about thay-Wingo primer which produces first-
graders reading news items from the daily papemd-about the zest and zeal with which
our children read:

Jack ran out to see the truck.
It was red and it was big—
very, very big.
It had come to take Jack
far away to his new home—
far away to his new home
on a big farm.

In doing research for this book, | ran into exathly same kind of hostility. | wrote a letter
to the National Council of Teachers of English,iagkfor information on the phonetic
method of teaching reading. | got a brief replyfemeng me to Dr. Paul Witty of
Northwestern University (one of the top word-methmebple) and to a pamphlet "What
About Phonics?" by Dr. Alvina Treut Burrows of Né&terk University, which turned out to
be violently anti-phonies. | also wrote the U.Sfi€af of Education. That time | got a
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somewhat longer reply, referring me to Dr. Edward DéIch of the University of lllinois
(another well-known word-method man) and to theeshrased pamphlet by Dr. Burrows.

At a later stage in my research | found an exceflaper by a Dr. Agnew who had compared

the results of teaching reading in the schools wfhhBm and Raleigh, North Caroline. The
monograph was published in 1939, at which timesttteools in Durham produced splendid
results by teaching phonics. So | wrote to the Buaggmdent of Schools in Durham, asking
for information. The answer was that the teachihglmnics there had been discontinued
seven years ego.

Then | ran across a book by the lItalian educatoMaria Montessori, published way back
in 1912. Dr.Montessori, who was a world-famous progressive digarten teacher, taught
her little Italian four-year-olds (!) the shapeslaounds of the letters of the alphabet and had
them reading within weeks. | found that there waShdld Education Foundation in New
York City carrying on Dr. Montessori work. | wrote them, asking about their method of
teaching reading. The answer came back: “For a eurob years we have found other
methods to be more effective, so have not used édeati.”

Now that | have gone through dozens and dozensakson reading, | know how well it all
fits together. The primers and readers are keyéukettextbooks on how to teach reading, and
the textbooks are all carefully written so thatrgveacher in the land is shielded from any
information about how to teach children anythinguthetters and sounds.

It's a foolproof system all right. Every grade-sghteacher in the country has to go to a
teachers' college or school of education; evergha' college gives at least one course on
how to teach reading; every course on how to tesatling is based on a textbook; every one
of those textbooks is written by one of the higtegis of the word method. In the old days it
was impossible to keep a good teacher from follgwiar own common sense and practical
knowledge; today the phonetic system of teachiragling is kept out of our schools as
effectively as if we had a dictatorship with anr@dwerful Ministry of Education.

And how do you convince thousands of intelligentiryg women that black is white and
that reading has nothing to do with letters andhde@ Simple. Like this:

First, you announce loudly and with full convictitivat our method of writing English isot
based on pronunciation. Impossible, you say? Ewelyyknows that all alphabetic systems are
phonetic? Oh no. | quote from page 297Refading and the Educative ProcdéssDr. Paul
Witty of Northwestern University: “English is essially an unphonetic language.”

This is so ridiculous that it should be possiblgust laugh about it and forget it. But the
reading “experts” have created so much confusiahitls necessary to refute this nonsense.
Well then:All alphabetic systems are phonetic; the two words rtieasame thing. The only
trouble is that English is a little more irreguthan other language. How much more has
been established by three or four independent nessra. They all came up with the same
figure. About 13 per cent of all English words pegtly irregular in their spelling. The other
87 per cent follow fixed rides. Even the 13 pert@® not “unphonetic,” as Dr. Witty calls
it, but usually contain just one irregularly spélieowel: doneis pronounced “dun,bneis
pronounced “wun,areis pronounced “ar,” and so on.

So our English system of writing &f coursephonetic, but has a few more exceptions to
the rules than other languages.

The next step in this great structure of nonsensecanfusion is careful avoidance of the
teaching of the letters:
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“Current practice in the teaching of reading doesrequire a knowledge of the letters,”
says Dr. Donald D. Durrell of Boston Universityn“remedial work, such knowledge is
helpful.”

“The skillful teacher will be reluctant to use aplgonetic method with all children,” says
Dr. Witty.

“The child should be allowed to “typewrite' onlyeafhe has a certain degree of ability in
reading,” says Dr. Guy L. Bond of the University Minnesota “Otherwise he is apt to
become too conscious of the letter-by-letter eldsmehwords.”

And Dr. Roma Garas of Teachers College, Columbiaeisity, tells us simply and
starkly: “In recent years phonetic analysis of v&atl any level of the reading program fell
into disrepute.”

If they had their way, our teachers woulelvertell the children that there are letters and that
each letter represents a sound. However, thatgsité possible for the simple reason that a
good many children are bright enough to find thig for themselves. So, if systematic
phonetics or phonics from the outset is taboogthers to be some sort of an answer when a
child in second or third grade begins to notice tha first letter incatis different from the
first letter insat. This is called “phonetic analysis” and — lo and didh — it does get
mentioned in the textbooks. For instance, if youn tio the index irLearning to Read: a
Handbook for Teacherby Carter and McGinnis of the Psycho-Educationahi€lof the
Western Michigan College of Education, you willdianelonely page reference to “phonetic
analysis.” Turning back to that page, you will leéinat phonetic analysis “grows out of the
fact that words are made up of letters or lettentmoations that have known sounds. Phonetic
analysis, then, is the process of associatingbeoariate sounds with the printed forms. At
this stage of development [third and fourth gragtaphasis should be placed upon beginning
consonant sounds."

Otherwise, phonics is usually discussed in thisrditure as something that stupid and
ignorant parents are apt to bring up. Yes, | amjoking: Our teachers are carefully
coached in what to answer parents who complaintéhetabandonment of phonics.

For instance, let me quote from an “official” partgiton Teaching Readingy Dr. Arthur L
Gates (of Teachers College, Columbia Universityplighed by the National Education
Association. “When a mother storms to the schaulites Dr. Gates, “to protest delaying the
starting of the child to read or what she imagisdke failure to teach good old phonics, it is
likely that things have already happened in thedevhich are having a disadvantageous —
indeed, sometimes a disastrous — influence on tipd'p efforts to learn. Had the mother
understood the school’s policy, provided it is adjmne, the home life might have been
organized in such a way as to assist the pupiklgre& other words, if a parent complains
that you don't teach her child the sounds of ttierke tell her the child can't read because she
has made his home life unhappy.

That's what you get on the subject of phonetiasuinliterature on the teaching of reading.
And what do the books contain instead? With whathahy fill all those fat volumes with
hundreds of pages if they don't mention the letter$ sounds of the alphabet? Very simple:
Those books are not about reading at all but alvord guessing.

Because, you see, if a child isn't taught the sswfdhe letters, then he has absolutely
nothing to go by when he tries to read a word hellcan do is guess.

Suppose a child tries to read the sentence “| skangaroo.” Suppose he has never seen the
word kangaroobefore. If he has been trained in phonics, he sirffggunds out” the, the a,
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theng,thea, ther, and theno, and reads “kangaroo” as easy as pie. (“Ah, kadahe says.
Of course he has known the meaning of the wordydéars.) But if he has no training in
phonics, if the meaning of the letters has beeefudy hidden from him, he can only guess.
How can he guess? Well, the educators say, hewsss grom context. With the sentence “I
saw a kangaroo” that is extremely difficult, howeugecause it could just as easily mean “I
saw a giraffe” or “I saw a flea” or “I saw a piah80, the next best thing, the child lookss
top of the page to see whether there is a pictisaally in those factory-produced readers,
when an animal is mentioned there is a picturé¢ sbinewhere on the page, so ten to one
he’ll find that the word means “kangaroo.” And wlifathere isn't any picture? Well, then
he has to rely on the sound of the first lekté@rhe knowsthat— or the length of the word
— or its general shape — or just sheer luck. Hehtggiess “kangaroo” or he might guess
"plomber" or he might guess "forget-me-rot" or —shbkely — he might just sit there
with a vacant look, waiting for the teacher to teih what the word is. He knows very well
she’ll tell him eventually. Learning to read, heolars, is guessing or waiting until you are
told what the word means.

You think | exaggerate? On the contrary: | am dbswy exactly what | saw in one
classroom after another and what is detailed eslgi@s all the textbooks on how to teach
reading. Lister to them:

“Little is gained by teaching the child his sourasd letters as a first step to reading.
More rapid results are generally obtained by tmeatimethod of simply showing the word
to the child and telling him what it is.” (Irving.HAnderson and Walter F. Dearboifrhe
Psychology of Teaching Readifgnderson is at the University of Michigan, Dearb@a
professor emeritus of Harvard.)

“The simplest solution when a child does not knowad is totell him what it says."
(Teaching Primary Readingy Professor Edward A. Dolch, University of lllirsoiThe
triumphant italics are by Dr. Dolch)

«If the word isdaddy,the pupil may give the wortather, or papa or man since the basal
meaning is the same. If the word is the ndtnk, the pupil may sawateror milk or some
other fluid. Similarly, words related to a commatuation or to a general topic, suchcasv,
horse, pig, sheep, chickearg likely to be mistaken for each other.

"Errors of this type are frequently regarded asl@we of carelessness on the part of the
pupil. In some instances he may be reprimandeldaang made a “wild guess,” when in fact,
from the point of view of meaning the guess isatall wild. In the early stages of learning to
read frequent errors of this type are to be exdedtbey are ... evidence of keen use of the
device of guessing words from context.” (Profes&dghur |I. Gates,The Improvement of
Readingpp. 184-185. This is generally considered the rmattoritative text of them all.)

And finally, here is a perfect summary of the ditwrafrom Teaching the Child to Redx)
Bond and Wagner. Professor Guv L. Bond is at theddsity of Minnesota.

The usual first unit of reading material is shartl simple, rarely running more than four or
five pages and introducing but few words. It is@aned with the common experiences of
boys and girls of first-grade age whose activiiesto be followed throughout the first year.
Usually the boy and girl are introduced and sortike Istory or incident told about them,
mainly through the pictures with but little readingaterial. The pictures in the initial unit
carry the story, and the words are so closelydatiiethe picture story that they usually can
be guessed by the children. The teacher's majks thering this time are to introduce the
words in a meaningful fashion so that the childn@ve contextual clues to aid them in
“guessing” the word and to give repetition of therds so that those words may become the
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nucleus of a sight vocabulary. The words shouldrdmmgnized as whole words. It is
detrimental indeed to have the children spell ansioout the words at this stage.

Most of the modem readers have carefully workedvouatibulary controls so that the child
will not encounter many new words in comparisoth® number of words he actually reads.
In various ways, which have been mentioned, thiel @hprepared for reading those words. In
fact, he has been either given the name of the wotths been led to recognize therd
before he meets it in his purposeful reading agtishen, however, he does have trouble
with a word, that difficulty should not be focusedon as a difficulty. The teacher should
at this stage tell him the word or lead him to guésrom the context.

What does all this add up to? It means simply dedrky that according to our accepted
system of instruction, reading isn't taught at Boks are put in front of the children and
they are told to guess at the words or wait urgtdher tells them. But they aret taught

to read — if by reading you mean what the dictignsays it means, namely, “get the
meaning of writing or printing.”

Now you say that all this applies only to first dga Not at all. If you think that after this
preparatory guessing game reading begins in eamestcond grade, or in third, or in
fourth, you are mistaken. Readimgver starts. The guessing goes on and on and on,
through grade school, through high school, thrazmlege, through life. It's all theyll
ever know. They'll never really learn to read.

When | started to work with Johnny, | didn't quigalize all this. In my innocence, | gave
him what | thought was an easy word for a twelvaryad: kid. He stared at it for quite some
time, then finally said “kind.” | tell you, it stagred me. Nobody born and raised on the
continent of Europe can easily grasp the factahgbnecan mistakeid for kind.

Later on, when | had done a good deal of phonickwath Johnny, | gave him, as an
exercise, the wordazzing.He hesitated, then read it esalizing | said, “Don't guess,
Johnny.” I don't know how many hundreds of timesust have said to him, “Don't guess,
Johnny.” To my mind, a remedial reading case isesore who has formed the habit of
guessing instead of reading.

You see, remedial reading cases are harder to teanHirst-graders for the simple reason

that they already have four or five or six yeargoéssing behind them. It usually takes at
least a year to cure them of the habit. There wouiet any remedial reading cases if we
started teaching reading instead of guessing st grade. (Did | say this before? Forgive
me. | have fallen into the habit of telling peopthe simple facts about reading over and
over again. It seems to be the only way.)

And how do the educators explain ail the thousats$ thousands of remedial reading
cas.? This is what really got me mad. To themufaiin reading i:ievercaused by poor
teaching. Lord no, perish the thought. Readingifaiis due to poor eyesight, or a nervous
stomach, or poor posture, or heredity, or a brdkame, or undernourishment, or a wicked
stepmother, or an Oedipus complex, or sibling nyabr God knows what. The teacher or
the school are never at fault. As to the textbookhe method taught to the teacher at her
teachers' college — well, that idea has never y&tred the mind of anyone in the world of
education.

In the bookHow to Increase Reading Abilityy Professor Albert J. Harris of Queens
College, New York City, there are long descriptiohsemedial reading cases with all sorts
of supposed causes and reasons — except the dadirtimie “confusedi andn, u andv, b
andd, p andg, k andf, andy andw," and Bruce “was unfamiliar with all of the short vew
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sounds and with some consonant sounds.” FortunB@telifarris hit upon a phonics book,
the Hegge-KirkRemedial Reading Drillsandthat was enough in most cases to bring those
unhappy children up to par in their reading. (Thegék-Kirk drills are what | finally used
with Johnny. I'll come back to that book later on.)

There are also detailed case descriptionghe Improvement of Readity Dr. Arthur L
Gates, the widely used text that | mentioned beféoe instance, he tells about a ten-year-old
girl who “often confused the soundsrafwith n and had difficulty sounding the lettgrShe
also confused with i.” A seven-year-old boy, in a “test of ability tavg sounds for
individual letters, did not know the following: d, z, r, m, I, g, u, w, h, and v.” An eight-
year-old girl, “in a test where she was asked e ¢ine sounds for individual letters, missed
the following:e, X, z, q, and.”

And how do. Dr. Gates account for all this? He gdsi us by giving each of his cases a
simple explanatory label. The first of the casdabgled

Good Intellect, Poor Reading Techniques; SiblingaRia Causal Factor.
The second case is headed

Reading Difficulties Resulting From Parental Inexdnce.

The third is a case of

Poor Reading Resulting Largely From Parental Anxeatd Family Conflicts.

Dr. Gates, in contrast to Dr. Harris, didn't givés lremedial cases phonics and
consequently didn't help them; apparently he jaseghe parents a good bawling out and
let it go at that.

Most educators, however, don't go quite as fahats They do use phonics in remedial cases
— in dribs and drabs, testily, and rather furtivéDrdinary children, they say, shouldn't be
deprived of the privilege of guessing words; batsthpoor unfortunate ones who didn't catch
on to the guessing game — well, let's teach theanstiunds of the letters as a last resort,
purely as an emergency measure. (Remember thendiptuDr. Durrell: “Current practice in
the teaching of reading does not require a knovwelemfgthe letters. In remedial work, such
knowledge is helpful”) And so you find phonics dissed, if at all, tucked away in a section
dealing with remedial reading with a careful expldon that this rather nasty medicine
shouldn't be given to nice, average children whogizess the few hundred words contained
in the “basal series.”

The irony is that phonics is also recognized whewimnes to the childremboveaverage —
those that somehow learn to read properly andtefédgin spite of the way they were taught.
Those boys and girls, the reading experts telhage unusual phonic ability — which means
that they managed to figure out by themselves wieittlr stands for which sound. Of course,
you can't really read at all if you don't know thiait for our reading teachers it's a miraculous
achievement, only to be explained by special gifid extraordinary graces.

Not long ago, in January, 1954, Dr. Ruth Strangesdchers College, Columbia University,
published an article on the “Reading Developmei@ifted Children” inElementary English.
“It may be,” she wrote, “that the phonetic approachore appropriate for the quick-learning
than for the slow-learning and because of the fdsngreater analytical ability.” (How she
reconciled this observation with the fact that pbanethods are the only thing that works
with retarded children | don't know.)

The article was based on statements by gifted bogisgirls in junior high school. Here are
some of them:
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“How did I learn to read? First my grandmother tatuge, then | caught on to certain words
and got accustomed to sounding out words.”

“By very small words and sentences. Also by sydlaldnd the letter's sound.”

“In first grade the teacher was dismissed for te@riphonetics, but | think phonetics has
helped me very much in sounding out new words.”

It seems clear to me that those bright twelve- #mdeen-year-olds know more about
reading than all the faculties, students, and alwhall of our teachers' colleges and schools
of education taken together. Andidn'tthink that those children are a bit more giftedhtha
your John. They were just luckier. Just lucky erot find out in time that learning to
read means learning to sound out words.
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