VOLUME 14 NUMBER 9 MAY 1982

“EXCEPI m
'CHILDREN

>

pe
/
/4

Word Recogmtlon Development

. X  Charles H. Hargis s 4

In considering reading skills, teachers seldom recognize the distinction that
should be made between word recognition and word identification. Yet, skills in
these two areas are distinct and should receive separate instructional consideration.

The term word recognition as used here refers to the process of learning to in-
stantly recognize printed words. This differs from terms that suggest word identi-
fication or the identification of words by decoding or analytic processes. This latter
is often referred to by terms such as word atrack, word zdemlf cambn phonic anal-
ysis, and decoding.

Distinguishing between word recognition and word identification has to do
with the familiarity of printed words. Word recognition implies familiarity. Word

- recognition development is the process of becoming familiar with specific printed
words, in whatever context they may occur.

The more efficient reading becomes, the more efficient the word recogmtlon
process is. “Word calling” behavior is associated with poor word recognition skill.
Word callers overly depend on the word identification process to figure out how to
say (call) the word. Reading is a laborious word-by-word “sounding out” procedure,
with the child calling the word only after being sure of a pronunciation. Ovér-
dependence, or an almost exclusive emphasis, on word identification skills causes
word callers to attend to the spelling-sound constituents of pnpted words so that
they don't gain sufficient familiarity with words themselves. Also fostering this
“word-calling” behavior is the excessive use of oral reading as the main reading
activity. Accuracy in pronunciation — rdther than improved word recognition or .
comprehension — seems to_be the criterion measure of success.in oral reading
activities. (o} '
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SIGHT WORDS

Often, word recognition activities are compartmen-
talized in a separate place in the reading curriculum.

¢ Certain sets of words are usually emphasized in these

activities. The words are usually called sight words or
service words. They are composed of a relatively small
number of common high-frequency words. The Dolch
Basic Sight Word List (1941), the one most commonly
associated with sight word teaching, is subsumed| in vir-

, tually all other such word lists. These words occur with

' high frequency in all spoken or printed discourse. They

constitute over half the total number of different words

used in primary level basal readers (Mangieri, 1977).
A great number of these words are phonically irreg-

ular (e.g., are, were,- somé, said, their, have). Others

have complex letter-sound associations that will not be
introduced until some time later — frequently after the
first-grade level. Since the use of even rudimentary sen-
tences is not possible without having to use some of
these words, they aye usually introduced as sight words
so that students cah begin deing some reading.
Childréen who/have reading problems seem to have
inordinate difficulty in learning to recognize these com-
mon sight words. They show inconsistency from day to
day in recognizing these words, and confusion. occurs
between many of the words. '
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IMAGERY LEVEL AﬁlD DIFFICULTY

i

Remarkably little research has been done on what
characteristics of words pose obstacles to their recog-
nition. Some research has been directed at the identifi-
cation problems of words by their configuration, phonic
characteristics, and length (Hargis & Gickling, 1978;
Wolpert, 1972). But much more interest has been paid
to skill deficits in the learner.

Only recepgly has interest been expressed in another
characteristi€®of words that has turned out to be signif-
icantly related to leamxpg recognition: the imagery level
of words. Imagery level or concreteness of a word has
to do with how readilya mental image can be formed of
the referent the word represents. Concrete nouns:can
have the highest imagery level. They are words like car,
dog, house, and tree. Low imagery nouns are words llke
time, idea, fun, and belief.

Other parts of speech can have various ]evels of im-
agery as well, but verbs, adjectives, or adverbs, do not
have a mental image distinct from the things they op-
erate with or modify.; The verb run, though concrete
for a verb, requires some animate nouns to illustrate its
meaning. Adjectives also require nouns, and adverbs
require verbs or adjectives.

Still other quite common words that make up sen-
tences serve primarily syntactic functions. They are
sometimes called structure words. Structure words in-
clude prepositions, articles, auxiliary verbs, relative
pronouns, and conjunctions. These words have very low
imagery ‘One simply does not form a mental image-of
someat, where, been, these, and so on.

Several gesearch pro_pects have been conducted to de-
termine any differences in the difficulty of learning to
recognize words by levels of imagery (Hargis & Gickling,
1978; Glckllng Hargis, & Radford, 1982; Hargis, 1978).
Groups of both handicapped and nonhandicapped chil-
dren have been presented high imagery and low im-
agery nouns and some common structure words. All
the students included for study were performing on a
pre-reading level. None could read any of the words to
be taught. All the words were taken from Stone’s Re-

"vised Word List (Spache, 1964). Each of the words was

placed on a 3” x 5” word card. These. words were pre-
sented in the same way and received the same amount
of teaching time. Findings of the research projects point
out quite clearly that high imagery significantly enhances
the development of word recognition. This is true for
the nonhandicapped as' well as the handicapped. The
high imagery nouns were found to be almost three times



as easy to learn as the low imagery nouns and structure
© words. ' - ‘s
In- these experiments all the words were'presented in

isolation on cards, with.no conpected reading activities

at the time. Subsequent research has demonstrated the
facilitating effect that the context of a phrase or sen-
tence has on learning lower imagery words. But much
~work on developing word recognition skill is done with
isolated drill activity, often using flash card drills or

games in which the words are isolated. Low imagery

words are exceedingly difficult to learn without the con-
text that discourse provides. Isolated word drill is an
extremely inefficient, often frustrating, method . of
learning words other than high imagery nouns. Imagery
level is truly an important consideration if words are
presented in isolation. In observing more than .occa-
sional instances of children who received much of their
remedial reading work through isolated drill activities
with the Dolch words, seldom do these children make’
even modest progress in learning the words. And the
teachers are invariably confused by the day-to-day in-
consistency in performance toward mastering the words.

The meaning and concreteness of many of these
words must be provided by their context in connected
discourse and in association with other words. The
phrase these apples makes the use of these far more
concrete, and each repetition in such an association rep-
resents a much larger step toward mastery.

For high imagery words, however, the child’s realm

of experience enables many isolated words to appear

meaningfully. These images include stop signs, other
traffic signs, names of familiar restaurants, stores, rest-
-room signs, and so forth. Picture dictionaries capitalize
on high imagery nouns and picture combinations. No
child or adult, of course, would expect to find a sign
saying these, were, before, will, or some. Unfortunately,
childrer who have the greatest reading ‘problems will
likely ‘receive less meaningful repetition in discourse
and more repetition in isolated drill.

REPETITION IN CONTEXT

.Gates (1931) did the primary work in studyihg the
extent of repetition needed in learning to recognize

words. This important but neglected work provides the

general guidelines for supplying repetition of words by

levels of intelligence. Table 1 illustrates the average ' -
minimum number of repetitions-a child needs in printed -

discourse. Gates pointed out that this need for repeti-
tion was independent of any exposure to the words a

child might get in isolated drill, either as a part of word -
identification skill exercises or word recognition drill.
The number of repgtitions required for mastery prob-

'ably varies when considering individual words. Imagery

level or concreteness may have a facilitating effect in
context, and even exposure of high imagery words in
isolation is beneficial. The old sight words or service
words will get plenty of repetition almost unintentionally
in discoursé. Most of them have such utility in forming .
sentences that they have to appear with regularity. In
fact, as was mentioned earlier, the Dolch words con-
stitute over half-the word occurrences in primary basal
readers. Words occurring with low frequency, however,
will tBrequire systematic attention in regard to repetition.

TABLE 1

Mean Number of Word Repetitions
Required by 1Q Levels

¥

Repetitions 1Q
20 ‘ 120-129
30 ' 110-119
35 B “'90-109
40 e 80-89
45 o 7079

55 ., ; 60-69

Adapteq from Gates (1931).
INTRODUCTION RATE

In his early work Gates provided guidelin'es for ‘the
rate at which words could be successfully introduced,
as well as the number of repetitions they would require.
He found that one new word in 60 .was a sufficiently
manageable rate for most beginningk:ders to deal with.
At that time (the 1920s), the availablé~primary reading
material introduced new words in the range of 1 in 10
to 1 in 17 running words. Fhis range obviously had been
too difficult, and teachers had to take rather heroic
steps to provide enough supplementary teacher-made
materials to aid students in reading' their books at all.

Gates’ research had considerable impact in regard to :
word introduction rates. Beginning in the 1930s, basal
readérs generally conformed to his guidelines for intro-
duction. The provision for repetition he suggested,

3
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_however,_has not been managed. Words do not con-

sistently receive systematic minimum repetition, and
the repetition is not adequate for slow and disabled
readers. Some words receive more than adequate repe-
tition simply because they are structure words with util-
ity such that they must be used repeatedly. Systematic
and informal tabulation of repeated use of words finds
some with zero repetitions in the same story in which
the word was introduced and only two repetitions in
the same book. More repetitions of words is the mean
figure, but at least 30 percent of the words receive in-

"adequate repetition for slower students.”

Too many words remain unfamiliar, thereby increas-

. ing the load of unknown words beyond the limits ac-
ceptable for instructional purposes. Many teachers with
. problem readers find themselves in the same predica-

ment as teachers of the 1920s. To make a book readable
for a child,they have to provide Sufficient supplementary
teacher-made material to reach the necessary rate of
repetition for many words that have remained unfa-
miliar. Teachers of reading disabled students are an-
noyed and frustrated at the lack of. materials these stu-
dents can read.

Some beginning reading instructional materials pro-

“vide for repetition based on repeating patterns of letter-

sound associations. This is well and good, but it should

" not overshadow, as it seems to, the requirement for con-

sistent repetition of the words themselves.

THE INSTRUCTIONAL LEVEL | 4

Controlling the introduction of words in reading
material is one thing, and providing repetition is still
another. A word may remain unfamiliar long after too
many new ones have been introduced. Betts (1946) ad-
dressed the question of how many strange words a child

_can deal with in a reading activity and still maintain

sufficient on-task behavior and comprehension for in-
structional purposes.. He described the idea of the in-
structional level and the independent level. He also de-
scribed the levelof difficulty to be avoided, which he
called the frustration level. Generally speaking, at the
instructional level a child can encounter from two to
four-percent new or unfamiliar words. With teaching

assistance, material of this difficulty can permit a com-"

prehensron level of about 75.percent and sufficient on-
task time.’If the material exceeds the four-percent lim-
itation, comprehension falls off dramatically, as does
on-task behavior. For reading material that requires
no teaching assistance and can be used independently
or recreationally, the child should encounter fewer than

two percent unknowns.
; [

ASSESSMENT

Like Gates’ work on introduction and repetition,
Betts’ work was of fundamental importance. The reader

. at this point might say, “Yes, I know all about the in-

structional level, but I can’t find anything for my stu-
dents at their instructional. level, and when I do, it is/so
much below their age level that they reject it as babyish.”
Other teachers respond, “Yes, this is a good idea, but
what if the child can’t read or can hardly remember any
word consistently — even his name?’

Finding out what the student does know isa funha-
mental requirement. This may be difficult. First, ﬁnd‘ung
the words that the student recognizes will be helpful.:
The teacher should take the words the student has had
some contact with, then make a word recognition test
from books or from drill work the student has used.
The words can be placed on flash cards or word lists.
The student then is to look at the words and see if he or
she can name them. The teacher should identify those
that the student immediately recognizes and those iden-
tified with hesitancy. These words will form the basrs
for preparatron of the instructional reading material.

‘The focus is on what the child knows. The reading
material that will have to be provided must be com-
posed largely of knowns. According to mstructhnal
level guidelines, this must be 96 percent knowns — which -
can seem like a formidable challenge if the child turns
out to know only nine words or even fewer! The child
does need to begin reading connected discourse. In some
cases, the format has to be appropriate for a teenager.

Where does one find materials written in such a re-
stricted vocabulary and also provide about 50 repeti-
tions for each new word? Well, the fact is that you cannot.
Teachers who have students like these will find that
they have to make much of the material for these chil-
dren themselves. Format can be handled by making
type size, spacing; and paper similar to that. generally
used by age peers, but other considerations may pose
more of a challenge.

PREPARATION OF READING MATERIALS |

_ When a child knows only a few words, writing con-
nected discourse can present problems. A large pool of
words from which to draw makes writing a story or se-
lection much easier. With only a few words, the only way
the instructional level guidelines can be followed is to
use repetition. Consider the following selection:

I see a Trans Am.
- I see a motorcycle.
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I see'a bike. ' ‘

The Trans Am has four wheels. i

The motorcycle has two wheels.

The bike has two wheels.

I have a bike.

I want a motorcycle.

I want a Trans Am.
In this selection, the student could recognize all but the
word two. The context in the selection, however, was

_powerful enough that he was able to identify two with

no assistance.
At a much simpler level, selections like the following
may be necessary:

I see a chair.
I see a table.
I see a car. *
I see a bike.

I se¢ a dog.

If a child doesn’t know any words with consistency, the
use .of repetition will have to be even more vigorously
applied. In the selection above, even the vertical align-

~ment of the words is used to provide visual context to

help identify the words. The words 7 and a were selected
because the letter names are also the words. The word
see was not known, but it was introduced to the student,
and vertical alignment assisted in its subsequent identi-
fication. The high imagery nouns were. still unfamiliar,
but the student had access to word cards with the item
pictured, and the other items were labeled in the room.
Thus, the known context was not provided entlrely by
words.

In any case, the meaningful répetition of words is an
effective step toward subsequent selections that can rely
more on internal context and be a little more varied.
Success is critically important to working with children
with chronic reading problems, and the material itself is
directly related to success or failure.

The words to be identified for introduction in these
selections should serve specific purposes. The words
should have real utility. They should appear with high
frequency so that their acquisition makes the child more
independent. Another purpose is to help the student get
ready to read in a specific book or series.

Teachers will have a hard time continuing to make all
the student’s reading material. Therefore, when pos-
sible, the words introduced in feacher-made material
should be the same as those used in the commercial ma-
terial the child is to begin reading. The student can be
placed-in the book when he or she has a sufficient stock
of words to read it. Additional words can be included in

the teacher-made materials to spark interest. For in-
stance, Trans Am wasincluded in the selection illustrated
earlier. because of the child’s specific interests. It points
out a case of a child who was basically a nonreader
learning a word because of his mierest in a particular
automobile.

WORD IDENTIFICATION

* Experience has shown that the most important word
identification skill is the use of context. Other word
identification  skills are most benefigial when coupled .
with the use of context in predicting what an unknown
or unfamiliar word is. & child may be getting only word
analysis skill work during reading instruction (primarily
letter-sound association at this level). If the child is not
yet reading connected discourse, he or she cannot apply
the'skill with context. A teacher working with children
like this is often heard to say, “He knows his sounds,
but he still can’t read!”

Children must havg the opportunity to read at an in-
structional level or they cannot effectively apply word
identification skills. Too many hard words decrease the
likelihood of efficient use of word identification skills.
Consequently, effective word identification development
is contingent upon word recognition development.

Often, unfortunately, if children have. pronounced
reading difficulties, they are more likely to, receive iso-
lated word identification skill work and virtually no
opportunity to read in connected discourse. As‘a con-
sequence, the word identification skills do not generalize
to real reading and they remain only fragmented items
with little utility. Far too many students reach adoles-
cence without significant reading skills because of this.

°
'

CATCHING UP '

If a student is beyond the primary grades and still has
had little achievement in reading, the problem or de- .
ficiency may seem to constitute an insurmountable
obstacle. One procedure, howevek, can provide at least
a partial solution to the problem. This strategy involves
a- fairly rapid way (relatively speaking) of increasing
lhe stock of words in a‘student’s word recognition vo-

abulary. Another important feature of this procedure
is that it is a reading activity that need not cause further
failure and frustration. :

The first step is to identify a.book or selection that is
both comprehensible and short. What is meant by com-
prehensible is that it is understood when read to the stu-
dent. The passage should be within the student’s listening
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capacity. Short, in this instance, means no more than 15
minutes of teacher time to read it. Listening capacity of

_+ a student for a given selection can be determined by

reading a portion of it to him or her (approximately 250 -

words) and then asking the student questions that gen-
erally reflect its content. If comprehension is at least 70
percent, the passage is at or within the student’s capacity
level. Helpful, but not critical, is that his activity be in-

~ teresting to the student.

The next step is to tape record the selection. During
the taping, the teacher should provide cues on the re-
cording to indicate from what page the recording is being
read and when the pages are being turned. b

In actual procedure, the student simultaneously listens
to the recording and follows the printed text. The stu-
dent is permitted to “read” and listen to the tape as many
times as necessary to learn to recognize all the words in
the selection. The reason for using a relatively short se-
lection is to allow listening to it with suffrcrent repeti-
tion to’learn to recognize all the words.

The Gates’(1931) guidelines for word repetitionin con-
nected discourse provide a good rule of thumb for the
number of times the student will have to listen to ithe
tape before he or she can read it independently. These
guidélings, however, must be used with due consideration
to the number of repetitions words may receive within
the selection itself. If a word were repeated five times
within the",selection, the average student would' require
about seven repetitions of the tape to learn to recognize
that word. Of course, the number of repetitions of in-
dividual words within’ any selection varies enormously.
High utility structure words are repeated quite naturally.
A, an, some, or the, for example, appear in a majority of
sentences in any selection.

Also, one can only guess how helpful initial listening/
reading of the selection may be if the selection is of con-
siderably greater difficulty than the student’s instruc-
tional level. Much time during the first repetitions will
be devoted to keeping the place, being lost, or trying to
not get lost. In contrast, without any pressure the stu-
dent |is permitted to spend reading time. in this activity
until he or she feels’ comfortable ‘about mastering the
selection.

Mastery is demonstrated by the students ability to

read the ‘passage aloud to the teacher without the aid of
the tape. Carol Chomsky (1978) mentioned cases that

- took 20 repetitions covering about a month’s time. Lim-

iting the tape to only 15 minutes still requires qunte a
large number of readmg periods to get enough repetition
tor learn troublesorfe, infrequently occurring words.
When the student attempts to read the material aloud
without the-tape, the teacher should listen with com-

.

" plete sympathy and no correction. The procedura. after .

.continued use.

all, is to be used with children who are chronic failures

in reading; and they need to gam conﬁdence so they wrll

stay with the task.

In regular reading activities, known context, teacher
assistance, and word identification skills will help the .

child cope with new and unfamiliar words. In the activ-
ity just outlined, the tape provides the necessary aid in
dealing with the large'load of unfamiliar words. The
tape-almost represents a teacher or tutor at hand to pro-

ide the word when one is not recognized. It does this

far more efficiently than choral reading or the reading
circle does, especially since the student is in control as
he or she pushes the levers on the tape recorder. Also,
the student listens to one éfficient reader at a normal
oral reading rate. The student can also repeat as many
times as needed.

One of the best features of this system is that it assures
success in a reading activity when only failure has been
known before. Success and the ability to complete a task
are greatly reinforcing.

The mumber of new words the child can learn to rec-
ognize through this procedure will provide a substantial
resource in gaining access to more reading materral The
number of different words that can appear in a 10- or
15-minute selection varies enormously, of course, but

by the third grade level several hundred different words .

may be used, including most of the Dolch words.

With this activity, the potential for catching up is very
goad for older students who are rather far behind thejr
potential for reading achievement. Nevertheless; thjs
activity should be considered as only an interim or sup-
plementary activity. In spite-of how much it may help
prablem readers at first, it does nothing to help the stu-
dent use context in identifying unfamiliar printed words.
This kind of prediction will be the most important word
identification skill for further growth in reading. Also,
reading with tapes is paced by oral reading. S_ileEt
reading rate is held down to that of oral. This is all right
at beginning reading levels, but it is not a practice to be

maintained for long. Initially, children who have expe- -

[¢)

rienced chronic failure find this failure-free activity qui
reinforcing. But the feelings of success and confidenc
that it initially inspires may well turn to boredom with

(4]

SUMMING UP

—

Increased fluency in word recognition marks the re
improvement in reading skill. Several conditions for i im-
proving word recognition skill have been presented to
this point. The first had to do with imagery level of words
and their mode of presentation. Students are unlikely to
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e

. beneﬁti?rom the isolated presentation of low imagery
words. The only words likely to be learned with reason-
able facility in isolated presentation are high imagery
nouns. These are the concrete nouns that can be pictured.

Other, lower imagery words can be learned with more.

facility if they are presented in connected discourse. The

" words some, these, that, is, happy, are, and big, for éx-_,

ample, take on considerable meaning from the associa-
tion with high imagery nouns in connected discourse.

These dogs are happy.
That dog is big.

Some dogs are brown.
Some dogs are white:

Pictures that'clearly illustrate the discourse have further
facilitating effect on learning the words, because con-
creteness and meaning are enhanced.

The second condition for improving word recogni-
tion is adequate repetition in context. Gates’ (1931)
guidelines for repeating words still provide important
objectives for minimum repetition of words in connected
discourse. About 25 percent of the school-age popula-
tion will not be served adequately by the amount of
repetition provided by available reading programs.

The third condition is the appropriate rate of intro-
duction of new words. Gates found that one new word
in 60 was appropriate for most students. But an inter-
action between repetition rates and introduction rates
must be considered. New words will be about as strange

. in a good many of their subsequent appearances as they
were when they were first introduced.

How can this problem be managed? The question
was addressed by Betts when he formulated the notion
of the instructional level. Preparing or finding material
at the instructional level is the fourth condition for im-
proving word recognition development, With the in-
structional level, the student should encounter new or

still unfamiliar words within the range of two to four.

percent in connected discourse. In other words, 96 to 98
percent of the connected discourse must be composed
of famiMar words. This ratio of knowns td unknowns is
important because it permits the student to stay on task

and maintain adequate comprehension. Some juggling -

may be required to keep the number of new and still
unfamiliar words' within this percentage range.
Instructional level reading not only permits the stu-
dent to,make progress in word recognition development,
but it also provides sufficient useful context to aid in

identifying' new and unfamiliar words. It is a level that -

- can foster prediction and use of context. Additionally,
the student can benefit from application of other word
identification skills when they are coupled with this
context.

3

Regardless of the word identification program the
teacher employs, these four considerations on word rec-
ognition development are important. Word identifica-
tion programs differ widely in approach-and emphasis.

.Some skills presented may or may not be a part of var-

ious programs, or they may be placed in different order
in the teaching sequence. Whatever program is used, the
students will undoubtedly benefit more from it if these
four conditions regarding word recognmon are gnven
primary consideration. -

A different emphasns in assessment must be taken to
deal'with word recogmtlon development The emphasis
must be placed on known words. After all, to meet the
instructional level objectives, at least 96 percent of con-
nected discoursé must be familiar. When working with
students .who have little reading ability, finding even a
few words may require considerable reaching. ;

When a teacher discovers that a student knows scarcely
any words, this is not an insurmountable problem. Rep-
etition of the very few knowns can accompllsh the re-
quirements for the instructional level. P:étures for pic-
turable words, or labels on actual objects can be used if
familiar context cannot be prowded in printed discourse.

For older students who have a potential for acquiring
reading skill but-still have none, the tape-re¢orded se-

* lection method can be a big lift. This method is a failure-

free device to help far-behind older children make a vig
increase in word recognition level. For a morale and
confidence bobst after chronic failure, it has consider-
able value. It also can provide a large stock of words in
a student’s word recognition vocabulary that are a big
asset in either preparing or finding reading material at
an appropriate instructional level. ;

The importance of word recognition development
with students with severe reading problems cannot be
overemphasized. Such systematic attention to word rec-
ognition is probably not as éssential for typical learners.

‘The fact that careful attention to word recognition de-

velopment is more necessary for children with learning
problems may be due in part to a greater focus on word
identification skill deficits. If those deficits are em-
phasized, it will usually be at the expense of other aspects
of reading development rather than in a balanced com-
plementary combination, Subskills and ‘sight word
teaching that are fragr@nted and isolated from real
reading almost never produce much progress.
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