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INTRCDUCTION

Reading pervades almost every facet of the
elementary school curriculum: young chiidren spend most
of their time at school either learning how to read or
using reading to facilitate other learning. Consequently,
concerns about the most productive means of acquiring
reading competence have always occupied the attention of
educators and others involved in young children's learning.
Many such commentators have identified sociological,
psychological and pedagogical factors which frusviate the
development of reading competence in significant numbers

of young children. However, among English-speaking educa-

tors, there exists a considerable body of opinion which

t
¢

contends that it is the irregularity of the English

-

rthography which is the major ractor responsible for
reading failure.

Those holding such views propose major relforms
of English spelling. These reforms are represented by
the five proposals listed below:

1. Fry's Diacritical Marking System: a system of
marks to aid pronunciation of such letters as long and
short vowels, the silent 'e,' etc., in the traditional
spelling.

2. Gattegno'c Words in Colour and Jones' Colour

Story Reading: +two systems which seek to indicate letters
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N
-

ularized Inglish: a system of sim-

plifying the traditional spelling by omitting the irregular

4 Shaw's Non~Romaantic Llphabet: one example of

the many uvnsuccessful attempts to provide a new and permanent

1 o

replacement of the traditional Roman symbols of traditioral

Engliish spelliag.

5. Pit.aan's Initial Teachingz Alphabet or the i.t.a.:

a system for besginners, iinich augments the traditional

AV

alphabet wit<h additionel letters to remove the percelved
irregularities in sound-symbol correspondence.

It is the system described in the [ifth proposal
above whicn 1is the subject of the vreseant study. Thz2 need
for such & study becornes apparent when one considers tnat
advocates of 1.t.a., anotably Downing, are currently mzin-
taining that sufficient empirical data has been accumul-

4

ated to allow for a positing of a vsycholinguistic theor-

y

P

etical basis for i.t.a. The present study attempts to
evaluate the validity of Pitman's claims about the efficacy
of the i.t.a. in beginning reading through the following

procedures: (1) by critically iavestigating Pitman's

rationale for i.t.a.; (ii) by examining the empirical data

=

to determine whether there is sulficient support for a
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valid th=oretical bHasli

s for the i.t.a.

O

Pitwan proposes that a greater arount of consistent

acoustic information is needed from tne zZnglish alphabet to

ct

make reading easier His percepntior o the iradesguaciles
of the traditional orthogranhy of Zn
ale for tne Initial Tleaching Alphabet are presented in
Chapter T.

ritman's criticisms of tne tranitional orthography
and his clains for the i.t.a. have been challenged by rany
experts in reading and lingulstics. Cnapter JI discusses
the arguments whica hLave been presented for and against
the i.t.a.

The launching of this new augmsnted alvhabet was
hailed by its inventor eand early advocates as one of the
most important eveats 2w the history of English education.
Pitman was confident that the voes of generations of Zrglisn-—
speaking childre=m wowld be over, ard that reading would
cease to be regarded as a problem by educators. In order
to determine, objectively, whether Pitren's invention
would live up to his claims for it, two major longitudinal
research experiments were conducted by the Ministry of
Education for England and VWales. These have been rfollowed

in the United

-
—_—

v

by a flood of other researches, es

'y
D
o

<

Kingdom and the United States of Arerica. Chapter III

examines these research firndings to determine wrether or
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not Pitman's claims havg been confirmesd.

Chapter 1V synthesizes the main issues raise:

o
|._l-
3

1

|-de

the i.t.a. debate. More especlally, it considers wh

(y
[
i

<y

the available empirical data supnorts the claims made in
favour of the i.t.a.
This chapter concludes with an indication as to the

areas in which further research may be desirable.



CHAPTER T

PITMAH’S RATIONALZ rOR TH
SEXNTATION AND CRITIO

This chapter provides the essential elements of P t-—

man's rationale for his Initial Teaching Alphabet. Pitnan's

(]

case is presented here since it 1s central to the purnose
of the present wor<s, which is to eaguire into the value of
the i.t.a. as an agent faclilitating the acguisition of

reading skills.
Pitman's explanation Ifor tThe invention of the Initial

Teaching Alpnabet is that the incoasistencies of the tradit-

ional orthogravhy (t.o.) prevent rmany young children fron

Jearning to read, and mazke that feat unnecessarily difficult

findings of surveys by tThe HMinistry of Education for England
.and Wales , and Morfis3 to supoort his conteantion that at
least one out of every six school-leavers in England and

Wales is a backward reader .

1l James Fitman and John St. John, Alphabets and
Reading, London, Pitman, 1969, p. 40.

2 H.M.S.0. Pubiication, 1957, Standards of Reading,
1948-1956, p. 3.

3 Joyce Morris, "How Far Czn Reeading Backwardness
Be Attributed to School Ccnditions?"™ in Joan Downing (Ed.),
The First International Reading_vasos un, Oxford, 1960,
London, Cassell, 1966, p. 160-152.

4 Pitman and St. John, Alphabets and Reading, Op.
cit., p. 8.




PITMAN'S RATIONALE FOR TwE I.T.A.

There is little doubt in Pitman's mind that the
major factor which produces so many reading failures 1is
The 1llogical and inconsistent orthography of English.
For him, the variables of methodology, reading programs,
quality of teachers, and learner pathologies are unfor-
funate scapegoats in the reading debate. He argues that
The real problem exists in the misleading connection
between the visual symbols and spoken words, and in the
fact that "the true alphabetic principle is applied only
partially since most English printed words are not spelled
as they are pronouncedS.”

According to Pitman, two broad classifications
emerge from the maze of inconsistencies in the tradition-
al orthography. In the first place, the same letter,
or the same group of two or more letters, represents a
variety of phonemes: words look as if they should sound
the same, but in fact they do not. He notes that:

in go, do, so, one, once, women, the single

character o implies a false common relationship;
in leaf, great, bread, heart, earth, sergeant,
and guinea, seven traps are set for the reader
of the digraph ea...O.
In the second main group of inconsistencies the

same phoneme 1s represented by a variety of letters or

digréphs: the words look as if they must be different

5 Ibid., p. 40.

6 Ibid., p. 44,
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from each other, but in fact they have the same pronuncia-
tion. His examples are:

I, eye, ice, phial, indict, lie, sign, dye,

choir, ...dif;erent visual configurations with
the same soundf!.

Pitman further contends that the alternative forms
for representing letters in the traditional orthography,
that is, brint, script, upper-~ and lower-case, cause
additional difficulties for the child who is learning to
read. He concludes that according to his calculations
only 26.5 percent of the commonest English words have a
regular phoneme-grapheme correspondence.

In essence, Pitman's thesis is that for the begin-
ning reader meaning is derived after he has decoded the
graphic symbols into sounds, most of which he has learned
earlier in speech. Therefore, he argues, the easier the
process of deriving meaningful sounds from letters and
words, the easier and more productive will be the child's
first efforts in learning to read. In his conceptualiza-
tion of the reading process, comprehension follows word
recognition.

Although Pitman is very critical of the flaws which
he attributes to the traditional orthography, and argues

with some enthusiasm in favour of the merits of languages

7 Ibid., p. 45.
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with regular symbol-sound correspondence, he refrains from
proposing a permanent reform of the English alphabet. In-
stead, he advances the merits of his Initial Teaching
Alphabet (i.t.a.) as a code which has an almost one-to-one
phoneme-grapheme correspondence, while retaining a very
close resemblance to the traditional orthography. He
proposes the i1.t.a. as & modified alphabet which will
facilitate easy development of reading fluency, and
argues that upon the attainment of this fluency, the
reader will be able to transfer to the traditional
orthography without difficulty.

Pitman claims that his forty-four i.t.a. letters
match the approximately forty English phonemes on an
almost one-to-one relationship. Moreover, he contends

o~

that since twenty-four of the 1.t.a. letters are retained
from the traditional ortnography, and since the other

twenty closely resemble the traditional letters, the i.t.a.-
taught reader will be learning via a medium which very
closely resembles the script to which he will transfer.

He argues that an additional feature which will facilitate
easy transfer is the almost identical shapes of the "top
coast-line" of i.t.a. and the traditional orthography.

That is, in the t.o. and i.f.a. versions of writing,

the top half of the letters are almost identical. This

is illustrated by the following samples of t.o. and i.t.a.



PITMAN'S RATICKNALE FOR THE I.T.A. 5

scripts:

Once Upon @ ‘rime there were onl
crabbs in a hole.

L5

'

Wuns upon & fern e wer &Bﬁ%a_j T
crabz in a heel.

rm:n

Pitman dismisses any fears about the inconsisten-
cies which develop in i.t.a. spellings because of variations

t of racial, regional or

'_.l

in pronunciations as a resu
national accents. He maintains that since the ear has

been condlitioned to tolerate wide variations and to ex-
tract meaning from them all, the reader has no diffilculty
in coping with inconsistencies between spelliing and sound
so long as the spelling is close enough to create an
acoustic impression of the spproximate sound. As examples,
he asserts that the London child with a Cockney accent can
easlly decipher that"wief"and"wpif" (wife in the tradition-
al orthography) have identical meanings; or that the be-

ginning reader will have no difficulty in recognizing sa&l-

ler, scelja, seeljer, socaljia, or sceljier as different

spellings of the same word (soldier in the traditional
8
orthography) .
Pitman considers spelling reforms to be necessary
only for beginning readers, and argues against the adoption

of a completely new English alphabet on grounds of

8 Ibid., p. 127.
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impracticability and expense. He contends that the only
purpose of spelling reform should be to make reading
easier for beginners, and states that his proposals for
the use of the i.t.a. with beginners are realistic, for
They can be instituted without any great expense or dis-
ruption to young children and their schools. Finally,
he suggests that if the i.t.a. proves to be a successful
approach for the teaching of reading, most of the argu-
ments for a permanent reform of English spelling will
lose their conviction.

To summarize, according to Pitman, reading fail-
ure 1s caused by an illogical and inconsistent English
orthography. He is convinced that it is the irrational
spellings, and not other factors, which perplexes the
beginning reader, and proposes that the only meaning-
ful solution to the reading problem is to "eliminate from
the beginner the avoildable difficulties inherent in what
is read”." Pitman has chosen to eliminate those avoid-
able difficulties by means of an augmented initial
alphabet, instead of merely avolding them by retaining
the traditional alphabet and postponing their introduc-
tion until fluency has been attained with phonemically

regular words.

9 Ibid., p. 39.
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There appear to be two major shortcomings in Pit-
man's rationale. These are all the more significant when
one considers that Pitman's background does not include
any training in psychology or linguistics, or any ex-
perience in teaching young children to read. In the
first place, Pitman indicts the traditional orthography
on numerous counts, but does not substantiate any of his
indictments with empirical or clinical evidence or
psychological arguments. For example, he claims, without
any proof, that the use of upper- and lower-case print,
and script as alternative forms Qf representing the al-
phabet, is confusing to the beginnerlo. Furthermore,
he contends that the fusion of two or more letters of
the traditional orthography to represent a single phoneme
frustrate young children's logic and reasoning power.
Yet, interestingly, after arguing that letter combinations
like sh, ch, ea, o0i, in the traditional orthography are
confusing to beginning readers, he devises the symbols
Jh.dn , &, o in the i.t.a. to represent the same
phonemes respectively. It is highly probable that young
readers can recognize 5kh dn’ xR, cﬁ only because they
can see in them letter combinations which they already

know from their out-of-school learning experiences.

10 Ibid., p. 50.
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The second obvious weakness in Pitman's thesis is
his opportunistic or, at least, inconsistent loglc as he
compares i.t.a. and the traditional alphabet. On the one
hand, he argues that the Iluidity in pronunciations is a
major problem for the traditional orthography, and con-
tributes to the high rate of phoneme-grapheme inconsisten-
cyll. Yet on the other hand, he does not consider these
variations in pronunciations to be & problem for i.t.a.,
and argues that the reader uses contextual clues
recognition from these acoustic approximationsl2. He is
prepared to rationalize that acoustic proximity is suffici-
ent for word recogunition in i.t.a., but not in the traai-
fional orthography, when, in fact, i.t.a., by concentrating
solely upon pnonological accuracy, destroys most of the
semantic and syntactic informstion available to the
reader in the traditional alphabet.

it seems appropriate to investigate the debate
aroused by Pitman's claims and the empirical research
wnich those claims engendered, in order to determine
whether or not one could deduce that there is some unaer-
lying causal Interrelationshlp among them. If there is,

and if that causal link 1s seen to be the augmented

11 Ibid., p. 127.

12 Ibid.

Qo
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alphabet invented by Pitman, then it could be concluded
that there is sufficient empirical evidence to support
Pitman's contentions, and to elevate them to the status
of a theory.

The present study adopts Van Dalen and Mayer‘sl3
definition of a theory as a "conceptual construct which
presents an underlying principle to explain and account
for facts established by testing hypotheses.'" Science
comprises of two main components: the making of observa-
tions, or the collection of facts, that is, the empirical
component; and the systematic attempt to explain observed
facts, that is, the theoretical component. According to

14 16 17

Van Dalen and Mayer™ , Hullls, King™", Cohen™', and

18

Nagel™ ", the theoretical statement is the common thread

which runs through observed facts. It 1s a statement of

13 Deobald B. Van Dalen and W.J. Mayer, Under-
standing Educational Research, New York, McGraw-Hill, 1966,
D. 62-71, 172.

14 Ibid., p. 62-7T1.

15 C.L. Hull, Principles of Behavior, New York, D.
Appleton-Century, 1943, reprinted in Richard A. King,
Readings for and Introduction to Psychology, New York,
McGraw-Hill, 1961, p. 4-7.

16 Ipbid., p. 4.

17 Percy S. Conen, Modern Social Theory, London,
Heinemann, 1970, p. 2-6.

18 Ernest Nagel, The Structure of Science: Problems

in the Logic of Scientiiic Explanation, New York, Harcourt,
Brace and World, 1960, p. 92-97.
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19 writes that theories

explanation and prediction. King
start as general guesses or postulates, which are then
confirmed or rejected by experiments to test if the con-
sequences are those predicted by hypotheses refined from
the postulates. Confirmation of the hypotheses would be

a valid basis for seeking to discover the underlying
phenomenon to explain the facts established by the experi-
ments: that is, the theoretical basis which will explain
The empirical findings.

20 and Cohen21 emphasize that if a theory is

Nagel
to be used as an instrument of explanation and predicticn,
it must be linked to observable facts. In other words,
it must be comprised of clear, unambiguous, and explicit
statements which can be empirically tested. It must be
unambiguous in the sense that it cdearly asserts a causal
connection between two or more types of events. For
example, with reference to the 1.t.a., one of Pitman's
main postulates 1s that beginning reading is easier in a

phonemically regular alphabet. Depending upon the outcome

of the i.t.a. experiments, that postulate may or may not

19 King, Readings for an Introduction to Psychol-
ogy, Op. cit., p. 4.

20 Nagel, The Structure of Science: Problems in
the Logic of Scientific Explanation, Op. cit., p. 93.

21 Cohen, Modern Social Theory, Op. cit., p. 3.

10



be elevated to the status of a theo-y.

Jow, accepting® as the present study does, Van
Dalen and Mayer'522 definition of & theory, and applving
it to a consiceration of the i.t.a., one finds that Pit-
man's underlying principle has generated a series of hypo-
theses which are in the process of reing tested by empir-
ical research. It may well be that this research will

reveal that Pitman's claims warrant

9]

erious consideration
as a theoretical contribution to beginning reading. How-
gver, ii Pitman's claims are not supported by the research
findings, or if the research findings are inconclusive,

the formulation of a theory may be inapprooriate or ovre-
mature. The objective of the pressnt study is to determine
through a critical investigation of the literature whether
or not a valid theoretical basis for the Initial Teaching

Alphebet is suvported by current research findings.

22 Van Dalen and Mayer, Understendinrg Educational
Research, Op. cit., p. 172.

[
(B



CHAPTER II

STATUS OF THE INVESTIGATION:
REVIEW OF THE RELATED THEORETICAL LITERATURE

The literature reveals that the issues raised by
Pitman have aroused considerable debate among reading
theorists. They also indicate that after almest two
decades of i.t.a. usage, there is a need to synthesize
the arguments on both sides of this debate, so as to
determine whether or not any valid theoretical base
exists for this approach to beginning reading.

This chapter begins with a discussion of the
difference between beginning reading and mature reading.
It continues with an examination of phoneme-grapheme
irregularity in the traditional orthography and 1its
effect upon reading falilure. Then a conslderation of
the merits of learning to read 1in a phonemically regular
initial alphabet is followed by a consideration of the
effects of transferring from the i.t.a. fo the tradi-
tional orthography once reading fluency is attained.
Finally, the question which the present research is

intended to answer is articulated.
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-
L)

1. Beginning Reading versus Mature Reading.

learning how to

=y

Pitman states that the task o
read must be consldered in two stages: Dbeginning reading
and fluent readingl. He contends that at the very beglaning
of the first stage, the child is pre-occupied with decoding
the letters into meaningful sounds. In other words, he

tn

Fal
L

5 stage 1s one o

ot
[N

argues that the reading process a
moving from symbol bo sound to meaning, whereas in later,
mature reading, the movement will tend to pe directly firom
symool to meanlng. He contends that thils beginning stage
lasts for approximately two years, and that it 15 during
this time that the more regular 1.t.a. makes reading
easier for the learner.

At first sight, there appears to be considerable
scholinguists for

. \ Y -2
Pitman's interpretation of beginning reading. Buswell

support among reading theorists and ps

writes that although the beginning reader approaches the
printed page with full control of practically all the
grammatical signals of his language, and much general
information, his initial task is to recognize the printed

symbols and to relate them to the corresponding speech

1 James Pitman and John St. hn, Alphabets and

Jo
Reading, London, Pitman, 1969, p. 123.

2 Guy T. Buswell, "The Process of Reading," in
The Reading Teacher, Vol. 13, 1959, p. 108-114.
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4, StottS, and Francis6, among

symbols., Frie§3, Daniels
others, add further support to this contention that reading
for the beginner is primarily a function of decoding the
visual signals, letters, into sounds that have meaning.
Smith7 writes that because of the beginning reader's rela-
tive unfamiliarity with the structure of ianguage, and his
limited appreciation of the distinctive features of its
graphic code, his recognition of words or phrases more
often proceed via the identification of letters and letter
combinations or syllables. Smith refers to this behaviour
of the beginner as mediated word recognition, and dis-
tinguishes between it and the immediate word recognition
of the fluent reader.

However, whereas most reading theorists maintain

that the beginning reader willl use a range of strategies

3 Charles C. Fries, Linguistics and Reading, New
York, Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1963, p. 132.

4 John C. Daniels, "The Plane of Phonics," in John
Downing (Ed.), The First International Reading Symposium,
Oxford, 1964, London, Cassell, 1966, p. 43-61,

- 5 Dennis H. Stott, Roads to Literacy, Edinburgh,
Holmes, McDougall, 1964, p. 31.

6 Hazel Francis, "Sentence Structure and Learning
to Read," in British Journal of Educational Psychology,
Vol. 42, Part 2, June 1972, p. 113-118.

7 Frank Smith, Understanding Reading: A Psycho-
linguistic Analysis of Reading and Learning to Read, New
York, Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971, p. 124-125,
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Fy

for word and phrase recognition, and argue that there is

no need to confuse him with a temporary augmented alphavet,
in Pitman's unsupported view the beginning reader requires
a greater amount of auditory information %than he gets Irom
the traditional English alphabet. To meet this perceivel
need, he invented his 1.t.a. When one consjderslthat tre

i.t.a. was deemed necessary despite the fact that in its

alphabet and that of the tradltional orthography the con-

v

sonants are almost identlcal, one must conclude that Piv-
man has acted upon the premise that the beglinning reader
requires audlitory inrormation for every letter in eve:y
word pefore he can recognize its sound and so comprehend
its meaning. Although he refers to the usefulness of
contextual clues in beginning reading, he really dismisses
all else, other than the relationship between phonemes and
graphemes 1in the task facing the beginning reader. This
is an extremely restricted synthetic phonic approach, ara
it is not altered by his declared preference for loox-and—
say or whole word approaches to learning how to readB.
Pitman's emphasis upon precise auvdaitory inform-
ation from every letter for the beginning reader 1s strong-
ly challenged by psycholingulsts, most of whom de-emphaiize

the significance of such precision in the recognition of

8 Pitman and St. John, Alphabets and Reading,

Op. cit., p. 1hH9.
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all visual symbols in the reading process. For example,
Goodman contends that the reader selects the fewest, most
productive cues necessary to arrive at recognition and
meaning. He writes:

Efficient reading does not result from precise
perception and identification of all elements, but
from skill in selecting the fewest, most productive
cues necessary to produce guesses which are right
the first time”.

The point of divergence between Pitman and most of
the reading theorists and psycholinguists is his over-
compartmentalization of the acgquisition of the reading
skill into two distinct stages: beginning and mature
reading. Indeed, it i1s contended that by expecting the
learner to spend approximately two years reading in i.t.a.,
Pitman prolongs the beginning stage unduly. The consensus
among reading theorists seems to be that the distinction
between beginning and mature reading is one of emphasis.
That is, that the beginning reader is primarily, but not
%xclusively, concerned with deciphering the alphabetic
code into meaningful sounds. Psycholinguists like Smith
argue that the reader's knowledge of the subject about

which he is reading will facilitate his deciphering of

the printed words to meaning, some via sound, and others

9 Kenneth Goodman, "Reading: A Psycholinguistic
Guessing Game," in L.A. Harris and C.B. Smith (Eds.),
Individualizing Reading Instruction: A Reader, New York,
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1972, p. 15-26.
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directly from symbol to meaning. They propose that the
more non-visual information the reader possesses on the
subject matter, the less: visual information he will re-
quire from the printed page to comprehend the writer's
communication.

Briefly, there is little support for Pitman's
extreme views on beginning reading which motivated him to
invent a new alphabet to achieve an almost one-to-one
phoneme-grapheme correspondence. The generally accepted
position seems to be that by his insistence upon a com-
pletely regular phoneme-grapheme correspondence in a
temporary initial alphabet, Pitman reveals a lack of
appreciation of the linguistic strategies which the be-
ginner uses to recognize and comprehend the message
from the printed page. His conceptualization of thé
stages of the acquisition of reading competence contrasts
sharply with the more dynamic conceptualization of many
of‘his critics.

2. Phoneme-Grapheme Irregularity in the

Traditional Orthography and Reading Failure.

As has been mentioned earlier in this study, Pit-
man rationalizes the need for his Initial Teaching Alphabet
upon his convictions that: (i) the traditional English
orthography 1s notoriously irregular in phoneme-grapheme

correspondence; and (ii) thils irregularity is the major

17
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. . . .10 . .
reason for fallure in learning to reaal . This section con-

siders these two points separately. First, this investiga-
tion will determine to what extent Pitman's claims about
the irregularity of the traditional orthography are sup-
ported in the related literature; and secondly, it will
discuss whether the alleged irregularity is deemed by
other theorists to be the major reason for failure in
learning to read.

The complaints about the irregularities of the
traditional English alphabet have a long history. John
Hart complained of "the vices and faultes of our writing:

-

which cause it to be tedious, and long in learning: and

evill to read...ll."

Murray deplored the waste of nation-
al resources incurred in the attempt to make "child after
child commit to memory the 20,000 contradictory facts of

12." Pitman's grandfather, Isaac Pitman,

English spelling
was equally convinced about the perceptual obstacles set
by an illogical orthography. And George Bernard Shaw

complained about the confusion caused by an absurd ortho-

graphy. He wrote:

10 Pitman and St. John, Alphabets and Reading,
Op. cit., p. 54.

11 John Hart, The Opening of the Unreasonable
Writing of Our English Toung, 1551, quoted in Charles Fries,
Linguistics and Reading, Op. cit., p. 8.

12 James Murray, In a Speech to the Philological
Society, 1881, quoted in Pitman and St. John, Alphabets
and Reading, Op. cit., p. 44.
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The English 2lphabet is reduced to absurdity
by a foolish orthography based on the notion
that the business of spelling is to represent
the origin and history of a word instead of its
sound and meaningl3.

Among modern reading experts, Burt and Brown land
sucport to the argument that the traditional orthogranhy
s s . 14 - .

18 inconsistent. Burt contends that English has a more
erratic orthography than any other contemporary languaze-
Brown writes: "We have in English a writing system with
§0 many 1nconsistencies that we do not have the full ad-
vantage of a phonetic orthographylS.”

While many reading and linguistics experts agree
that the traditional orthography contains numerous irreg-
ularities, they provide little support for Pitman's case,
and generally dismiss his claims about the difficulties
of the traditional orthography as gross overstatements.

. 16 .
For example, Hanna and Moore™ , Hanna and Hannal7, and

13 George Bernard Shaw, in the Preface to R.A.
Wilson's Miraculous Birth of Languagze, quoted in Roger
bBrown, Words and Things, Glencoe, I1l1., The Free Press,

1959, p. 62.

14 Cyril Burt, in the Foreword to F.W. Warburton
V. Southgate, i.t.a. An Independent Evaluation, London,
Murray and Chambers, 19069.

15 Roger Brown, VWords and Things, Glencoe, Il1ll.,
The Free Press, 1959, o. 64-65.

16 Paul R. Hanna and T. Noore, Jr., "Spelling-
from Spoken Word to Written Symbol," in Elementary School

and

Journal, 1953, p. 329-337.
17 Paul R. Hanna and J.S. Hanna, "The Teaching of

Spelling," in National Elementary Principal, Vol. 44, Nov.

1965, p. 19-28.
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Wijk’_]'8 claim that spelling in the traditional orthography
is between eighty and ninety percent regular, and Carroll19
contends that while the phoneme-grapheme correspondences

of the English alphabet are somewhat irregular, they are
not nearly as irregular as they at first appear to be.

Bloomfieldgo, Bloomfield and BarnhartZI, Gibson et a1.22,

and Hodges and Rudorf23 argue that while correspondence
between written and spoken English is weak if one relates
individual letters and sounds, the correspondence between
letter clusters, or syllables, and sounds is high. They

contend that the individual letter is not sounded alone,

but is sounded only in the’ context of other letters or

18 Alex Wijk, Rules of Pronunciation for the Eng-
lish Language: An Account of the Relationship between Eng-
lish Spelling and Pronunciation, London, Oxford University
Press, 1966, p. 45.

19 John B. Carroll, Language and Thought, Englewood-
Cliffs, N.J., Prentice-Hall, 1964, p. 62.

20 Leonard Bloomfield, "Linguistics and Reading,"
in Elementary English, Vol. 19, 1942, p. 125-130, 183-186.

21 Leonard Bloomfield and C.L. Barnhart, Let's
Read: A Linguistic Approach, Detroit, Wayne State Univer-
sity Press, 1961, p. 9.

22 E.J. Gibson, A. Pick, H. Osser and M. Hammond,
"The Role of Grapheme-Phoneme Correspondence in the Percept-
ion of Words," in American Journal of Psychology, Vol. 75,
1962, p. 554-570.

23 Richard E. Hodges and E.H. Rudorf, "Searching
Linguistic Cues for the Teaching of Spelling," in Elemert-.ry
English, Vol. 42, May 1965, p. 527-533.
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the word. Carol Chomsky adds another dimension to this
argument concerning symbol-sound correspondence in the
traditional orthography; and, in so doing, strengthens
and extends the attack on Pitman's position. She maintains
that while it is true that English spelling in many instan-
ces is deficient as a phonetic transcription of the spoken
language, when viewed from the underlying structure in its
representation of meaning, the traditional orthography is
a near optimal system for representing the spoken language.
She writes:

.+..the unconventional spelling of words corres-

ponds more closely to an uaderlying abstract

level of representation within the system of the

language than it does to the surface phonetic

form that the words assume in‘the spoken language
To 1llustrate her argument, she notes that in a phonemic-
ally regular alphabet, where one-to-one phoneme-grapheme
correspondence 1s the major objective, words which under-
go pronunciation shifts when suffixes are added to thenm
(e:g., nation - national; nature - natural; sane - sanity),
or words with phonetic variations of consonants (e.g.,
medicate - medicine; critical -~ criticize; resident -
residential), will have to receive two spellings although

they are not different words in the sense that "nation"

24 Carol Chomsky, "Reading, Writing, and Phonology,
in Harvard Educational Review, Vol. 40 (2), 1970, p. 287-
309, reprinted in Frank Smith, Psycholinguistics and Read-
ing, New York, Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1972, p. 91-104,

21
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and "notion" are different words, but are different forms

of the same word. She concludes:
By peing 'unphonetic' in all these cases, by not
exhibiting grapheme-phoneme correspondence, the
orthography is able to reflect significant regul-~
arities which exist at a deeper level of the
sound system of the_language, thus making effici-
ent reading easier2?,

Substantially the same argument is advanced by

Smith, who dismisses as irrelevant any claims that the
traditional orthography is irregular or illogical. He
argues that a good deal of information will be lost if
traditional English spelling were altered in the quest
for easler pronunciation cues, and that such phonemic
regularity would make meaﬁingful reading more difficult.
He writes:

Spelling reform might make words a little
easier to pronounce, but only at the cost of
other information about the way words are related
to each other, so that rationalizing words at the
phonological level might make reading more d%f—
ficult at the syntactic and semantic levels<0,

Perhaps the most forceful specific rebuttals to

Pitman's claims have come from Stott. He argues that Pit-
man has grossly overstated the supposed confusions caused

by the irregularities of the traditional orthography, with-

out providing any clinical or experimental evidence or

25 Ibid., p. 97.

26 Smith, Understanding Reading, Op. cit., p. 172.

22
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psychological argument to support his claims, and points out
that by Pitman's own admission, i.t.a. has not achieved a
one-to-one phoneme-grapheme correspondence. Consequently,
he contends, i.t.a. has nothing to contribute to the im-
provement of beginning reading, and only serves to add
further complications to the learner's task. Stott con-
cludes: "Pitman's initial teaching alphabet bears the

stamp of an a priori idea by a not very knowledgeable
amateur inventor supported by nost hoc arguments.“27

In summary, it can be stated that while there is
some acknowledgement that the traditional ZEnglish orthog-
raphy is somewhat irregular in vhoneme-grapheme correspond-
ence, there is consensus among reading and linguistics
experts that Pitman's criticisms of the traditional
alphabet are naive and overstated reactions to an extremely
complex issue, and are based on a simplistic concern for
phonemic regularity.

In the section immediately following, the validity
of Pitman's contention that the phoneme-grapheme irregular-
ity of the traditional orthography is the major reason for
failure in learning to read remains to be considered.

As was noted earlier, Pitman is convinced that other

variables are unfortunate scapegoats in the debate on the

27 Stott, Roads to Literacy, Op. eit., p. 122.

s
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problems of beginning reading.

There is wvirtually no support among reading experts
for Pitman's position. In point of fact, there is general
consensus among reading specialists that the difficulties
in early reading are caused mainly by a lack of understand-
ing of the reading process which manifests itself in in-
adequate and inappropriate teaching methodology. Bloom-

28

field and Barnhart®®, Roberts®’, Stott3°, Carrelld’, and

32 argue that the difficulties which the incon-

Daniels
sistencies may cause the beginning reader can be removed
1f greater attention is placéd upon the order in which
the grapheme-phoneme corréspondences were introduced.
Carroll writes:
...the learner needs to be presented with system-
atic sets of instances from which he can readily
learn the discriminative function of those letters

or combinations of letters which are sure guldes
to pronunciations33.

28 Bloomfield and Barnhart, Let's Read: A Lin-
guistic Apprcach, Op. cit., p. 25.

29 Gebffrey R. Roberts, English in Primary Schools,
London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972, p. 206.

30 Stott, Roads to Literacy, Op. cit., p. 31.

31 John B. Carroll, "The Nature of the Reading
Process," in L.A. Harris and C.B. Smith (Eds.), Individ-
ualizing Reading Instruction: A Reader, New York, Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, 1972, p. 40-49.

.32 John C. Daniels, "The Place of Phonics," in J.Z.
Downing (Ed.), The First International Reading Symposium,
Oxford, 1964, London, Cassell, 1966, p. L6-61.

"

33 Carroll, Language and Thought, Op. cit., p. 63.
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Daniels3u and Stott35 argue that 1.t.a.'s radical changes

are unnecessary, and make a strong plea for emphasis to be
placed upon methods instead of upon alphabet reform.

Daniels writes:

The main trouble with i.t.a. is that it is a
tool “to deal with imagined difficulties, whereas
the real question to be settled, if reading in-
struction is to be improved, will not be found in
the gimmickery of the tools of reading'6but in
putting methods in order to improve it3 .

And Stott adds:

...the essence of good teaching is good method,
and good method is based upon how children
learn... 8o long as method - which should be
central to the teacher's art - is neglected,

we shall continue to fail with a large number
of children37,

Indeed, Morris>o

» Whose study Pitman quotes as one of his
authorities for determining that reading failure was a
significant problem in the United Kingdom, found that poor
teaching was a major cause of reading railure.

While there 1is no agreement among critics of i.t.a.

as.to what are the most appropriate and efficient methods

34 Daniels, "The Place of Phonics," Op. cit., p. 60.

35 Stott, Roads to Literacy, Op. cit., p. 135.

36 Daniels, "The Place of Phonies,"Op. cit., p. 60.

37 Stott, Roadsto Literacy, Op. cit., p. 135.

38 Joyce Morris, "How Far Car Reading Backwardness
Be Attributed to School Conditions?" in John Downing (Ed.),
The First International Reading Symposium, Oxford, 1964,
London, Cassell, 1966, p. 181,
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for teaching reading, there is, nevertheless, an over-

whelming rejection of Pitman's criticisms of the tradition-

al orthography as the major obstacle to learning to read.
3. Transition from the Phonemically Regular i.t.a.

to the Irregular Traditional Orthography.

This section will deal with Pitman's contentions
that (i) beginning reading is easier in a phonemically
regular alphabet, and (ii) transfer from his pﬁonemically
regular i.t.a. to the traditional orthography presents no
problems for thé reader.

(1) The first part of Pitman's contention can be
restated thus: the more regular the phoneme-grapheme
correspondence of the orthography of a language, the
easier will be the task of learning how to read in that
language. So long as reading remained at the phonological
level, there appears to be little scope for dispute with
that contention. If reading consists merely of matching
symbols and sounds, then the more. regular their correspond-
ence, the easier 1s the task at hand. Pitman argues that
comprehension is of secondary importance in beginning
reading, and so, 1n his terms, beginning reading is easier
with a phonemically regular alphabet.

Pitman supports this contention with references to

languages like Italian, Castilian Spanish, Finnish and

26
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Russian, which are phonemically regular39. He estimates
that children who learn to read in those languages with a
regular phoneme-grapheme correspondence save one or two
years in learning to read when compared with British or
American, children. It is absolutely astonishing that he
does not indicate the evidence to support his estimate.
furthermore, he does not indicate whether any differences
in the ease of learning to read may be due to factors
other than orthographic regularity.

Reading specialists from some countries with
phonemically regular orthographies have made similar
speculative pronouncements on this issue. For example,
Kyostio notes that

... the Finnish writing system 1s quite regular; that
is each phoneme always has the same letter irres-
pective of its place in a word, and this feature
enormously facilitates learning to readX0,
This would seem to lend some support to Pitman's position.
However, Kyostio does not indicate whether the Finnish
orthography 1is as efficient or logical on the semantic

or syntactic levels as it 1is on the phonological level;

nor does she refer to restricted usage of Finnish, as

39 -Pitman and St. John, Alphabets and Reading,
Op. e¢it., p. 55.

4o 0.X. Kyostio, "Reading in Finland," in J.E.
Downing (Ed.), Comparative Reading: Cross-National Studies
on Behavior and Processes in Reading and Writing, Toronto,
Collier-Macmillan, 1973, p. 308-309,
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compared to English, and the gnificance of this factor
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grapheme correspondence. or these reasons one night
suspect that Kyostio's support is not as strong as it

first appezars to be.
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eitzlson provides further support for Pitman's
contention by comparing learning to read in English with
the same tesk in Hebrew. She urites:

Eebrew boasts of a nezrly one-to-ones symbhol-
sound relationshin.... Thus, with reference to
symbol-sound correspondence, learning to read
Hebrew is infinitely easier than learning to
read English. For all przctical purposes, it
entails only learning_one phoneme for each graoh-
eme of Eebrew scrint™+.

Unfortunately, she alsc vroviies no empirical data to
support her claim. Her contention is further weakenad
by the fact that she avpears to pbe restricting her com-

parison to reading at the shonological level, as she

restricts her claim to reading "with respect to symbol-

sound correspondence."rla
Brown provides additional support for Pitman's

claim, and speculates that if the English alphabet were

consistently phonetic bpeginning reading would be greatly

simplified, He writes:

41 Dina Feitelson, "Reading in Israel," in J.E.
Downing (Ed.), Comparative Reading, Op. cit., p. U434,

41z Thid.
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If our writing were consistently phonetic you
could simply teach them the letters of the alpha-
bet corresponding to each sound, give them a little
practice in analyzing words into sound elements,
and thgy would_have_reading'VOﬁ%bularies as large
as their speaking vocabularies“<,
Regretably, Brown neglects to indicate the empirical basis
for his speculafion.

It could also be contended that many of those
reading specialists who do.not advocate any reform of the
English alphabet, but who advocate controlled vocabularies
to prevent beginners from being overwhelmed by irregular-
ities, provide support for Pitman's claim that phoneme-
grapheme regularity equals easier reading. Certainly,
no one has argued that greater inconsistency makes be-
ginning reading easier. Indeed, most of those who have
been critical of Pitman's claims for i.t.a., have countered
that the traditional orthography is more regular (phonemic-
ally and structurally) than Pitman acknowledges, thereby
conceding that there is some relevance between phonemlc
regularity and learning to read.

(i1) Clearly, Pitman is not alone in speculating
rabout the merits of greater phoneme-grapheme regularity.

.Interestingly, however, Pitman's criticisms of the illogic-

alities of the traditional orthography do not compel him

to propose a total reform of the alphabet. Instead, the

42 Brown, Words and Things, Op. cit., p. 65.

29
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i.t.a. is advanced as a temporary augmentation to the
traditional Roman symbols, and is intended as a learning
aid from which the beginner will transfer to the tradition-
al orthography as soon as he becomes a fluent reader. He
argues that the similarities between i.t.a. characters and
those of the traditional orthography are so strong,
especially as they relate to the "top coast lines™ of

the symbols, that the transfer process is accomplished
almost without an awareness that it has happened.

Pitman recognizes that the efficacy of the i.t.a.
will depend, not upon how fluently or easily beginners
read in that medium, but upon the ease with which transfer
to the traditional orthography is accomplished. He writes:

.++.the transition from reading i.t.a. texts to
reading orthodox texts is smooth and effortless.
The case for the new alphabet stands or falls

on the validity of this assertion, because i.t.a.
would possess little merit 1f early progress were
bought at too high a price in later progress, if
the time gained by bypassing the difficulties of
orthodox spelling was equalled or exceeded by the
time taken by the average reﬁder in making the
transition to orthodox texts?3.

There 1s some support for Pitman's enthusiasm about

the ease with which transition occurs. Down:’mgMl proposes

that by its greater phoneme-grapheme correspondence, i.t.a.

i3 Pitman and St. John, Alphabets and Reading,
Op. cit., p. 141,

44 John E. Downing, "A Psycholinguis tic Theory
for i.t.a.," in Elementary English, Nov. 1970, p. 953-961.
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clarifies the linguistic structure of English, and leads

to a greater perception of phonemes, spoken words, graphemes
and written words as individual units, and that consequent-
1y, upon transition, this clearer understanding of linguist-
ic structure is utilized as a frame of reference for mapping
the more complex traditional orthography. However, the

more general reaction to Pitman's claims concerning the

45

ease of transfer is one of skepticism. Roberts and

Stott46 critlicize the learning and unlearning necessitated
by the use of i.t.a., and propose that the initial period
of short gains in terms of early reading fluency may be
lost when measured against the later ability to write in
the traditional orthography. In fact, Stott argues that
for most young readers the l.t.a. is not their first
alphabet. He contends that since, in all likelihood,
pre-schoolers will have met the letters of the traditional
alphabet in home and other pre-school learning experiences,
the introduction of the i.t.a. will mean presenting then
with an alphabet which many may recognize as different,
and then - after a year or two - telling them.to revert

to the original one. This will inevitably lead to serious

confusion in the minds of most children. He writes:

45 Roberts, English in Primary Schools, Op. cit.,

p. 27.
46 Stott, Roads to Literacy, Op. cit., p. 139.
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It is not the learning, but the unlearning of
associations that presents the confusion.... What
has bgen learpt.remains, and has tg bﬁ7counter—
manded by additional acts of learning /.
Other spelling reformers, while agreeing with
Pitman that a greater amount of consistent acoustic inform-
ation is needed to make beginning reading easier, contend
that the i.t.a.'s reforms are likely to add further con-
fusion by its use of sixteen new letters which must be
learned and then, subsequently, unlearned by the beginner.
Jonesa8 argues that his Colour Story Reading approach ls
preferable to the. i.t.a. because there is no difficulty
for the child as he transfers to the, normally, black
print on a white background of his regular reader: there
are no alterations or augmentations to the traditional

49 advances substantially

orthography in thils approach. Fry
the same arguments for the Diacritical Marking System

approach. Wiijo contends that all attempts to alter the

47 Ibid., p. 139-140.

48 J. Kenneth Jones, "Comparing i.t.a. with Colour
Story Reading," in Educational Research, Vol. 10, June
1968, p. 226-234.

49 Edward B. Fry, "Comparing the Diacritical Marking
System, 1.t.a. and a Basal Reading Series," in Elementary
English, Oct. 1966, p. 607-611.

50 Alex Wijk, Regularized Inglish, Stockholm, Alm-
gvist and Wiksell, 1959, quoted in Warburton and Southgate,
i.t.a. An Independent Evzluation, London, Murray and
Chambers, 1969, p. 131.




STATUS OF THE INVESTIGATION 33

traditional alphabet are unnecessary. He proposes that by
removing the confusing letters in about ten percent of
English spellings, beginning reading is greatly simplified
with the traditional twenty-six letters.

To conclude this section, it seems reasonable to
suggest Ehat while there is general superficial support
for Pitman's claim that greater phoneme-grapheme regular-
ity equals easier beginning reading, the support reviewed
is largely unsubstantiated by empirical evidence. How-
ever, Pitman's claim that the transition from the i.t.a.
to the traditional orthography is smooth and effortless
is virtually without support.—

To recapitulate, this chapter attempted to examine
the validity of Pitman's rationale for the Initial Teach-
ing Alphabet against currently accepted reading and
psycholinguistic theories, so as tb determine to what
extent the use of a temporary phonemically regular begin-
ning alphabet is deemed to be desirable. This was done
in three parts.

Part One discussed Pitman's contention that
beginning reading 1s qualitatively different from fluént
‘reading, and concluded that his conceptualization of the
reading process is not supported by the prevailing reading
theories, which do not divorce word recognition and com-

prehension in the extreme way that he does.
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bet than in ons which contains many irregularities.

second is that eventuzl transfer from i.t.a. to the

traditional orthography 1s achleved very smoothly and

effortlessly. There is some speculative support for Pit-

man's claim that beginning reading 1s easier in a phonemic-
ally regular alphabet. rdowever, his confidence in an un-—

problematic transition from the i.t.a. to the traditional

orthography is not shared by most of his critics.

L. The Problem.

Pitman's development of the i.t.a. is predicated

upon the assumption that the inconsistency in phoneme-

grapheme correspondence in the traditional orthograovhy

is the crucial factor which prevents many young children



STATUS OF THE INVESTIGATION 35

from learning how to read, and which makes that task more
difficult for many others. Pitman contends that it will
be more productive for the beginning reader to learn to
read in a phonemically regular alphabet such as the i.t.a.
Once reading fluency is attained, transfer to the tradition-
al orthography follows easily. He is convinced that the
i.t.a.~taught reader will emerge significantly ahead of
those who are only exposed to the traditional orthography.
These 1ndictments against the traditional alphabet and the
claims on behalf of the i.t.a. have been made without the
apparent support of empirical data or psychologlcal thecry.
The literature cited up to this point offers the
possibility for endless speculatipn about either the merit
or lack of merit of the i.t.a. Clearly, some empirical
evidence must be provided which can either support or
refute Pitman's claims. Fortunately, since the i.t.a.'s
introduction in--the early 1960's, a substantial volume of
research data has been accumulated on the purported
efficacy of this initial teaching alphabet. It is held
that an analysis of the results of those studies will
lead to one of two conclusions. The first is that Pit-
man's claims do, in fact, comprise a theory. That is, to
recall Van Dalen and Mayer's definition referred to
earlier in this chapter, that there is some underlying

phenomenon to explain results favourable to the i.t.a.



In Pitrmaa's case, the uanderlying principle claims that
phoneme-graphene regulz-sity as represented by the i.t.a.

prorotes easier acquisition of reading skills. Fypo-

-t

st

9]
t
D

the

[0}

e ng this vostulate would of necessity compare

the performe+wce of beginaniag readers taivght by the i.t.a.
and the traditional orthcgrachy. EHovvever, should the
results not prove to be in Zavour of the i.t.a., we are
led perforce to tne sacond oossible concliusion, which 1s

simply that Pitran's ¢la’~s do not find support in the

Lccordingly, the gurestiors to be answered by the

current study are:

1. To what exzteantl does a critical ihvestig tion
of the literatcore reveal support for Pitman's
rationale on nehealf of the i1.t.a.?

2. Do the resecrch findings reported in the
literature provide a vealid empirical base
for the supvort of the tTheoretical formula-
tions of the 1.t.a.?
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CHAPTER III
AN EXAMINATION OF THE RESEARCH FINDINGS

This chapter deals with two issues: Part One will
present and discuss the pertinent empirical data accumulatea
from the i.t.a. research experiments; and Part Two provides
a critical evaluation of the i.t.a. experiments to date.

In Part One the data from the empirical studies
is examined to answer two specific questions: 1) Do be-
ginning readers learning via i.t.a. read better than
those learning via the traditional orthography? and 2) If
i.t.a.-taught begihners have superior performances in
reading while they are using that.alphabet, 1s this super-
iority maintained after they have transferred to the
traditional orthography? Consequently, the data will be
examined for the attainment scores of the i.t.a. and
traditional orthography groups when the subjects are
tested in the medium of instruction, that is, subjects
who are taught in the i.t.a. are tested 1in the i.t.a.,
and those who are taught in the traditional orthography
are tested in that medium, and, later, when they are.
both tested in the traditional orthography.

This study endorses Pitman's contention that the
case for 1.t.a. stands or falls on the validity of the

assertion that transfer from the phonemically regular
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‘initial Teachling alphabet to the traditional orthography is
smooth and effortless. Therefore, if i.t.a.~-taught readers
do not obtain superior scores in the beginning, and do not
maintain their early superiority in reading after their
fransition to the traditional orthography, then no case
will have been established for the radical changes involved
in the adoption of Pitman's 1.t.a. The evidence will be
presented to show that almost everywhere the empirical data
indicates the same phenomenon: superior reading scores
for the i.t.a.-taught beginners over those who begin in
the traditional orthgraphy, when both groups are tested
in the medium of instruction, but a loss in this super-
iority of the i.t.a. group after transition.

Part Two, in providing a critical evaluation of
the i.t.a. experiments, advances the argument that serious
shortcomings make their results suspect. Consequently,.
the present study contends that even the results which
show early superiority for the i.t.a.-taught students

are inconclusive.
l. The Research Data

The Pretest-Posttest Control Group Design;is the

model used in most of the i.t.a. experiments to aate,

1 Donald T. Campbell and Julian C. Stanley, Experi-
mental and Quasi-Experimental Designs for Research, Chicago,
Rand McNally, 1969, p. 13-24.




AN EXAMINATION OF THE ReESEARCH FINDINGS

In this research design model a wide range of independent
variables are controlled, leaving the orthography as the
crucial variable, or treatment, underlying success. The
dependent variable, or criterion of success, measured is
reading achievement: word recognition, comprehension,
accuracy, and speed - in the medium of instruction and
in the traditional orthography.

As was noted earlier in this chapter, the results
presented here will be of performances of the experimental
and control groups in (i) the medium of instruction -
that is the i.t.a. and the traditional orthography respect-
ively and (1i) later, after transition, of both groups in
the traditional orthography.

(i) Reading in the medium of instruction:

The studies examined in this section can be divided
into two main categories in respect of the value of the
information obtained about the relative effects of the two
media. First, there are those studies in which the same
reading material was written in the two different orthog-
raphies, thus ensuring that both groups were exposed to
the same sequence of learning experiences from the reading

materials. These researches are those of Downinga,

2 John A. Downing, The Initial Teaching Alphabet
Reading Experiment, New York, Scott-Foresman, 1965, quoted
in Warburton and Southgate, i.t.a. An Independent Evalua-
tion, London, Murray  and Chambers, 1969, p. 230.

39
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Downing and Jones3, Harrisonu, Milne5, and Robinson6
Secondly, there are those researches in which the i.t.a.
reading materials were different from the reading materials
written in the traditional orthography. As such, the
existence of such an obvious uncontrolled variable makes
The evidence from the second group of researches no more
than suggestive. This second group of researches include

those by Mazurkiewicz7, Tanyzer and Alpert8, Shapiro and

3 John A. Downing and B. Jones, "Some Problems of
pvaluating the Initial Teaching Alphabet - A Second kxperi-
ment," in Educational Research, Vol. 8, Part 2, Feb. 1Y66,
p. 100-114.

i Maurice Harrison, Instant Reading, London, Pitman,
1964, guoted in Warburton and Southgate, i.t.a. An Independ-
ent Evaluation, Op. cit., p. 230.

5 A. Milne, "The Scobttish 1.t.a. Research," a Paper
read at the ''hird International Reading Conference, Can-
bridge Univeristy, 1966, quoted in Warburton and Southgate,
Ibid., p. 217-218.

6 H.M. Robinson, "Effectiveness of i.t.a. as a
Medium for Reading Instruction," in A.J. Mazurkiewicz (&d.),
i.t.a. and the World of English, Hempstead, N.Y., Initial
Teaching Alphabet Foundation, 1966, quoted in Warburton and
Southgate, Ibid., p. 218.

7 A.J. Mazurkiewicz, "i.t.a. and 1.0. Reading
Achievement when Methodology is Controlled - Extended into
Second Grade," in The Reading Teacher, Vol. 20, Part 8§,

1967, p. 726-729.

8 H.T. Tanyzer and H. Alpert, "Three Different
Basal Reading Systems and First Grade Reading Achlevement,”
in The Reading Teacher, Vol. 19, Part 8, May 1966, p. 636-
642,
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Willfordy, Delllo, and Bosma and Farrow

ll.

In both groups of researches, when the students
were tested in the medium of instruction, the results are
consistently in favour of i.t.a. From among the group of
researches in which the reading materials were constant
for both groups, Downing and Jones12 found that, after
eighteen months' instruction, the i.t.a. group was super-
lor in the Schonell Graded Word Reading test and the Neale
Analysis of Reading Ability test in the areas of comprehen-
sion, speed, and accuracy. Within individual schools; they
found that sixteen of the 17 significant differences were
in favour of i.t.a. Similar findings were reported by

Downingl3, Harrisonlu, Milnel5, and Robinsonl6.

9 Bernard J. Shapiro and R.E. Willford, "i.t.a.-
Kindergarten and PFirst Grade," in J.R. Block (Ed.), i.t.a.
as a Language Arts Medium, Hempstead, N.Y., i.t.a. Founda-
tion, 1968, p. b61-65.

10 G.A. Dell, "The i.t.a. Approach to Reading," in
Warburton and Soutagate, i.t.a. An Independent Evaluaticn,

Op. cit., p. 203-204.

11 R.L. Bosma and V.L. Farrow, '"Teaching Reading with
i.t.a.: A Research Report," in Reading Horigzons, Vol. 6,
Part I, 1965, p. 6-19.

12 Downing and Jones, "Some Problems of Evaluating the
Initial Teaching Alphabet -~ A Second Experiment," Op cit.,
p. 100-114,

13 Downing, in Warburton and Southgate, i.t.a. An
Independent Evaluation, Op. cit:, p. 230.

14 Harrison, in Warburton and Southgate, Ibid.

15 Milne, in Warburton and Southgate, Ibid.

16 Robinson, in Warburton and Southgate, Ibid.
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In the researches in which the reading media had
been confounded with the materials, and from which the
evidence is consequently less convincing, Mazurkiewicz17
fround that 72.6% of the i.t.a. readers had progressed
abqve.the traditional orthoéraphy median after five months
of instruction. In Tanyzer and Alpert'sl8 research 68%
of the i.t.a. subjects were placed above the median for
the traditional orthography students according to the
Detroit Word Recognition test, administered after six

1% found that the i.t.a.

months of instruction. And Dell
group was about eighteen months ahead of the traditionsal
orthography group on the Schonell Graded Word Recognition
test after four school terms. The paragraphs which
follow detail some of the concerns which should affect
those who might be willing to embrace the i.t.a.-on the
basis of the foregoing.

(ii) Reading ln the traditional orthography:

As was noted in the previous section, in one of

the more closely controlled studies, that of Downirng and

17 Mazurkiewicz, "i.t.a. and T.0. Reading Achieve-
ment when.Methodology is Controlled - Extended into Second

Grade,ﬂ Op. cit., p. 729.

18 Tanyzer and Alpert, "Three Different Basal
Reading Systems and First Grade Reading Achievement,"Op.
cit., p. 641.

19 Dell, in Warburtoan and Southgate, Op. cit.,
p. 231.
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Joneszo, when the students were tested in the medium of
instruction, sixteen out of the 17 significant differences
were in favour of i.t.ar However, when these same subjects
were later tested in the traditional orthography, there
were no signifigant differences in thirteen schools, and
three oftthe 4 significant differences were in favour of
those students who learned to read in the traditional
orthpgraphy. .The first -test adminis%ered to all these
students in the traditional orthography was given when
only seventeen percent of the 1.t.a. students had trans-
ferred. However, tests were also administered in the
traditional orthography after three years, when more
than seventy-five percent of the i.t.a. students had
transferred, and those results revealed the same trend
in favour of those children who learned to read in the
traditional orthography. Clearly, any early advantage
supposedly gained through the use of the i.t.a. seems
to'be lost at the transition to the traditional ortho-
graphy.

There is further evidence to suggest that i.t.a.'s
early advantage 1s lost after transition. Cartwright and

21

Jones found that three years after the start of the

20 Downing and Jones, "Some Problems of Evaluating
the Initial Teaching Alphabet - A Second Experiment," Op.
cit., p. 100-114.

21 D. Cartwright and B. Jones, "Further Evidence
Relevant to an Assessment of i.t.a.," in Educational Research,
Vol. 10, Part 1, 1967, p. 65-71.
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second major i.t.a. experiment in Great Britain, when
seventy~five percent of the i.t.a. students had made the
transition to the traditionél orthography, only one in 5
of the significant differences in the Schonell and Neale
tests administered in the traditional orthography was in
favour of the i.t.a. Milhe22 also concluded that his
research showed that students taught in the traditional
orthography catch-up with their i.t.a.-taught counter-
parts. He found no significant difference between
students learning via i.t.a. and those learning via the
traditional orthography after three years instruction,
on the Burt-Vernon Word Recognition and Southgate Wora
Selection tests, administered in the traditional ortho-
.graphy.

Among the researches in which reading media had
not been confounded with the materials, only Downing23
found that the i.t.a.-taught group was significantly
superior after three years of instruction when the medium
of testing was in the traditional orthography. ﬁowever,
even in thilis research, the performance of the i.t.a.

group fell sharply after transition in all sections of

the Schonell and Neale tests except reading speed.

22 Milne, in Warburton and Southgate, Op. cit.,
p-~ 232O

23 Downing, in Warburton and Southgate, Ibid.,
p. 233.
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Two interesting trends seem to be emerging in the
data available from the various i.t.a. researches, and it
seems opportune to discuss them here. In the first place,
it will be recalled that some critics of i1.t.a. maintain
that Pitman's desire for a phonemically regular alphabet
is inappropriate because the traditional orthography pro-
vides a near optimal medium for representing meaning in
the English language. If, as Smith2g argues, emphasis
upon phonological accuracy makes reading more difficult
at the syntactic and semantic levels, then this may be
reflected 1n the reading comprehension scores of the i.t.za.
subjects as compared with those of students who began in the
traditional orthography. Indeed,, the general tendency is
for the i.t.a. subjects to perform less well in compre-
hension than in word recognition or accuracy. In many
cases, the students taught by the traditional orthography
score significantly better than their i.t.a. counterparts
in comprehension. However, even where the results are in
favour of the i.t.a., superiority in comprehension is con-
siderably less marked than in word recognition. Thus, in

25

Downing's research, differences in mean scores in the

Schonell Graded Word Reading test, administered in the

24 Smith, Understanding Reading, Op. cit., p. 172.

25 Downing, in Warburton and Southgate, Op., cit.,
p. 234.
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third year, are seven points in favour of i.t.a. in rate
and accuracy, but only 2 points in favour of i.t.a. for
comprehension. Hahn26 and Mazurkiewiczz7 found that
students taught in the traditional orthography scored
significantly higher in "paragraph meaning" and "word
study" sections respectively. In both cases the instrument
used was the Stanford Achievement test.
Burt notes that whereas 1.t.a.-taught students
are almost consistently superior in accuracy, particularly
in pronouncing single words, the results are less ¢lear in
comprehension and reading speed. He adds:
In the second experiment iin the United King-
domj, the control groups which used t.o. were
actually better at comprehension than those
taught by the i.t.a. in 8 schools out of 13.
In speed, the control grouB% in every school
except two were faster;...<C,
This trend seems to lend support to Pitman's critics who
argue that reading is considerably more than word calling.
Secondly, Pitman's case for i.t.a. is built

largely upon his belief that his phonemically regular

alphaﬁet will make beginning reading easier for all

26 H.T. Hahn, "Three Approaches .to Beginning Reading
Instruction - i.t.a., Language Arts and Basic Readers," in
The Reading Teacher, Vol. 19, Part 8, May 1966, p. 590-594.

27 Mazurkiewicz, "i.t.a. and T.0. Reading Achieve-
ment when Methodology is Controlled - Extended into Second
Grade," Op. cit., p. T728.

28, Burt, in Warburton and Southgate, Op. cit.,
p. 234,
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students. If Pitman's contention is correct, then i.t.a.
wlll present less difficulty than the traditional ortho-
graphy does for children of lower intelligence. However,

30 32 all found

McCrackeneg, Swales~” ", De1131, and Downing
that between ten and 33 percent of students using 1.t.a.
experience considerable difficulty in beginning reading.
This figure corresponds to the approximately sixteen per-
cent of beginning reacers whom Pitman recognizes as having
difficulty in the traditional orthography, and whom he
refers to as "the Submerged Sixth"33, Only Milne‘Q’Ll found
that i.t.a. helped the lowest IQ group most.

35

Warburton and Southgate conclude that the weight

of the research evidence suggests, that i.t.a. is more

29 R.A. McCracken, "A twc-year longitudinal study to
determine the ability of first grade children to learn to
read using the Early-to-Read i.t.a. program." (An Interim
Report of the first year), in Warburton and Southgate, 1.t.a.
An Independent Evaluation, Op. cit., p. 234,

30 T.D. Swales, "The Attainment in Reading and
Spelling of Children who learned to read through the Initial
Teaching Alphabet," in British Journal of Educational Psvcho-
logy, Vol. 37, Feb. 1967, p. 126-127.

31 Dell, in Warburton and Southgate, i.t.a. An In-
dependent Evaluation, Op. cit:, p. 235.

32 John Downing, "The Initial Teaching Alphabet:
Results after Six Years," in Elementary School Journal, 1969,
p. 243-249,

33 Pitman and St. John, Alphabets and Reading, Op. cit.,

p' 3-
34 Milne, in Warburton and Southgate, i.t.a. An In-

dependent Evaluation, Op. cit., p. 235.
35 Warburton and Southgate, Ibid., p. 266.
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effective for bright than for dull children. If this is
the situation, then one must conclude that factors other
than orthographic inconsistency are at work to produce
reading failure, and that i.t.a. provides assistance where
it is not needed, but does little for those who contilnue

to fail despite Pitman's claims.
2. Evaluation of the Research Experiments.

The second part of this chapter considers the
possible influence of the Hawthorne Effect and other un-
controlled variables upon the results of the i.t.a. experi-
ments to date.

(i) The Hawthorne Effect:

The first i.t.a. experiment was conducted in Great
Britain, and was launched with great publicity. Televisilon
documentary programs and speclal feature articles in
national newspapers and educational journals reported it
as a large sclentifically controlled experiment conducted
by the Reading Research Unit of the University of London's
Institute of Education in assoclation with the National
Foundation of Educational Research. All this publicity
meant that considerable curiosity was afoused over Pitman's
new Initial Teaching Alphabet and the claims made on its
behalf. There is general agreement in the related 1lit-

erature that this publicity, combined with other factors,
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worked to generate a Hawthorne Effect which operated to
produce results‘in favour of the experimental group.

QOok36 defines the Hawthorne Effect as a "phenom-
enon characterized by an awareness on the part of the
subjects of special treatment created by artificial ex-
perimental conditions," and suggests that this awareness
affects the dependent variable being measured, thus lead-
ing to ambiguous results, In other words, since those
students and teachers using the i.t.a. were aware that they
were involved in something special, and that their behavi-
our and performance were being closely scrutinized, they might
have been driven to produce better than normal results.

Stott37 notes that the i.t.a. teachers were given
special workshops and meetings, and were fully aware that
they were involved in an experiment. Furthermore, Stott
contends that the fact that there were streams of visitors
in the schools using i.t.a., and that a brochure was given
to ‘parents of children in the experimental group at
specially arranged parents' meetings with school principals
and the Head of the Reading Research Unit, must have sub-
jected the children to influences and pressures by com-

municating to them that they were involved in something

36 D.L. Cook, "The Hawthorne Effect in Educational
Research," in Phi- Delta Kappan, Dec. 1962, p. 116-122.

37 Stott, Roads to Literacy, Op. cit., p. 128.
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speclal to do with their reading. He notes that the child-
ren in the control group were not subjected to the same

38

pressures. Southgate suggests that there was an element
of the Hawthorne Effect to explain the apparent superiority
of the i.t.a. group in the early stages of the first ex-
perimént. She argues that this "reading drive" could have
affected not only the bupils and theilr parents, but also
the enthusiasm of their teacdhers. In their appraisal of
the 1.t.a. research, Warburtoni and Southgate conclude that
the novelty of the i1.t.a. was sufficient to create a Haw-
thorne Effect advantage in favour of the experimental
group. They write:
The Hawthorne Effect has little effect on

traditional orthography classes, but it appears

to account for pretty well half of the consider-

able superiority shown by the i.t.a. group39.
While one might wonder how Warburton and Southgate arrive
at this remarkable conclusion, one cannot avold being im-
pressed by the weight of the argument which attributes

success to be, in large part, a function of the Hawthorne

Effect.

38 Vera Southgate, "Approaching the Initial Teach-
ing Alphabet Results with Caution," in Educational Research,

Vol. 7, Part 2, 1965, p. 83-96.

39 Warburton and Southgate, i.t.a. An Independent
Evaluation, Op. clt., p. 252.°
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(i1) Uncontrolled Variables:

Whatever conclusions one draws about the possible
influence of the Hawthorne Effect upon the experimental
group, there is little doubt that in many of the i.t.a.
experiments the research design was clearly faulty. Many
researchers were especially remiss in leaving too many
variables uncontrolled. This situation confounded the
results obtained in those experiments, and makes 1t im-
possible to determine whether any perceived superiority
could be attributed to’ the i.t.a., or to some other factor,
Among the mqst obvlious uncontrolled variables in the 1.t.a.
experiments were the efficiency of the teachers, time
allocated to the teaching of reading, reading'materials
used, and teaching methodology employed. The possibilities
for contamination by each of these uncontrolled variables
will be discussed in turn.

a) The Teacher Variable:

Wilkinsonuo argues that fallure to control the
teacher variable in the first i.t.a. experiment greatly
reduces the validity of its findings. He contends that

when all else 1s considered, "the teacher is one of the

51

most Ilmportant factors in learning to read." . Stott believes

that, in the British experiments, there was a strong bias

4o Andrew Wilkinson, The Foundations of Language:
Talking and Reading in Young Chilldren, London, Oxford
University Press, 1971, p. 76b.
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in favour of the i.t.a. teachers. He maintains that those
local education authorities which agreed to nominate
classes and teachers for the new 1.t.a. experiments would
have been inclined to pick their most flexible teachers
as those whom they considered suitable for i.t.a. work. He
writes: "Naburally they would tend to choose teachers
likely to agree to learn a new methoq and make a success
or 1ttt

There is no indication that any attempts were made
to match the teachers of the experimental and control
groups in the first experimenp., However, in the second
British experiment, Downing and Jones42 controlled the
teacher variable by having the same teacher teach both
i.t.a. and traditional orthography classes ~ one in each

43

half of the school day. 1in Robinson's research teachers
were switched from the i.t.a. class in the first year to

the traditional orthographyvclass in the second year and

. . .4y
vice versa. In the major American experiments, Mazwklewicz

41 Stott, Roads to Literacy, Op. cit., p. 128.

42 Downing and Jones, "Some Problems of Evaluating
the Initial Teaching Alphabet - A Second Experiment," Op.
citc K} p. 100_11)40

43 Robinson, in Warburton and Southgate, i.t.a. An
Independent Evaluation, Op. cit., p. 241

—

LY Mazurkiewicz, "i.t.a. and T.0. Reading Achieve-
ment when Methodology is Controlled ~ Extended into Second

Grade," Op. cit., p. 726-729.
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matched teachers for age and experience; Stewar'tu5 matched
for age, experience -and level of training; and Tanyzer and
Alpertu6 matcheé for experience, level of training and
level of competence,.

Perhaps the best methods of control of the teacher
variable were those adopted by Downing and Jonesu7

48

Robinson =, 1In both of these experiments the model re-

, and

quired the same teacher to_ﬁeach both groups. . In other
words, each teacher was matched with herself, instead.of
with another.. It could be argued that two people differ
much more between themselves than the same person does in
two different settiangs. However, while recognizing that
having the same teacher teach both groups would provide
the most stringent control of the teacher varilable, it
must be appreciated that even this model is not without
its drawbacks. The results could have been confounded

because the same person might have performed differently

45 M.R. Stewart, "Two Years with i.t.a. - An Interim
Report on the Bethlehem - Lehigh Research Project," quoted
in Warburton and Southgate, i.t.a. An Independent Evalua-
‘tion, Op. cit., p. 241. ' .

Y6 Tanyzer and Alpert, "Three Different Basal
Reading Systems and First Grade Reading Achievement," Op.
cit., p. 636-642.

47 Downing and Jones, '"Some Problems of Evaluating
the Initial Teaching Alphabet - A Second Experiment," Op.
_cit., p. 100-114.

48 Robinson, in Warbuton and Southgate, 1.t.a. An
Independent Evaluation, Op. cit., p. 241.
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I

according to whether she was using i.t.a. or the traditional
orthography. If, for example, i.t.a. does permit for an
easler beginning, a spirel motivational effect might have

k3

occurred. Quicker progress in the i.t.a. class might have
produced positive attitudes in the teacher which might
have ernanced her work with the i.t.a. group.

Because it is so difficult, if not impossible, to

achieve any more than a general control over the teacher

variacle, one cannot conclude with any confidence that the
second and subseguent i.t.a. experiments viere invalidated
on this score. However, it must be reiterated that the

fact that no attempt was made to control the teacher vari-

able in the first 1.t.a. experiment represents a major flaw
in its design and recuces the significance of its findings.

b) The Time Variable:

Another serlous weakness in the design of the first

i

i.t.a. experiment, which was conducted by the Reading Re-

search Unit of the University of London, was that no control

was exercised over the time allocated to reading and reading-
L. 19 I 50 )

related act ties. tott and Wilkinson regard this

omission as an inexcusable blunder, and one which invalidates

4o Stott, Roads to Literacy, Op. cit., o. 125-126.

'3

xinson, Thne foundaticons of Language: Talking

>

1
‘ng in Young Cnhildren, Ov. cit., p. 77-78.




AN EXAMINATION OF THE RESEARCH FINDINGS

any conclusions which may be drawn from its findings.
Warburton and Southgate are also very critical of this
weakness in the first experiment. They write:

Obviously the control of time is very importe
ant since any method which is used twice as many
hours (say) as another is obviously more likely
to be successfuldl.

Later experiments attempted to correct this error.

52 53

In Robinson's and McCracken's experiments instructional
time was equallzed in all three groups, and regular and
frequent checks were made to see that this time allotment

54

was adhered to. Downing and Jones requested that the

teachers should equate theilr procedures as closely as

25 suggested that the

possible; and Tanyzer and Alpert

teachers should spend two-and-a half hours per day in

direct reading instruction and related -activities.
Except for the first i.t.a. experiment, there is

no firm evidence that the time allocation factor might

have resulted in a bias in favour of the i.t.a. groups.

51 Warburton and Southgate, i.t.a. An Independent
Evaluation, Op. cit., p. 255.

52 Robinson, in Warburton and Southgate, Ibid.
53 McCracken, in Warburton and Southgate, Ibid.

54 Downing and Jones, "Some Problems of Evaluating
the Initial Teaching Alphabet - A Second Experiment,” Op.
Cito’ p' loo—llu-

' 55 Tanyzer and Alpert, "Three Different Basal Read-
ing Systems and First, Grade Reading Achievement," Op. cit.,
p- 636—6420

55
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c) Reading liaterials Variable:

Although the hypotheses to be tested in the i.t.a.
experiments suggest a comparison between the i.t.a. and
the traditional orthogrephy as media of instruction, the
researchers oiten usea different reading materials with
eacn mecium and so confounded the results which they ob-

- - -~

tained. Only in five of the research experiments conducted

to date were the sare nmaterials used for both media. Dcwn-—
. 6 . - . 8 - 0
1ng5 , Downing and Jon9357, Harrlson5 s and ManeS’ used

2

nogravhy versions of the
0

6

Janet and Jonn readers, and Robinson used the Scott

the i1.t.a. and traditional ort

Foresman Multi~Ethnic readers for both grouns. On the
1, ] - A _61 1 hand

other hand, Tanyzer and Alpert used the Farly-to-Head

Series for i1.t.a., and the Sheldon Readers for the two

- 2 . - .
control grouvs; Hayes used the Early-to-Read Series ior

56 Downing, "The Tnitial Teaching Alphabet: Results
after Six Years," On. cit., p. 243-249,

57 Downing and cones, "Some Problems of Evaluating
the Initial Teaching Alohabet - A Second Experiment,"” Op.
cit., p. 100-114.

&

58 Harrison, in Warburton and Southgate, i.t.a. An
Independent Evaluation, Op. cit., o. 255.

59 Milne, in Warburton and Southgate, Ibid.

60 Robinson, in Warburton and Southgate, Ibid.,
p. 256.

61 Tanyzer and Alpert, "Three Different Basal Rezd-
ing Systemns and First Grade Reading Achievement,)” Op. cit.,
p. 636-642.

62 Robert B. dayes, "ITA and Three Other Approaches
to Reading in First Grade," in The Reading Teacher, Xay 1966,
p. 627-630.
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the experimental group, the Scott Foresman Series for the
first traditional orthography control group, the Scott
Foresman:Series supplemented by Phonics and Word Power for
the second control group, and the Lippincott Readers for
the third control group.

It is impossible to see how any meaningful compar-
ison can be made béetween children learning to read in dif-
ferent media if the books and materials are different.
Such elementary blunders in the research designs of these
experiments greatly reduce the credibility of their
findings.

Even those experiments in which the same reading
materials have been used can be criticized for their in-
appropriate cholce of materials. Stott63 and Reid6u con-
tend- that the Janet and John reading series provided a
~bullt-in blas in favour of the i.t.a. group. They argue
that since the Janet and John readers are planned on a
sight word methéd, they will not provide phonic practice
for the beginners in the traditional orthography. Stott
notes that several of the letters of the alphabet do not

occur at all as initials in the early books, and that

63 Stott, Roads to Literacy, Op. cit., p. 131-132.

64 Jessie D. Reid, "Evaluations 10," in J.A. Downing
(Ed.), The i.t.a. Symposium, London, NFER, quoted in War-
burton and Southgate, i.t.a. An Independent Evaluation,

Op. cit., p. 260. .
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those which do occur are not repeated often enough to give
the traditional orthography readers the same kind of phonic
practice which the i.t.a. readers were getting. And Reid
contends that by not controlling the vocabulary for phonic
régularity, the Janet and John readers provide inferior
phonic soil for begilnners in the traditional orthograppy,
while they do not present the same probiems for i.t.a.

65

beginners Both critics maintaln that the transliterated
i.t.a. versions become phonic readers. They contend that
since the students have to learn the sounds of the new
i.t.a: letters, they and their teachers will resort to
phonic approaches because of the symbol-sound regularity.
Indeed, Warburton and Souéhgate66 found that British
teachers who were using i.t.a., admitted to using phonic
approaches right from the start of their programs. Con-
sequently, Stott and Reid seem to establish a strong case
that what were being compared were not two alternative
medla of.insﬁruction, Eut a sight method and a phonic
method of teaching beginning reading.

It seems that the reading materials should not

only be the same for both groups of children, but they

should also be representative of the full range of materials

65 Ibigd.

66 Warburton and Southgate, Ibid., p. 52.
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used in schools. Nore vointedly, verhaps, there ssens
be a nesed to compare the reletive attainments of studen
learning to read with the i.t.a. and traditional ortho-
graphy versions of a reading series with great phonetic
reguiarity.

d) The Methodological Varizble:
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and VWarburton Ffound that most teachers admitted to using
synthetic phonic approaches because they found i.t.a.'s
logical one-to-one phoneme-graphere relationship esnecizlly
suitable for an early emphasis upon vhoniecs. It is dif-
ficult to comprehend how a medium which lays its clairs

for acceptance upon its logical phoneme-~grapheme corresponi-
ence can avold being assoclated with 2 phonic aporoach.
Irdeed, in the workshops designed to prepare the teachers
for their work with i.t.a., such exercises for synthetically
decoding and encoding words in the new alphabet were an

important part of the training.

67 Pitman and St. John, Alvhabets and Reading, Op.
cit., p. 117.

68 John A. Downing, "Alternative Teaching ilethods in
i.t.a.,™ in Elementary English, Nov. 1968, o. 9L42-951,
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All these uncontrolled variables lead to great am-
biguity of interpretation when one tries to determine what
precise factor produced the results which suggested a
superior performance in reading by the i.t.a. groups. There
is no compelling reason to lead to the conclusion that the
apparent success was due to the new medium, and not one of
the other factors discussed here. Diack69 and Stott7o con-
tend that, because of its phonemic regularity, i.t.a.
faoilitateé a phonic method of teaching reading, and that
it 1s this phonic approach, and not i.t.a. per se, which
accounts for its apparent success. If one accepts these
criticisms, then one is bound to view the results favour-

able to the i.t.a. with increased suspicion and skepticism,
3. Summary.

To recapitulate, in Part One of this chapter an
examination of the available empirical data revealed that
there is some evidence to suggest that those students who
learn to read with i.t.a. have better attainment scores‘
than their counterparts learning via the traditional ortho-

graphy, when both groups are tested in the medium of in-

struction, but that this early superiority is not sustained

69 Hunter Diack, "Evaluations 3," in Downing (Ed.),
The i.t.a. Symposium, Op. cit:, P 259.

70 Dennis Stott, "Anti-i.t.a.," in The Teacher,
Jan. 1965.
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after transition. Furthermore, it was concluded that the
available data seems to indicate that the i.t.a. subjects'
superior attainments were mainly in the phonological areas
of reading and, generally, did not extend to comprehension.

Part Two considered the contaminating influence of
the Hawthorne Effect upon the i.t.a. group's performance.
It also examingd the major experiments which have been
organized to éetermine the efficacy of i.t.a., and con-
cluded that the presence of uncontrolled variables in all
the researches to date has confounded their findings and
questioned their credibility.

In the final chapter, the issues raised in the
body of this dissertation will be .syntheisized in order to
determine whether a valid theoretical basils for Pitman's

Initial Teaching Alphabet is supported by the literature.



CHAPTER IV
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

This study examined Pitman's claims for his Initial
Teaching Alphabet against the theoretical poéitions of
reading experfs and psycholinguists, and the findings of
the empirical research which that augmented alphabet
generated, to determine whether a valid theory could bte
proposed for the i.t.a.

Pitman argues that the unreliability and irregular-
ity of the tpaditional crthography is the major reason why
many young children fail to learn to read, and proposes
that beginning reading i1s very much easier with his Initial
Teaching Alphabet which, by having forty-four letters to
match the forty-or-sc phonemes in English, achieves an al-
most one—to—oﬁe sound-symbol correspondence. He contends
that upon attainment of fluency with i.t.a., the child is
able to transfer to the traditioﬁal orthography without
any loss ‘of facility. Pltman advocates the adoption cf
his 1.t.d. as the medium of instruction in beginning read-
ing, and'states with confidence that i.t.a. will solve the
problems of English-speaking beginners.

Pitman's claims have been supported by séme educ-
ators in Great Britain and the United States of America.

Downing, the author of a reading series in i.t.a., has been
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one of Pitman's most enthusiastic supporters in Great
Britain, while Mazurkiewicz has been identified as a
notable proponent of i.t.a. in America. However, most
experts in reading and linguistics have been very critical
of Pitman's claims. The consensus of opinion among them
is that ﬁitman has grossly exaggerated the difficulties
which the traditional orthography presents to the begin-
ning reader, and that his Initial Teaching Alphabet is a
totally unneéessary invention.

The proponents’'of i.t.a. admit that that medium
did not spring‘from any linguistic, educational or lin-
guistic theory, but that the claims for its efficacy arise
from "commonsense observations." _As such, they concede
that a valid theory has still to be proposed on behalf
of 1i.t.a. Pitﬁan's claims for i.t.a. as a superior medium
to the traditional orthography for teaching beginning
reading have been the subject of many research experiments.
Most notable. among the researches have been the two major
longitudinal studies conducted in Great Britain to deter-
mine whether beginners learn to read more easily with
i.t.a., and, more importantly, w@ether any early superiority
is maintained after transition.

The present study reviewed the theoretical pro-
nouncements for and against ;.t.a., and investigated the

empirical data to determine whether the findings are
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supportive of Pitman's claims. The following question was
generated to guide this investigation:

Do the research findings reported in the literature

provide a valid empirical base for the support of

the theoretical formulations of the i.t.a.?

The present study accepted Van Dalen's1 model of theory
construction. As such, it sought to establish whether
there was‘empirical data to confirm Pitman's hypotheses
about the effects of i.t.a. on beginning reading. If his
hypotheses were consistently supported by research findings.
and the underlying phenomenon was seen to be the i.t.a5.,
then his speculations could be refined and be given the
status of a theory. However, if they were not clearly
supported by the accumulated empirical data, then the
conclusion would have to be that no theoretical basis
exists to support the i.t.a.

It will be recalled that Pitman's raison d'étre for
the invention of his i.t.a. is that the irregularity of the
traditional orthography is the major cause of reading fail-
ure. However, both contentions in that statement, that is,
(1) that the traditional orthography of English is highly
inconsistent, énd (1i) that reading failure is due mainly

to the phoneme-grapheme inconsistencies in the traditional

1 Deobald B. Van Dalen and W.J. Mayer, Understarnding
FEducational Research, London, Murray and Chambers, 1969,
p. 62=-71, 172.
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orthography:, are little more than speculations by Pitman.
The fallacy in his contention is revealed when he elabor-
ates upon what he considers the major perceptual traps for
the begiﬁning reader. He provides no empirical evidence or
convincing argument to support his claim that young child-
ren are éonfused by alternative ways of representing
letters (e.g., upper- and lower-case, print, script), or
by the combination of two or more letters to represent

one sound (e.g., dlagraphs such as sh, ch, ai) in the
traditional orthography.

His second indictment against the traditional
orthography is extremely naive. To suggest that the
traditional alphabet of English is inconsistent in symbol-
sound correspondence is not unreasonable; however, to
argue that all other variables, such as teaching method-
ology, reading programs, quality of teachers, and learner
pathologies are unfortunate scapegoats in the reading
debate, 1s to reveal a bias in favour of a single explan-
ation which indicates a lack of objectivity. This may
explain why Pitman faills to note Morris'2 discovery that
poor teaching was a significant ;actor in reading failﬁre

in the extensive survey she conducted in Kent, England,

2 Joyce Morris, "How Far Can KReading Backwardness
Be Attributed to School Conditions?" in John Downing (E4.),
The First International Reading Symposium, Oxford, 1964,
London, Cassell, 1966, p. 180.
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although he relied heavily upon her study to bolster his
claim that an alarming percentage of English students
falled to learn to read. Clearly, he cited Morris out
of context, when he chose only those of her comments
which were favourable to his'position..

Having set out to invent an initiallalphabet which
would have a one-to-one phoneme-grapheme relationship,
Pitman soon realized that he had undertaken an impossible
task. He concedes that the fluidity of English prornunci-
ation due to racial, regional, international, and sccio-
economic factors makes it impossible to achieve a one-to-~
one phoneme-grapheme correspondence. Consequently, hne
1s forced to accept that acoustic approximations will
‘suffice, since the reader will use non-visual information
and contextual clues to aid word recognition. One is
compelled to queétion why Pitman thinks that acoustic
approximations will suffice for i1.t.a. but not for the
traditional orthography. Pitman fails to recognize that
the reader requires less acoustic information in the
traditional orthography than 1in i.t.a. because the former
alphabet provides a greater amount ol semantic and syn-
tactic iInformation than does the 1.t.a. For example,
i.t.a. spelling fails to represent the differences in

English homophones: 1.e.’, words which have the same

sound but different spellings and meanings. In such
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cases, the different visual configurations in the tradition-
al orthography provide an aid to comprehension in reading.
Pitman repeats the claim made by many advocates of
spelling'reform that beginning reading ls easier in phonem-
ically regular languages than in English. Yet, as Down-
ing3 concedes, there is practically no hard research data
to support this claim. Even if it could be established
that greater success is achieved in countries with phonemic-
ally regular alphabets, it does not follow that the al-
phabet is the independent variable which explains tha%
superiority. It may be that their teaching methodologies
are more appropriaée and effective.
If one accepts that greater phoneme-grapheme
regularity will make reading easier for beginners, it
does not follow that an initial alphabet 1s the best means
of achieving this regularity. It has been argued in the
present study that regularity can be achieved by control-
ling the vocabulary of the traditional orthography for
beginners. "It is submitted that no convincing case has
been established for the adoption of an initial alphabet,

and the subsequent transfer to the traditlonal alphabet

which such adoption will necessitate. DMoreover, even if

3 Downing, John A. (Ed.), Comparative Reading:
Cross-National Studies of Behavior and Processes in Read-
ing and Writing, New York, Macmillan, 13973, p. 219.
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an initial alphabet were deemed advantageous, it does not
follow that i.t.a., with its additional sixteen letters to
augment the twenty-four letters it preserves from the
traditional alphabet, will be the most efficient.

In conclusion, it is Pitman's own criteria for
determining the efficacy of his Initial Teaching Alvhabet
which will be relied upon to contend that no valid theor-
etical basis can be proposed for that medium. It will
be recalled that he suggested that i.t.a. will possess
little merit unless 1t can demonstrate that beginners
learn to read ﬁore easily in that medium than in the tradi-
tional orthography; and, more especilally, that their early
superiority in i.t.a. 1s maintained after their eventual
transfer to the traditional orthography. The results of
the numerous i.t.a. experiments reveal that while i.t.a.-
taught beginners appear to learn to fead more easily than
those who learn via the traditional orthography, their
early superiority is lost after transition. Therefore,
this study must conclude that the findings of the research
experiments to date do not provide sufficient empirical
data to allow a valid theoretical basis for the Initial
Teaching Alphabet.

Pitman's claims have been presented and found wanting.
The challenge to which educators have perennlally addressed

themselves - that of helping more children to succeed at
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reading - remains to be faced. It would seem that the i.t.a.
is not the instrumznt which will aid conceraed educstors in

their response to that challenge.
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Recommendations for Future Research

The opr

'
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sent study concliuded that there is little

c

)

fficacy in the use of i.t.a. 2s an alphabet in beginning

p)
W

ading, orlimarily because the students who learned via
this ma2dium did not maintain their carly advantage after
transition cver those studeats who began in the traditional
orthography. Perhaps the i.t.a. can be simplified in order

1

to reduce the problems associated with transition. This i

wn

one area 1in which Tfurther research is needed.

There appeared to be some indication that greater
phoneme-gravheme regularity facilitates easler reading in
the beginning.

Acceptance of this premise has been the motivation
behind numerous other attempts at alphabet reiform. But such
regularity in phoneme-grapheme correspondence need not be
achieved in alphabet reform; it can be achieved by control-
ling the vocabulary which appears in beginning readers so
that they contain only phonemically regular words. Further
research needs to be conducted to determine the relative

merits between i.t.a., other alphabet reforms which seek

to mininmize the difficulties caused by transiticn to the
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fraditional orthography, and the use of the traditional
orthography when vocabulary is controlled for phonemnic
regularity. Although tThere are strong indications that
alphabet reform may not be the answer to the reading

problem, it should not be dismissed without subjecting the

various inventions to rigorous empirical testing.

‘o)
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ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPRY

Block, J.R., i1.t.a. as a Language Arts iledium,

Toronto, Pitman, 1968~
A strongly pro-i.t.a. text, which contains

of articles on the historical background, thz rese
ments, suitable teaching methods, stc., of the i.t

il

a

authors expound the merits of Plbman s invention
1aclud7pu “ngnnlnu readers, svecial education re
adult illiterates.

tman, Sir James and John St. John, Alphabets and
ondon, Pitman, 1969.

is text providﬂs a good startin
research into the i.t.a. In it Pitman pr
ale for inventing tho i.t.a. He outlines the weaknesses he
perceives in the traditional orthography, and traces his
ancestors' involvement in alphabet reforn. le propeoses his
initial t=zaching alphabet as the best solution to the read-
ing probliem, and argues against any need for permanent
reform of the traditional alphabet.

Roberts, Geoffrey R., Reacding in Primary Schools,
London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1965.

A short, but very practical text which discusses
the psychology of learning to read, offers suggestions for
the effective teaching of reading. It also ccntains the
author's arguments against the use of the i.t.a.

Smith, Frank, Understanding Reading: A Psycho-
linguistic Analysis of nReading and Learning to Read, New
York, Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971.

Although this text does not contain a single direct
reference to the i.t.a., 1t provides an excellent backdrop
against which one should examine the guestion c¢f alphebet
reform. Zssentially, Pitman's inventicn pre-suprposes that
the beginning reader requires specific acoustic information
from every letter in a word. OSmith presents the psycho-
linguist!s argument that the readirg process depends as
much upon the non-visual information of the reader as upon
the information which he receives from the printed page.

Stott, Dennis H., Roads to Literacy, Edinburgh,
McDougall, 1964,

This text outlines Stott's synthetic-phonic aporoach
to teaching reading. Of special interest to researchers of
the i.t.a., it contains an excellent critigue of Pitman's
invention of the early i.t.a. experiments conducted in Great
Britain.
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Z.t.a.: An In-

Varburton, F.W. anda V. Southgate,

dependen? dvaluatwon Londona, Murray and Cnambers, 1960.

inis text is the mador sourcebecok of an objecti-z
°Valuit403 of the present status of the lo qgitudinal i.c.a.
cxperiments 1in Gresat Britain and the U.S.A. The authors
nrovide a detailed historical background to the i.t.a.,
end report on their investigation to detzsrminc the extent
of the i.t.a.'s use in British primery schools.
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APPEIDIX 1

ABSTRACY OF

A Critical Investigavion of the 1i. t.a.: Rationale

and Researcn Findings+t

This dissertation ettensted to investigate crit cally
the literature relating to the i.t.a. It sought to appra s>
the arguments for and against adopting this simolified

writing-system in beginning reading, to appraise the research
findings, and to consider whether there is any valid theor-
etical basis for this approach to learning to read.

The prono.aentcs of the Initial Teaching Alphabec
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argue that a major oonstacle fo learning to read is the ir
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ularity of the traditioral orthogravhy, and that a simplifie
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writing-system with a one-to-o1e phoneme-grapheme correspo-d-

;_:.

ence will make ad
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ng easier for all children. They assert

that beginaing aders will raintain their early advantage

)
[

achieved in the i1.t.a. afiter they transier to the tradition-
al orthography.

Most linguistics and reading theorists disagres
with the claims made on behalf of the i.t.a. The consensus
of opinion seems to be that the claim that the alleged
phonological irregularcity of the traditional orthography

is the major cause of reading Tailure is inaccurate and

1 z Dezen, !aster's Thesis presented to the
Faculty of Education of the University of Ottawva, Ontario,
July 1976, vi 7 p
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naive. They argue that the traditional orthography 1s not
as irregular as it first appears to be, and that, in any
case, there is no evidence that phonemic regularity makes
reading easier.

The research findings of the i.t.a. experiments
do not appear to support the clalms made by Pitman on be-
half of the i.t.a. While there appears to be some early
advantage for the i.t.a.-taught beginning readers, this
advantage 1s’ lost after they transfer to the traditional
orthography. In addition, numerous weaknesses 1in the
research design of the i.t.a. experiments suggest the
possibility of influence of a range of uncontrolled vari-
ables to confound the results obtained to date. Most
especilally, there is strong evidence to suggest that the
Hawthorne Effect exerted a strong bilas in favour of the
i.t.a. groups.

The present study found that Pitman's postulates
are not supported by linguistic and reading theorists,
or by the available research data. As such, therefore,
it concluded that there is no valild theoretical basis

for the i.t,a.



INITIAL TEACHING ALPHABET

(i/t/a)
z b c d «ee
faco cat dog key
f g h xe ]k
feet leg hat .j_\lg key
Il mnoao p r
letter man nest over pen girl
r s tue v-w
xed spoon tree use voice window
y z = ‘wh t
yes zebra daisy « when chair
th .‘a‘h fh 3 3
three Bhop  television ring
d aua a € 1 O
father ball cap €gg milk ng
u o @ ou al
up book spoon out oil

Reprlnted from Pose Lamb, Linsuistics
in Proper Perspective, merrlll, Colum~
bus, Oh10,1967, p.37.




A Sample of Prose written in the i.t.a. Script

tradifhonally wun ov rhe first tasks ov rhe infant scel wos tw
tecth children tw reed. it iz sull, kwtet rietly, a major pre-
occuepzfhon, sins rcedin is a kee tw much ov the lernig that will
cum later and tw the possibility ov independent study. in meny
infant s¢wls, reediy and rietiy ar treeted as ekstenfhons ov
spaeeken laggwej. Jhees dhildren heo hav not had rhe opportuenity
at -heem tw grasp the part rhat tha ple ar introduest tw shem
biec the everyde events and envieronment ov she classrcwom.
messzjes tw g haem, letters tw sick dhildren, lebels tw enfhuer
shat mateerials and tols ar returnd tw thar proper ples; aull
caull for reedin and rietin. meny children first glimps she
plezuers ov reedig from lisenig tw storis red tw them at scewl.
. . . bwks mzd bie tecthers and children about the dwins ov the
class or ov individueals in it {iguer prominently amug the bwks
which children enjoi. the help (hildren tw see meenig in reedig
and tw appreefhizt she purpos ov ritten records.

Reprinted from F.W. Warburton and V. South-

gate, i.t.a.1 An Independent Zvaluation,
Murray and Chambers, London, 1969, p.297.
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