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WHAT I AM AND WHAT I AM NOT 
 
ALLEN BERGER 
 
Savannah, Georgia 
 
I would like to say a few words about what I am and what I am 
not.   
 
I am not a researcher.  I stand in awe of researchers who use 
sophisticated formulae and statistics to find answers to questions.  
To explore the past to make sense of the present is to me 
something that’s remarkable.  
 
I am more a question-seeker than a question-solver.  Often, on 
the first day of a new class, I would read Harold Courlander’s 
short story, “The Cow-Tail Switch,” describing a man who goes 
hunting while his children play in the jungle.  After a while one 
child asks the question, where is father?  They look for their 
father and find him eaten by a leopard.  One child says he can 
put flesh on bones and does so.   Another child says he can put 
blood into a body and does so.  A third child says he can put 
breath into a body and does so.  A fourth says he (and I 
apologize but all the children in the story are males) can give 
language to a body and does so. 
 
Eventually, their father wakes up and they all return to their 
village where they have a celebration because Ogaloussa, the 
father, has returned from the land of the dead.  At the height of 
the celebration Ogaloussa  announces that he is going to give his 
highly valued cow-tail switch to the son who did the most to 
bring him back from the land of the dead.  The question is, who 
deserved the cow-tail switch. 
 
Hint:  Albert Einstein observed that asking imaginative questions 
is more important than amassing facts. 
 
I am also more a translator of research than a researcher.  I like 
to examine hard-core research and make sense of it for ordinary 
people.  When I taught at the University of Alberta, I started a 
newsletter, Elements: Theory Into Practice.  In that newsletter 
the research articles began where most research articles ended: 
they began with the conclusions and educational implications 
and then wove in everything else--in contrast to a typical 
research report which begins with what happened in the past, 
what is happening within the current study, and what should 
happen in the future.  The six-page, color-coded newsletter 
appeared nine times during the year and each monthly issue 
focused on a curricular area; e.g., art, language, math, music, 
physical education, reading, science, social studies—and a bonus 
issue.  It was highly successful with subscribers in all ten 
Canadian provinces, half of the United States, and about ten  

 
other countries.  What killed it was its success—it was turned 
into an ordinary journal and within two years it died.  But the 
newsletter lasted about twenty years—longer than Wayne 
Gretzky lasted in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada. 
 
I was very lucky: before I earned my living as a teacher I earned 
my living as a newspaper reporter, first in Rome, New York, and 
then, after a stint in the U.S. Army, I was a newspaper reporter-
photographer in Lynchburg, Virginia.  I share this because 
newspaper editors are extraordinary teachers of writing.  From 
them I learned much about writing and the importance of 
deadlines.  I don’t know how many editorials I’ve written in 
major and minor newspapers about education.  One received the 
distinguished achievement award from the Educational Press 
Association of America.  
 
On invitation, I wrote a how-to-it article, “Writing About 
Reading for the Public,” which appeared as the lead article in 
The Reading Teacher (September 1997). 
 
As I reflect upon the past, what I recall are the roads taken and 
not taken.  Toward the end of my second year as an assistant 
professor at Southern Illinois University, I was offered a job at a 
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regional educational laboratory in Albuquerque, New Mexico.  
At the same time I was receiving overtures from Harvard 
University.  But I chose to go to the University of Alberta in 
Edmonton, Alberta, Canada.  What might have happened if I had 
gone south or east instead of north?  
 
I had the good fortune of knowing R. Buckminster Fuller, the 
inventor of the geodesic dome, and who lived in one at Southern 
Illinois University.  He agreed to speak at a National Defense 
Education Act (NDEA) conference I directed for reading and 
English teachers at SIU.  He told the crowd that every child at 
birth should be given a Ph.D., because every child is interested 
in everything.  But as the child grows into adulthood, and 
becomes more narrow in his views, the Ph.D. should be taken 
away.  From him and others I learned to appreciate the value of 
the generalist as well as the specialist. 
 
While I was at SIU in Carbondale, I continued my interest in 
working with the blind, which culminated in an Informal 
Reading Inventory in Braille.   
 
Because I was doing a lot of writing, I was invited to take a 
position as associate professor at the University of Alberta.  For 
those of you who have not been there, my first winter there were 
27 consecutive days when the temperature did not reach zero 
Fahrenheit.  It hovered around 20 to 40 below zero, which 
wasn’t too bad except when there was a wind chill.  While there, 
I engaged in research with nine native Indian families in 
collaboration with a colleague who engaged in research with 
forty native elementary school children.  Our reports appear in 
various publications as well as ERIC.  
 
While at a Canadian dinner at an IRA convention I was 
approached by the then director of the reading program at the 
University of Pittsburgh.  He asked me if I would like to return 
to a warmer climate, which I did, and about eleven years after 
that I accepted a position at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, 
where I stayed for nearly twenty years.  As many of you know, 
William Holmes McGuffey taught at Miami University.  His 
home, with his eight-sided rotating table on which he did his 
work, was about two blocks from my office (in McGuffey Hall).     
 
Even though I now live hundreds of miles from Ohio, I serve as 
vice president of the Ohio Council, IRA.  Thanks to present-day 
technology I am able to fulfill my responsibilities that include 
preparing an annual conference to be held in Cincinnati in 
October 2007.  
 
Last year, during my first year of retirement, I completed the 
training to be a Court-Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) for 
Children and have been assigned to families that involve my 
visiting children in inner-city schools in Savannah. 
 
For some reason I’ve enjoyed being in inner-city schools.  While 
in Ohio I began the program Teens for Literacy.  With the 
permission of a school principal I would arrange with a teacher 
to set up a team of teens to figure out ways to improve literacy in 
their school.  The students would come up with and implement 
wonderful ideas.  We also made arrangements for them to visit a 
nearby university three or more times during the school year.  

One such visit was a shadowing day during which the visiting 
inner-city school children would be teamed up with 
undergraduates and, in pairs, they would go to classes, to lunch 
and elsewhere around campus together.  The shadowing day 
would culminate with a brief talk from a representative of the 
Admissions Office letting the children know that even without 
money if they keep their grades up they may still be able to be a 
student in college.  More than twenty-five schools have 
participated in Teens for Literacy in southwestern Ohio.  Many 
of the inner-city schoolteachers in the program have spoken at 
IRA and NCTE conventions and many in the audiences have 
started programs in their schools in other parts of the United 
States. 
 
In retrospect, let me briefly share five things I consider vital to 
my role in education over the years. 
 
First, students have kept me grounded in reality.  As the Talmud 
puts it: Much have I learned from my teachers, more from my 
colleagues, but most I have learned from my students. 
 
Second, from my professors I derived a love of learning and a 
gift for writing simply.  A concern I have now relates to the 
corruption of language around us.  As George Orwell observed, 
the misuse and corruption of language leads to the corruption of 
democracy.  There is a little too much truthiness--to use the new 
word coined on the Colbert Report, the humorous TV program 
on Comedy Central. 
 
Third, from my professors and editors I appreciated the value of 
writing clearly, to ask good questions, and to meet deadlines.  
We need to write in clear language for the public; otherwise, 
how will they know there is world of difference between “whole 
word” and “whole language” as well as other important concepts 
in literacy?  As Louise Rosenblatt said when she was around 98-
years-old speaking to researchers at the National Reading 
Conference’s annual meeting: “Be a good citizen.  Write for the 
public.”  She expressed similar views while in her nineties at 
talks at NCTE conventions.  The last talk she gave at an NCTE 
convention was when she was one hundred years old.  At the 
conclusion of her presentation the overflow crowd stood and 
sang Happy Birthday! 
 
Fourth, I learned the importance of knowing what has happened 
in the past so we can better understand the present and future.  
From generation to generation we build on the past for the 
future. 
 
Finally, we can have sessions at conferences in which 
representatives of the local media are invited to share with 
teachers and researchers how to communicate through radio, 
television, and newspapers.  This kind of session and 
symposium I have organized for a number of NCTE and IRA 
conventions.   I remember a conversation with Donald D. 
Durrell toward the end of his career which included dean of 
education at Boston University.  He told me that if he were to do 
it all over again he would write more for school children.  If I 
were to do it all over again I would write, and help others write 
and communicate, more for the public and policymakers. 
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If all goes well, four of my writings will appear in 2007.  The 
first has already appeared as a co-authored chapter about Robert 
Sessions Woodworth who dominated educational psychology for 
more than two decades (in Shaping the Reading Field: The 
Impact of Early Reading Pioneers, eds. Susan E. Israel and E. 
Jennifer Monaghan, IRA, 2007).  The second, “Old Questions 
Will Produce Old Answers to the Problem of Educational 
Leadership,” was selected with an invited update to appear in a 
book titled The Last Word: The Best Commentary and 
Controversy in Education (Education Week Press and Jossey-
Bass).  The third is a co-authored essay about a summer phonics 
course.  The fourth is a co-edited book on secondary school 
reading and writing and what research reveals for classroom 
practices (NCTE in cooperation with the National Conference on 
Research in Language and Literacy).  This book updates the 
1982 version I co-edited with former SIG member and IRA Past 
President, the late H. Alan Robinson.   
 
Whether these writings reach policymakers and the public 
depend in part on how they are disseminated (or, to use the 
preferred-for-some word, diffused).  
 
To follow our dreams (as someone once said) we just need to put 
the foundations underneath them.  But we should do it soon.  For 
as we’re reminded in the haunting words of the great philosopher 
and physician Maimonides the Rambam: “Awake ye sleepers 
from your slumber.  Tomorrow begins today.” 
 
To improve education we need to show today, not tomorrow, 
some of the wonderful activities in public schools.  We need to 
write now not only for ourselves but also for the larger 
community.  To a new person entering the profession I would 
simply say, follow your conscience even if you are not rewarded 
monetarily.  For someone in mid-career in the profession I 
suggest helping out locally and in your state as well as nationally 
and internationally.  For everyone at any state and age I would 
suggest staying away from those who make a career out of 
demeaning others.  Let them be unhappy by themselves.  For 
your own health and happiness strive to be optimistic and 
maintain a sense of humor and of the absurd.  Remember that 
nothing comes from nowhere.  Go to a favorite spot: treat 
yourself to a delicious sandwich either alone or with friends and 
family.  And dream about ways you can repair the world. 
 
___________________________________ 
Allen Berger has written about 400 articles on reading and 
writing education.  He has co-edited and co-authored about ten 
books for NCTE and IRA. He has chaired NCTE’s Resolutions 
Committee and IRA’s Professional Standards and Ethics 
Committee.  He edited NCTE’s quarterly, English Education, for 
seven years.  He wrote a feature, “Commentary on Reading,” for 
26 consecutive issues of IRA’s Journal of Reading (now the 
Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy).  He received the 
Outstanding Educator Award from both the Ohio Reading 
Council and the Ohio English Council.  He also received the 
Laureate Award from the College Reading Association.  He 
taught high school English in Utica, New York, and Reading and 
English in Rochester, New York.  He was on the faculty, with 
tenure, at Southern Illinois University, the University of Alberta, 
the University of Pittsburgh, and Miami University (Ohio), 

where he was the Heckert Professor of Reading and Writing for 
nearly twenty years.   He earned his doctorate under the 
direction of William D. Sheldon, past president, IRA; Margaret 
J. Early, past president, NCTE; and Leonard S. Braam, past 
president, CRA.   His email address is bergera@muohio.edu. 
 

A MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT 
 
SUSAN E. ISRAEL 
 
“Enter to learn, leave to serve.” ~ Marva Collins 
 
Since my area of interest is in Reading Comprehension, I pay 
attention to theoretical models of reading in relationship to 
reading comprehension.  Jay Samuels is a reading expert with 
over 40 years experience in reading education and whose 
theories about reading are driven by his own research related to 
automaticity.   I have learned a lot from Jay Samuels about 
reading comprehension.  As a member of NRC (National 
Reading Conference), I receive The Journal of Literacy 
Research.  In a recent issue that crossed my desk (Volume 38, 3) 
there was an article written by Jay Samuels, titled, “Looking 
Backward: Reflections on a Career in Reading.  Before I started 
to read the article, I thought about the History of Reading and 
the work being done to advance the field forward by reflecting 
on the past.  One reading expert, Allen Berger, who is also a 
member of the History of Reading SIG was invited to share his 
thoughts on his career in reading in this issue.  Jay, concludes his 
reflection with the quote above by Marva Collins.  This quote 
summarizes what Jay has been trying to do during his 40 years 
of service.  Like Jay, you will find that Allen Berger shares some 
of the same beliefs. 
 
One member who continues to serve is Joe Zimmer.  We would 
like to acknowledge Joe Zimmer for all his work on restoring the 
webpage.  Not only has he updated the newsletter so that the 
most recent ones are now available on the website, but he has 
reconstituted all the links.  Joe has done all of this pro bono and 
for his work we are grateful.  If you get a chance, please visit the 
webpage, which can be found at www.historyofliteracy.org.  If 
you have time let Joe know how much you appreciate his work. 
 
Another leading figure who teaches and serves in the area of 
reading is Dr. Linda Kucan.  Linda Kucan is teaching the 
History of Reading Research and Instruction, a doctoral course 
at the University of Pittsburgh, and she responded to Jennifer 
Monaghan’s invitation to share her syllabus.  Linda’s syllabus, 
which is now posted on the History of Literacy webpage, really 
showcases Pittsburgh by:  

·  engaging students in doing research in the University of 
Pittsburgh’s digitized archives about Edmund Burke 
Huey who was the first head of the psychology 
department and whose book The Psychology and 
Pedagogy of Reading was published while he was 
living in Pittsburgh 

·  providing students with the opportunity to work with 
the nineteenth-century schoolbooks in the Nietz 
Collection which is housed in PITT’s Hillman Library 
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·  using a book written by Carr, Carr, and Schultz who 

made use of the same collection (The Carrs are in the 
University of Pittsburgh’s Department of English.)  

·  focusing on Pittsburgh reading researchers Isabel Beck, 
whose work is profiled in Bruer’s (1993) Schools for 
Thought: A Science of Learning in the Classroom, and 
Charles Perfetti, whose work is showcased in online 
resources    

Dr. Kucan’s work exemplifies a career where she also enters to 
learn and leaves to serve.  She may be reached at 
lkucan@education.pitt.edu. 

I hope you enjoy reading about Dr. Allen Berger in this issue.  
He has some wonderful stories to tell.  Questions or comments 
contact Susan E. Israel at sueisrael@insightbb.com 
 

IRA TO HOST WEB BIBLIOGRAPHY OF 
HISTORY  
 
Thanks to Tim Shanahan, IRA President 2006-2007, IRA will 
host a webpage devoted to a two-phase bibliography of the 
history of reading. The first and “bus shelter” phase will include 
sections on “Selected Topics in the History of Reading” and 
“Persons Important to the History of Reading.” The second and 
“cathedral” phase, due to begin in about 18 months, will be fully 
searchable by topic, author, era, language, etc. For details and 
bibliographical submissions, contact Jennifer Monaghan at 
ejmandcm@earthlink.net. 
 
 
THE ATTACK ON HISS AND GROAN: 
STRUCTURAL LINGUISTICS AND 
READING INSTRUCTION IN MID-20TH 

CENTURY 
 

ROSE-MARIE WEBER 
 
EDITORS’ NOTE: THIS IS A PAPER THAT WAS DELIVERED AT 
THE HISTORY OF READING SPECIAL INTEREST GROUP 
MEETING IN CHICAGO IN MAY 2006 

 
In 1946, Leonard Bloomfield, the leading linguist of his time, wrote 
that instruction in reading and writing was “dominated still by 
educationists who, knowing nothing about language, waste years of 
every child’s time, and leave our country semi-literate” (p. 3). He 
spoke with the acrimony of one who had invested himself uselessly 
in an effort to improve reading instruction. Sometime in the late 
1930s, while a professor of Germanic Philology and then 
Linguistics at the University of Chicago, Bloomfield had devised a 
strategy for teaching his sons to read before school and had 
compiled it into a substantive program. The rationale for this 
program, rooted in his views of language study as a scientific 
endeavor, appeared in the Elementary English Review in 1942.  The 
program itself, in spite of various efforts to interest publishers, did 
not appear until 1961, twelve years after his death. By then other 
forces were gaining momentum to challenge the primacy of the so-
called whole word method for beginning readers in the basal reading 

series of the period. Nevertheless, the issues that he raised, the 
explicitness of his logic, and the specific units he chose to introduce 
printed English to young children touched off interest in an 
approach that achieved the status of “the linguistic method.” 
 
Today I would like to sketch the background of the linguistic 
method for teaching reading in the mid-twentieth century, in 
particular the efforts of Leonard Bloomfield (1887-1949).  In doing 
so, I would like to call attention to the linguistic and psychological 
ideas that drove this approach.  For a while it attracted a good deal 
of interest and commitment. In 1964, Theodore Clymer, a leading 
figure in reading, wryly called linguistics “one of the magic factors 
which many claim will ‘solve’ instructional problems and eliminate 
reading disabilities from the schools” (p. 457). 
 
Bloomfield’s perspective on teaching beginning reading fit into the 
perspective on language study that he helped to create. This was 
descriptive linguistics, often called structural linguistics, an 
American venture that took on the study of modern and ancient 
languages, including unwritten languages, along systematic, 
rigorous, and some would say narrow lines. Bloomfield proposed 
that linguistics held promise not only for teaching children to read, 
but also for teaching English grammar and foreign languages 
effectively in the schools. In doing so, he challenged deep-seated 
traditional beliefs about the nature of language and how it is learned 
in speech and in print.  In particular, he challenged views and 
practices associated with the “hiss and groan” of teaching phonics 
(Bloomfield & Barnhart, 1961, p. 14).  
 
Structural linguistics in mid-twentieth century America claimed a 
place in science and its methods.  The method for analyzing 
languages that Bloomfield advocated was grounded in systematic 
observations beginning with the spoken language, identifying 
elements, and determining the structural relationships among them.  
The phonemes, the morphemes, and the grammatical patterns of a 
language--the basic means for expressing meaning—were the 
objects of inquiry. From the structural perspective, languages like 
English, even after centuries of study, were subject to fresh analysis.  
To study language scientifically in extended texts and in everyday 
talk, Bloomfield insisted that the linguist, supported by behaviorist 
psychology, avoid the faults often found in scientific discourse: 
“apriorism,” reasoning from arbitrary postulates; “mentalism,” 
invoking the so-called mind or will; and “solipsism,” tagging 
observations as necessarily one’s own experiences or perceptions 
(1939, pp. 11-13).  
 
Bloomfield’s book, Language, was the guide to the field of 
linguistics along structural lines. It appeared in 1933 and served as 
the foundational text in the field into the 1960s, when the ideas it 
stood for were displaced, especially on scientific terms, by 
generative-transformational grammatical theory. Through the years 
of Bloomfield’s influence, the book’s significance was burnished by 
his steady flow of elegant and original studies of ancient languages, 
as varied as Old English and Sanskrit, and work on contemporary 
languages, as varied as Tagalog and Menomini. More than once the 
book Language has been called a masterpiece (Hockett, 1970).  
 
In Bloomfield’s view, the proper subject matter of linguistics was 
the language of a community in its spoken form.  As he insisted in 
various places, including the International Encyclopedia of Unified 
Science in 1939, “Language establishes, by means of sound waves 
and on the basis of communal habit, an ever ready connection 
between the bodies of individuals—a connection between their 
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nervous systems which enables each person to respond to the stimuli 
that act upon other persons” (p. 55). He saw writing, in contrast, as a 
“device for recording language by means of visual marks.  By 
‘recording’ we mean that the beholder, if he knows the language of 
the writer and the system of writing, can repeat the speech which the 
writer uttered, audibly or internally, when he set down the marks”  
(p. 6). He added, “For all linguistic study it is of primary importance 
to know that writing is not the same thing as language. Failure to 
make this distinction was one of the chief factors that prevented a 
beginning of linguistic science….” (p. 6).  
 
This central idea on the relationship between speech and writing 
underlay Bloomfield’s ideas on the teaching of reading. When he set 
out his proposal for early reading, he reaffirmed, “Writing is merely 
an attempt, more or less systematic, at making permanent visual 
records of language utterances” and laid out different types of 
writing systems to support his claim  (1942, p. 125). Moving into 
the psychological domain of reading and learning to read, he usually 
spoke in behaviorist terms, though not relating his claims to specific 
research evidence. He saw reading itself as exercising the “over-
practiced and ingrained” habits of producing a sound of a word 
letter by letter: “In order to read alphabetic writing one must have an 
ingrained habit of producing the sounds of one’s language when one 
sees the written marks [the letters] which conventionally represent 
phonemes” (1942, p. 126). He suggested that readers deal with 
irregular words like knit in a different way. He asserted that literate 
adult readers hear themselves say the words of the text, though the 
very skilled may not respond to every word. 
 
Bloomfield gave his attention to teaching to read during his 
appointment at the University of Chicago from 1927 to 1940, 
assembling a typescript (Hockett 1970) and entering into a 
partnership with the lexicographer Clarence Barnhart (Barnhart, 
1961). To attract interest, Bloomfield published his essay 
“Linguistics and Reading” in the Elementary English Review in 
1942, laying out his rationale and the scope of the program. There’s 
little sign that he acknowledged or received attention from his 
colleagues at the University of Chicago.  Among them was not only 
Guy Buswell in the department of Educational Psychology, the 
relentless experimentalist and author of How Adults Read.  There 
was also William S. Gray, professor and long-time dean of the 
college of education at the University of Chicago and the leading 
figure in American research and instruction. There was also Douglas 
Waples who, as director of the university library, wrote extensively 
about the place of reading in society. 
 
Bloomfield justified his proposal for teaching beginning reading by 
specifying faults in the methods that prevailed at the time. These 
faults, as he articulated them, do not seem to be altogether on target. 
It is not surprising that he called the “word-method” its greatest 
fault.  One might suppose that he had in mind the “look-say” whole 
word method for beginning reading built into the basal series of the 
time, especially since it was promulgated by his colleague William 
S. Gray and defended by principles of behaviorist psychology. 
Rather, by the word-method Bloomfield meant spelling out the 
letters of a word, giving the example “cee-ay-tee, cat,” and 
remarking “We were all taught to read by the word-method” (1942, 
p. 129).  (Shades of Noah Webster and his blue-backed speller!)  On 
another level, Bloomfield recognized and rejected the ideational or 
sentence method,” which he elsewhere called “a metaphysical 
doctrine” (1933, p. 500), by which children are expected to go 
directly from print to ideas. He gave an implicit nod to the 
experiments having beginning readers bypass oral reading entirely, 

an effort conducted in the Chicago schools by his colleague  
Buswell (1945).   
 
Notably, as an expert in the sounds of language, Bloomfield also 
found fault with phonic methods and the “hiss and groan” they 
called for (Barnhart, 1961, p. 14).  First of all, he asserted that the 
authors of phonics methods confuse writing with speech, and that 
they give advice as though a child was only learning to speak and 
pronounce clearly (1942, p. 129; 1933, p. 500).  He may have had in 
mind the elocutionary emphasis of earlier times when he was a boy.  
(In Bloomfield and Barnhart [1961], he recognizes that some 
children may have pronunciation difficulties and so possibly benefit 
from seeing particular letters.) 
 
The second fault with phonic methods he saw as the isolation of 
speech sounds.  He insisted that speakers are not accustomed to 
pronouncing sounds individually. After all, he did not elaborate on 
this point, though linguists and phoneticians will read between the 
lines. By isolating speech sounds, as we do in phonics lessons, we 
say them in ways that are never quite the same when they appear in 
words; the isolated [t] or [t]+schwa sound in lessons takes a 
different sound shape when it appears in different contexts and so is 
influenced by neighboring sounds (or silence) in words as varied as 
tap, strap, pat, patty. The greatest fault of phonics methods, 
Bloomfield growled, is the absurdity of essentially teaching 
phonetics, the study of speech sound production, to young children. 
 
With these matters in mind, Bloomfield constructed a program, 
described in his 1942 paper.  His plan was to engage children in 
learning to recognize sets of letters that make up words in print and 
to use them as guides to pronounce the corresponding sounds that 
make up those words in speech—automatically.  It is worth going 
through the details to appreciate his vision for creating young 
learners sensitive to the systematic qualities of printed English. As a 
foundation, they would learn to identify letters by name and to scan 
left to right.  At the first stage of reading, they would face material 
having the exact value of one letter to sound, not only in two and 
three-letter words, but also in nonsense syllables like “bam, bap, 
mim, and mip,” as well as very simple sentences.  At the second 
stage, they would face spellings that involved double consonants 
and other digraphs such as <sh>.  At the third stage they would see 
“semi-irregular” spellings, involving those such as –e as in mile and 
pole, as well as “regular” two-syllable patterns such as summer, and 
butter.  Only then were they to encounter irregular words like all, 
mother, and might.  
 
Importantly, he did not believe that the content of reading was 
relevant to the beginning reader or even desirable, since mastering 
the letter to sound connection was challenge enough. What may be 
seen as projecting his own fascination with linguistic structure on 
young learners, he claimed,  “Purely formal exercises that would be 
irksome to an adult are not irksome to a child, provided he sees 
himself gaining in power…. [A] nonsense syllable like nin will give 
pleasure to the child who finds himself able to read it” (1942/1970, 
p. 392).  From this power, he insisted, they would get the content of 
the stories they would read later on. Implicit in the pictureless 
materials is the productivity of the patterns that children would 
bring to bear on new and more complex words. 
 
These materials, bare and dry as they were in contrast to the basal 
readers of the period, reflected the tenor of the times in linguistics 
and a particular application of behaviorist psychology. It was 
Clarence Barnhart who ultimately arranged for the publication of 
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the program nearly twenty years later in 1961.  By that time it had 
been somewhat revised and expanded to make the content more 
usable for mid-century teaching, though it remained pictureless. 
Bloomfield’s orderly ideas about levels of regularity were disrupted.  
The program appeared as Let’s Read in a single oversized book with 
introductory material, including a revised version of Bloomfield’s 
1942 essay. Among the few additions is his telling remark, 
“Actually, the child’s nervous system is wiser than we are” (p. 29). 
 
The linguist Henry Lee Smith, Jr., in his 1963 review of Let’s Read, 
swiftly summed up what many practitioners must have thought 
about Bloomfield’s program.  The materials rested on the false 
assumption that, because teachers and researchers did not know 
linguistics, they had learned nothing about the teaching of reading 
from their own work, that the materials ignored learning theory, that 
the analysis of English was itself incomplete, that the sequencing of 
materials was based on educated guesses rather than empirical 
evidence, and that there were no illustrations.  
 
Nevertheless, the Bloomfield effort to introduce the recurrent 
patterns of letters in whole words served to inspire other high-
profile structural linguists, including Henry Lee Smith himself. In 
the wake of Flesch’s Why Johnny Can’t Read in 1955 and the 
questions rising in the field of reading education itself, the linguistic 
method had something to offer.  Smith collaborated in preparing 
materials that were linguistically sound yet instructionally 
mainstream (Stratemeyer & Smith, 1963). Notably, the 
distinguished linguist Charles C. Fries also dedicated himself to 
teaching reading, reviewing the history of linguistics and the history 
of the teaching of reading in his book Linguistics and Reading 
(1963).  Furthermore, he adopted spelling patterns in words as the 
critical instructional unit and, with collaborators, successfully 
developed this perspective into workable instructional materials 
(Fries, et al. 1963-1965) that went on to be the Merrill Linguistic 
Readers. The linguistic approach came to be recognized in reading 
textbooks, sometimes seen as useful for students having difficulty 
(e.g., Harris & Sipay, 1990). 
 
The linguistic method had the stature to be included in the First 
Grade Studies (Bond & Dykstra, 1967/1997) conducted in the mid-
1960’s to compare the effectiveness of methods and materials on a 
vast scale.  Along with Initial Teaching Alphabet, phonics, 
individualized instruction, and the language experience approach, it 
was considered worthy of evaluation in relation to a basal series 
approach.  All three programs, Bloomfield and Barnhart’s, 
Stratemeyer and Smith’s, and Fries et al.’s, were considered. Bond 
and Dykstra concluded: “The most common finding for the 
linguistic versus basal comparison in the various projects was that of 
no difference between treatments.  The linguistic group tended to 
outperform the basal group on tests of word recognition, while the 
basal group exhibited somewhat greater speed and accuracy in 
reading.  No differences in comprehension were ascertained” (1997, 
p. 415).    
 
In the history of ideas about reading instruction, the ideas that led to 
the linguistic method were embedded in the study of language of the 
period.  Structural linguistics flourished and led to achievements in 
the study of language that other social sciences hoped to emulate in 
studying other aspects of human behavior.  As figures from outside 
the field of reading education, linguists’ eyes, ears, and logic led 
them to offer alternatives to the ideas guiding instruction in the mid-
twentieth century.  
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JEAN FERGUSON CARR, STEPHEN L. CARR, 
AND LUCILLE M. SCHULTZ RECEIVE THE 
MLA’S MINA P. SHAUGNESSY PRIZE FOR 
ARCHIVES OF INSTRUCTION: NINETEENTH-
CENTURY RHETORICS, READERS, AND 
COMPOSITION BOOKS IN THE UNITED 
STATES 
 
New York, NY – 30 November 2006 – The Modern Language 
Association of America today announced it is awarding its 
twenty-sixth annual Mina P. Shaughnessy Prize to Jean 
Ferguson Carr (Univ. of Pittsburgh), Stephen L. Carr (Univ. of 
Pittsburgh), and Lucille M. Schultz (Univ. of Cincinnati), for 
their book Archives of Instruction: Nineteenth-Century 
Rhetorics, Readers, and Composition Books in the United States, 
published by Southern Illinois University Press. The prize is 
awarded for an outstanding work in the fields of language, 
culture, literacy, or literature with strong application to the 
teaching of English. The authors will receive a total of $1,000, a 
certificate, and a year’s membership in the association. The prize 
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is one of seventeen awards that was presented on 28 December 
2006 during the association’s annual convention, held in 
Philadelphia. The committee’s citation for the winning book 
reads: Few are willing or able to conduct serious and exhaustive 
research into textbooks, that field of publishing which translates 
theory into practice, yet many will benefit from this highly 
readable distillation of Jean Ferguson Carr, Stephen L. Carr, and 
Lucille Schultz’s findings. Because the academy tends to reward 
the innovative, it rarely encourages us to reflect on our 
predecessors’ contributions. This book helps us situate our 
practices historically, offering insights into how both theory and 
practice have evolved and providing us with an opportunity to 
think about how our pedagogical practices and the tacit 
assumptions that infuse those practices affect our students.  
 
Jean Ferguson Carr was one of the first women graduates of 
Williams College. She earned her MA and PhD in English at the 
University of Michigan and is an associate professor of English 
and women’s studies at the University of Pittsburgh. She teaches 
courses in nineteenth-century American literature and literacy, 
composition and pedagogy, history of the book, and women’s 
studies and has been director of the composition program. She 
co-edits the Pittsburgh Series in Composition, Literacy, and 
Culture and is faculty adviser for a digital archive, Nineteenth-
Century American Schoolbooks. She was textual coeditor of The 
Collected Works of R. W. Emerson, vols. II and III, and has 
published essays on Dickens, Jane Austen, autobiography, 
nineteenth century women writers, and literacy. She has won the 
Florence Howe Prize in Feminist Scholarship and the University 
of Pittsburgh’s Chancellor’s Diversity Award. 
 
Stephen L. Carr received his BA from Williams College, where 
he was a member of Phi Beta Kappa. After completing his MA 
and PhD at the University of Michigan, he became affiliated 
with the University of Pittsburgh, where he has been director of 
the literature program and acting chair of English. He teaches 
courses in literature and composition that focus on issues of 
literacy, literary education, and the interrelationships of literature 
and the arts from the eighteenth century on. His early work on 
William Blake’s illuminated printing has developed  into 
research in the cultural circulation of texts, access to print 
culture, and the history of the book. 
 
Lucille M. Schultz is professor of English at the University of 
Cincinnati. She received her MA from the University of Detroit 
and her PhD from the University of Maryland. Her book The 
Young Composers: Composition’s Beginnings in Nineteenth-
Century Schools received the Nancy Dasher Award from the 
College English Association of Ohio. She has contributed 
chapters to numerous anthologies, including, most recently, Blue 
Pencils and Hidden Hands: Women Editing Periodicals, 1830–
1910, and has published articles in journals such as Assessing 
Writing, Rhetoric Review, and College Composition and 
Communication. Her fields of research include the history of 
composition instruction in nineteenth-century schools and 
colleges; girls’ literacy in the nineteenth century; the authorship, 
publication, and reception history of nineteenth-century 
composition texts; and composition theory and pedagogy. 
 

The MLA, the largest and one of the oldest American learned 
societies in the humanities (est. 1883), promotes the 
advancement of literary and linguistic studies. The 30,000 
members of the association come from all fifty states and the 
District of Columbia, as well as from Canada, Latin America, 
Europe, Asia, and Africa. PMLA, the association’s flagship 
journal of literary scholarship, has published distinguished 
scholarly articles for over one hundred years. Approximately 
9,500 members of the MLA and its allied and affiliate 
organizations attend the association’s annual convention each 
December. The MLA is a constituent of the American Council 
of Learned Societies and the International Federation for 
Modern Languages and Literatures. 
 
Lucille Schultz is a member and a former officer of the History 
of Reading Special Interest Group. 
 

HISTORY SIG TO MEET IN TORONTO 
 
Tuesday May 15, 2007, Sheraton Centre, Toronto Hotel-York, 9:00-
11:30 a.m. 
 
Presenter(s):   Sarah Wadsworth; Kathryn Carr; Carrie Hung; 
Sherry Schwartz; Norman Stahl; Mary-Kate Sableski; Robert 
Sylvester; Ruth Farrar; Avon Crismore. 
 
Topic:   Developing Teacher Expertise for Reading Instruction 
Description:   Historical Perspectives on the British Primary 
Schools in Relationship to Reading Instruction: Kathryn Carr. 
 
The Role of Sociopolitical Factors in the Transformation of Oral 
Reading: Carrie Hung. 
 
The Silencing of Reading: The Sudden Transition from Oral to 
Silent Reading: Sherry Schwartz. 
 
The Foundation of College Reading and Study Programs (1915-
1929): Norman Stahl. 
 
Reading Assessment: Over the River and Through the Woods: 
Mary-Kate Sableski. 
 
Tracing the Parallel Histories of Literacy and International 
Education: A 150-Year Search for Human Empowerment: Robert 
Sylvester, Ruth Farrar. 
 
Reading Luther Rhetorically: Martin Luther’s Strategies: 
Avon Crismore. 
 
Program proposals for the 2008 meeting in Atlanta are available at 
our web site www.historyliteracy.org.  They are due April 29. 
 

 
MEMBERS’ NEWS 
 
From Avon Crismore, of Indiana University-Purdue University: I 
continue to work on my study of Martin Luther’s rhetorical 
strategies—currently focused on his use of metadiscourse (his use 
of comments about the text itself or about the subject matter) and 
pronouns used for the metadiscourse. 
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From Gail Kearns: In August I completed work on the second 
edition of the DAR (Diagnostic Assessment of Reading), Form B, 
with co-author Mary Beth Curtis.  Form A was published in August 
2005.  We have also just finished in November work on the TTS, or 
Trial Teaching Startegies, the instructional component of the DAR.  
This work is available only in an online form with materials 
supplied in a downloaded PDF.  The publisher is Riverside (Authors 
of the first edition were Jeanne Chall and Florence Roswell.) 
 
From Richard Robinson, of the University of Missouri-Columbia: 
I have published a new edition of Robinson, R., & McKenna, M. 
(2007). Issues and trends in literacy education, 4th Ed. Boston: 
Allyn & Bacon. 
 
From Elizabeth Patterson (elizabethupatterson@yahoo.com): Back 
in 2000, I completed my dissertation entitled "On the Wings of 
Words: A Life History of Bill Martin, Jr." Although I published a 
piece in Language Arts, I never felt like I put closure on my work 
with Bill. In 2001, I sent my chronological look at Bill's life, much 
of it in Bill's words, to two publishers, but was denied b/c it all 
sounded a bit too academic. Bill died over two years ago, and I have 
felt an urge to revisit my work. Presently, I'm waiting to hear from 
IRA regarding a proposal I wrote regarding Bill. Jim Hoffman, 
Misty Sailors, Mark Condon and I hope to lead a workshop 
regarding local texts, Real eWriter technology, and what Bill might 
have thought about bringing local classroom texts to life through 
technology. I would appreciate any suggestions of where to go from 
here with Bill. Although my work feels dated in some ways, his 
insights into early literacy instruction, good teaching, and language 
development seem timeless. 
 
From Mary and Ron Zboray of the University of Pittsburgh: We 
would like to announce the publication of our book, Ronald J. 
Zboray and Mary Saracino Zboray, Everyday Ideas: Socioliterary 
Experience among Antebellum New Englanders (Knoxville: 
University of Tennessee Press, 2006). 
 
From Sarah Wadsworth of Marquette University: I have had a 
book published.  In the Company of Books: Literature and Its 
"Classes" in Nineteenth-Century America. Amherst and Boston: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2006. 
 
From Lou Ann Sears: In response to Susan Israel's recent call for 
ideas to increase SIG membership, I created a brochure called 
Linking History with Reading and Writing. The SIG is considering 
advertising this brochure to teachers via Reading Today. In addition, 
Susan Israel and Jennifer Monaghan have been reviewing my three 
booklets that summarize U. S. history 1900 to 2006, U. S. 
educational history 1900 to 2006, and U. S. reading instruction 1900 
to 2006 as possible ebooks for www.historyliteracy.org. 
 
I donated pages of history-of-reading references to Jennifer 
Monaghan's committee that is preparing a bibliography for inclusion 
on IRA's web page. 
 
Correction to last newsletter: I am currently finishing my 
dissertation called "Reaction, Initiation, and Promise of the 
Promised Land: An Historical Study of the International Reading 
Association" and plan to obtain my Ph.D. in Reading Education in 
April 2007. 
 
From Marilyn McKinney  of the University of Nevada Las Vegas: 
As part of a doctoral seminar (Historical Foundations of Literacy 

Instruction and Research), we were inspired by reading Deborah 
Brandt's  book, Literacy in America.  We then embarked on the 
journey of learning about the process of conducting oral history 
interviews in order to conduct our own with retired literacy 
teachers. Our questions focused on how experiences prior to school, 
during school and in teacher preparation programs influenced the 
ways these teachers taught reading and writing.  Our findings were 
presented at NCTE in November and at NRC in December, 2006. 
 We're now in the process of writing an article for publication. This 
project provided excellent opportunities for doctoral students (and 
me) to explore a variety of data analysis techniques at the same time 
we were delved into historical, political, social, economic events of 
the times.   
 
From Harvey J. Graff of The Ohio State University: My recent 
Publications: Literacy and Historical Development, editor and 
contributor, forthcoming Southern Illinois University Press, 2007. 
“Literacy Myths,” with John Duffy, Encyclopedia of Language and 
Education, Vol. 2 Literacy, ed. Brian Street; Nancy Hornberger, 
general editor (Berlin and New York: Springer, 2007) 
 
My program development: Literacy Studies @ OSU: a university-
wide interdisciplinary initiative. Literacy Studies mission is to 
foster a critical, cross-campus conversation and collaborative 
investigation into the nature of literacy, bringing together historical, 
contextual, comparative, and critical perspectives and modes of 
understanding, from the social and natural sciences to the arts and 
humanities, education, medicine, and law, stimulating new 
institutional and intellectual relationships between different 
disciplinary clusters and their constituents. 
 
From Deborah Saxon of the University of Denver: I have begun 
the Ph.D program in Philosophy, Theology, and Cultural Theory 
and continue to be interested in the social context of literacy in the 
modern period. 
 
From Jane Moore, Dallas ISD/Texas A & M-Commerce: I wrote 
and defended my dissertation titled- A Historical Examination of the 
Term Oral Language: A Search For Meaning using Content 
Analysis. The journal articles in Reading Research Quarterly and 
The Reading Teacher were analyzed, in five year intervals, and each 
occurrence of the term oral language was coded for its contextual 
meaning. Findings show that over time the term has grown to 
become broader in scope and meaning. Literacy dictionaries fail to 
define the term oral language. The purpose was to propose a 
possible inclusive definition. 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

History of Reading News is published twice a year by the History of 
Reading Special Interest Group of the International Reading Association. 
News items should be sent to Joseph E. Zimmer, Coeditor, P.O. Box 76, 
St. Bonaventure, NY 14778 (jezimmer@sbu.edu) or to Arlene Barry, 
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