
Why Johnny Can t Read
Chapter 6—Phonics vs. No Phonics

By RUDOLF FLESCH
A National Education Associa-

j tion official today Indicted Dr.
; Rudolph Flesch’s book, “Why

| Johnny Can’t Read,” on four
J specific counts.

Dr. Fiank W. Hubbard, direc-
tor of the research division of
the NEA, said generally that the
book “contains so many false
allegations and half-truths that
it would take a text of equal
length to refute many of his
statements.”

Dr. Hubbard is secretary-treas-
urer of the American Educational
Research Association in addition
to his NEA post. His specific re-
plies to the Flesch book are:

"It Is not true that 30 or 40
years ago pupils made more prog-
ress in reading than they do
today In the schools. Such stand-
ard tests as are available for
comparable children and condi-
tions show that decade by decade
there has been steady improve-

ment in reading. Teachers of long
experience know that today’s

child reads many more books
jon a greater variety of sub-
jects and with greater under-
standing than the typical child
of a few decades past.

“ItIs not true that all children
learned to read without diffi-
culties by the heavily-saturated-
with-phonies methods of the
past. Many of them failed again
and again in the earlier grades
and later dropped out of school.
Today, fewer of them fail in
reading and many others re-
spond to remedial methods
which makes it possible for them

I to continue in school. The phonic

I method is recognized today as
a useful tool In the teacher’s ln-

! structional kit but it Is not wor-
shipped as a cure-all.

“It is not true that the phonic
! method was thrown out of the
| schools because of inadequate re-
search. Even when scientific
studies were in their infancy,
classroom teachers had noted the
weaknesses of the phonic method.
Educational and psychological

research helped teachers to dis-
cover _ many of the blocks to
learning and accelerated the
movement toward more interest-
ing and sensible textbooks. . . .

1 “Modern teaching and modem
textbooks continue to use pho-
nice, although not to the extent
which Mr. Flesch recommends.
When Mr. Flesch contends that
the phonic method was thrown
out bodily he is merely setting
up a straw man which he can
attack. . . .

“It is not true that there is
some educational ogre that dom-
inates education today and pre-
vents teachers from using the so-
called ‘phonic’ method of teach-
ing reading. Never before have
there been so .many different
kinds of books. : . Teachers are
continuously seeking textbooks
that make for better reading
skills through a higher quality
of reading content and more ef-
ficient methods. . . .”

Here are additional letters :
from The Star's readers on Dr.
Flesch’s book:

Tragic Bluffing
To the Editor:
... I was taught Dr. Flesch’s

way to pronounce each letter.

In every single research study

ever made phonics was shown
to be superior to the word
method: conversely, there is not
a single research study that
shows the word method su-
perior to phonics.

I know this seems an unbe-
lievable claim. Let me explain
why I feel justified in making it.

Every researcher in every field
of science begins iris work by
surveying the previous research
literature in the field. Conse-
quently. almost all reseanm re-
ports are equipped with foot-
notes and bibliographical ref-
erences that cover everything
that has been done up to that
point.

A few hours in a library, work-
ing back from the latest studies
in a given area, are therefore
usually enough to check the
sum total of research done to
solve a given problem.

Goes to the Records
I spent two days in the li-

brary of Teachers College, Co-
lumbia University, tracking down
every single reference to a study
of “phonics vs. no phonics.” I
carefully read each one of those
papers and monographs. Natu-
rally, it is possible that some
item or items in the bibliography
have escaped me; but I honestly
don’t think so. I covered the
ground as diligently as I pos-
sibly could, looking for scien-
tific evidence in favor of the
word method.

There was none.
(Editors note: In his book,

Dr. Plesch gives the results
of research done by several
persons. Only two of the lat-
est ones are reported on in
this series.)

Sister M. Dorothy Browne, of
St. Joseph’s College, Adrian,
Mich., writes her doctor’s dls-
sertion on “Phonics as a Basis
for Improvement in Reading”
(Catholic University of Ameri-
ca, 1938).

How’ about using phonics for
remedial reading? she says. Let’s
see what phonics can do for
sixth-graders. So she gives a
10-minute phonic drill to 160
sixth-graders in six parochial
schools in Chicago, Detroit and
Washington, D. C. Another 160
students form a control group
with no phonic drill. After nine
months the two groups are
tested.

Eight Months Ahead
The “reading age” of the con-

trol group is 154.9 (that is, the
norm for a child of 12 years and
11 months), that of the phonic-
drill group 162.73 (13 years and
7 months).

Ten-minutes-a-day of phonics
for nine months has put them
eight months of “reading age”
ahead of their fellow students.

On the basis of her findings,
Sister M. Dorothy Browne comes
to this conclusion: "The study i
of phonics is helpful not only to i
the pupil who is deficient in
reading, but is even more effec- j
tive in stimulating the better 1
reader to further growth.”

Now we have arrived at 1939,
the publication date of the most
extensive and conclusive study of
them all. It is the dissertation
o|tDonald C. Agnew, taking his
doctor's degree at Duke Univer-
sity.

Mr. Agnew wants to settle
the old controversy once and for
all. Those limited experiments
with experimental and control
groups of first-graders are incon-
clusive, he feels. Let’s take all
the children in all the schools in
a city, he says, and find out
w’here they stand at the end of
third grade when the effect of
reading instruction can really
be effectively measured. So one
spring he gives tests to all the
third-graders in all the schools
in Raleigh, N. C.

Before he does that, he gives

; to all teachers who ever taught

these children an elaborate ques-
! tionnaire; from the answers he
figures for each teacher the ex-

I act degree to which she uses
phonics in her teaching. Then

i he works out the statistical re-
lationship between the children’s

j test scores and the amount of
jphonics they presumably got

; from their teachers.
The-results are a terrific dis-

appointment. They hardly show
any differences. Mr. Agnew, in
danger of not getting his Ph. D.
degree, goes home and ponders.

What went wrong? He comes
to the conclusion that his basic
assumption was wrong, namely,
that a little phonics would go a
long way. After all, the super-
visors of the Raleigh schools are
word-method people; they frown
on phonics, and there is not one
among their teachers who would
dare to do a real job of phonics
in her class. The value of phonics
can only be proven when it is
taken seriously and taught sys-

I tematically.
Fortunately, there is the city

of Durham, N. C„ whose super-
intendent of schools is a pro-
phonics man. All teachers in
Durham schools have to teach
phonics whether they like it or i
not.

So Mr. Agnew gives another 1
series of tests to some 300 third-graders in Durham. Their
teachers have all been teaching
more phonics than even the j
most phonics-minded teacher inRaleigh. (Mr. Agnew has estab-
lished that fact again with
questionnaires.)

Conclusive Comparison |
Nothing could be more con-

clusive than a comparison of
those third-grade test scores inRaleigh and Durham. j

Here is the lineup of Mr. j
Agnew’s average test results i(score of children):
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As you can see, the Durham
children scored higher in every
one of these tests except Type
B, w’here the scores were even.

In addition, Mr. Agnew also
gave them the “Gray Oral

j Reading Check Test,” Set IIand
Set 111 This is a test where the

j results are measured by the
; number of errors made in read-

: ing.

On Set 11, the Durham chil-
j dren made on the average 2.35

I errors, the Raleigh children
made 8.79. On set 111 the Dur-
ham children made 7.05 errors,
the Raleigh children 17.50.

The time scores on these tests )
showed that the phonics-trained
Durham children took a littleover a minute to read each set.
while the Raleigh word guessers
took considerably less than one

minute to make two to four
' times as many errors.

Reading vs. Feeling Good
J Mr. Agnew’s conclusions were

; clear and emphatic:

“Should phonetic methods be
employed in the teaching of pri-

; | mary reading?

“The answer to this question
; can be given only when the pur-

poses for teaching primary read-
ing have been agreed upon. If
the basic purpose in the teaching

, 1 of primary reading is the estab-
, lishment of skills measured in

this study (namely: independ-

i ence in word recognition, ability
, to work out the sounds of new

words, efficiency in word pro-
’ i nunciation, accuracy in oral

1 reading, certain abilities in silent
reading and the ability to rec-
ognize a large vocabulary of
written words), the investiga-
tions would support a policy of

1 large amounts of phonic train-
| ing.

“If, on the other hand, the
purposes of teaching primary
reading are concerned with ‘jcy
in reading,’ ‘social experience,’
‘the pursuit of interests,’ etc.,
the investigations reported offer
no data as to the usefulness of

J phonetic training.”

! I can fully understand Mr.
Agnew’s outburst of sarcasm,

| since I worked my way through
tne same literature. It’s exactly
as he says: If you want to teach
children how to read, you need

i phonics; if you just want to
make them feel good, you don't,

i
Sunday—The Myth of Read-

iness. Is it true that a child
| isn’t ready to learn to read

until he is 6 or 7? .Do chil-
dren learn to read earlier in
other countries? Why are our

j children usually one or two
years behind children of the
same school age in other

| countries?
i o

ll\r .nn ) the book “Why Johnny can’t
i by Rudolf Flesch. copyright 1033.i 2X. H!rpe ,r & Brothers Distributed byThe Resister and Tribune Syndicate, i

Red Chinese Reported
Getting 'Valued' Gear

! HONG KONG, May 27 UP).—
Two large freighters believed to
be Polish are unloading cargoes
of apparent importance to the
Reds at the Communist island
of Uapsapmei, 20 miles west of
Hong Kong, reports from Por-
tuguese Macao said today.

Fishermen returning to Ma-
cao from waters surrounding
the area said the Communists
sent two patrol launches to the j
area to keep fishermen away!
before unloading began Mon-
day.

Top Coffee Revenue
At prevailing coffee prices,!

Costa Rica expects record reve-nue of S4O million to $45 million
from its 1954-55 coffee crop, San
Jose learns.
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Flesch Book Assailed
As Distorting Truths

did with a Czech book. English

I is entirely different.
G. W.

| Alexandria. Va.

Frustrated Parents
To the Editor: .

The Star is performing a most
outstanding service by printing
"Why Johnny Can’t Read” by
Rudolf Flesch. The subject of

| "modernized” teaching meth-
ods, particularly in reading and
spelling, is one about which I
have long been indignant. It
is fast becoming a rarity to
find a young person, even among
university graduates, who can

i write an entire sentence with-
out misspelling several simple

, words. And it is just as unusual
to meet anyone younger than
40 or 50 who enjoys reading
anything more advanced than

j the comic pages or a sexy mur-
i der mystery.'

Most frustrating of all is the
fact that when a parent, com-
pletely out of patience with the
schools, begins to teach his chil-
dren to read and spell correctly,
and to enjoy good reading,
teacher’s reaction is an indig-
nant note or a parental inter-

; view requesting immediate ces-
sation of such activities as be-

i ing “not in accordance with
modern methods” and as “inter- |.

] sering with our teaching.” The !
; more “interference” of this type
on the part of intelligent par- i
ents who are genuinely con-

I cerned about their children’s
| welfare, the better it will be for

j the children. . .
,

David L. Jones.
I Kensington, Md.

! Why Take It Seriously?
To the Editor:

Your May 18 editorial headed
“Why Johnny Can’t Read" and
your May 19 publisher's blurb
indorsing the book, “Why Johnny
Can’t Read,” by Rudolf Flesch j
confirms Barnum’s well-known j
remark that one gullible person 1
is born every minute.

Why is The Washington Star
so firmly convinced that this is
a highly commendable book?
What are the qualifications of
this Rudolf Flesch that make
him so great an authority on
the subject of how to teach chil-
dren how to read?

According to his advertising,
Flesch had a lawyer’s training in
Austria, wrote a doctoral dis-
sertation on the so-called art of
plain talk, followed that up with
a spate of books telling writers
how to write and thinkers how
to make sense, tutored a certain
12-year-old “Johnny” who some-
how had arrived in sixth grade
without being able to read
and then conducted a one-man
investigation of methods used j
throughout the United States!
for teaching children how to
read.

That is the background that
now permits him to write: The
reaching of reading—all over the
United States, in all schools,

in all textbooks—is absolutely
wrong and files In the face of
all logic and common sense.

Is it the “man -bites - dog
theory of what makes news”
that leads The Star to take
Flesch so seriously? . . .

Lob M. Rettie.
, Arlington, Va.

| They Read in 6 Weeks
I To the Editor:

I am very much interested in
j the articles appearing in The
Star by Mr. Flesch, author of
“Why Johnny Can’t Read.”

Why is that we Americans
must be informed by those for-
eigners who have been granted

j a "refugee scholarship” (which
we can’t obtain for our own sons

| and daughters) just what is
wrong with our public school

! system?

Long before Mr. Flesch was
born a new system was intro-
duced in our teaching by a man
by the name of Pollard. Many
of the older teachers will recall
that this new system was not
very popular with the teaching
force as it entailed a great deal
of hard work as well as study, on !
the part of the teachers. But
may it be said to their credit!

j that many of the best teachers j
'"embraced it and taught the chil-

i dren the sounds of all the con-
sonants as well as the sounds of
the vowels, in the alphabet. ;

I think this system was intro-

¦ | My daughter was taught to see
• i the whole word and to remember

\ the look of the whole word as a
picture. On her schoolroom wall

. was a picture of a dog; under-
E neath, in capital letters, DOG;

; a picture of a mother with two
! children; underneath, the word

; I MOTHER. Hence, for years, any

I 1 word beginning MO she would
> jcall “Mother.” *lt might be

monkey or mountain, but to her
• it looked like mother.

1 Her teacher exclaimed to me.
1 ; “Isn’t is wonderful the way they

’ are learning to read whole words
without knowing a single letter?”
My feeling was, “Isn’t it tragic
the way they are learning to
bluff?”

Moreover, it was years before
my daughter could look up a

’ name in the telephone book be-
' cause she had no idea in what
! order initial letters came. If she
. jwanted “Wilson” she had to
! start with “Abbott” and skip

along through the whole book.
It seems evident that the old-

I fashioned way of spelling pho-
netically is much the better way,
even for English with all its ex-
ceptions and idiosyncracies. . . .

Ona Winants,

I I (Mrs. F. W. Haverkamp),
! Arlington, Va.

.Sides With Dr. Flesch
To the Editor:

What’s the matter with revert-
ing to a little of the basic
mechanics of reading, along with
Dr. Flesch?

I It would seem that reading

should be just what he says it
should.

The educators who, so far,
1 have criticized his contentions

seem to involve reading with
everything else in the curricu-
lum, history, science, zoology,

mathematics and sociology:
. everything except spelling, which

could be related.
| Anyway, it would seem that
i given the mechanics of reading,

[ word mounding by phonetics, the
| pupil should achieve vocabulary

| building, with good semantic
evaluations, through the other

’ courses as time went along. I’ll
:string along with Dr. Flesch . ...

Earl (Scoop) Shutz.
! 2325 Fifteenth street N.W.

Sides With Burr
|To the Editor: *

; I want to express my thanks
| for Mr. Samuel Enele Burr, jr.’s
! article in . . . The Star on read-
ing. He picks flaws in Flesch’s
theory that need showing up. j
English is not a phonetic!
language, and German and
some other languages are:

I studied German and I can
| now read any German book with
I perfect pronunciation and not
understand many of the words

I because there is only one way
jto pronounce the letters, with
known changes for the sound of ,
vowels with the umlaut, and
set pronunciations for “ei” and
“ie,” etc. Anybody who knows
the first principles of that lan-
guage can read, just as Flesch

•
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¦ duced about the year 190®, or
i possibly before. When I started

teaching in 1903 I used it and
I would have been ashamed if I
could not have a class of be-
ginners reading in six weeks’
time or less after entering schooL

iMrs.) B. H. Morton,
3149 Mt. Pleasant street N.W.

ADVERTISEMENT.

Do European women
make better wives?

E very month 2500 f our service-
men marry European girls.
Why? What qualities do these
women bring to courtship, mar-

j riage, family life that the girls
at home lack? To find out, an
American wife went to Europe,
questioned the Gif/themselves.

Now, in June Reader’s Di-
gest, she brings you their frank,
thought-provoking answers,

i Get June Reader’s Digest to-
j day: 43 articles of lasting inter-

est, including the best from
leading magazines and current

| books, in condensed form.
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