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Alphablanks was developed as an aid for teaching reading by Rosalie R.
Saul. It has been used chiefly in teaching éhildren to read in their native

language, espec1ally in the field of learnlng dlS&bllltleS. “We wanted to ex-~

M‘——-mua-.—.:-u—. fre—

pand its use into the ESL classroom. But we also wanted.to present a ratiocnale

for using Alphablanks, to research the field of reading and how we go about

" learning to read, in order to find out exactly what areas of reading Alphablanks

would help. Thus this-paper is divided into two main perts: a summary of cur-
rent research into reading, interpreting this research with respect to what is
happening when we try to read; and a section rélating these concepts {o the

use of Alphablanks., This second seétion will explain what we think is going

on when Alphablanks is being used. At the end of the second part Wlll be a
series of act1v1t1es specifically related to EBL. Many of these activities

can be appliéd in teaching reading as g first 1anguage as well, and can also

be adapted to use in teaching reading in other languages using the Roman

alphabet. | e
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PERCEFTTON AND ITS RELATION TO LANGUAGE

The understanding of language processes has been referred to as "perhaps
the biggest current challenge to neurophysiological :r'esearch.":L The neurologi-
cal make-up of the brain prescribes how we think and perceive; Nobel Laureate
Gunber Stent makes the observation:

Qur visual perception of the outer world is filtered through'a
stage in which data are processed in terms of straught parallel lines,
thanks to the way in which the input channels coming from the pri-
mary light-receptors of the retina are hooked up to the brain. This
fact cannot fail to have profound psychological consequences; evi-
dently a geomesbry based on straight parallel lines, and hence by ex-
tension on plane surfaces, is most immediately compatible - with our
mental equipment. It need not have been this way, since (at least
from the neurophysiological point of view) the retinal ganglion cells .
ecourld just as well have been connected to the higher cells in the
visual cortex in a way that their concentric on-center and off-
center receptive fields form arcs rather than straight lines., If

evolution had given rise to that other circuitry, curved rather than -
plane surfaces would have been our primary spatial concept.

Thus the brain orders cur visual world in terms of straight lines.

Apﬁlyiné these ideas to language, one can-look at the develbpment of
writing systems and see the emphasis: paréllel straight lines in the characters
themselves and/or in the order.they are set down on the writing surface, verti-
cally or horizcntally. A perceptual prowess is displayed when children at a
young age become aware of variables in graphic representatioﬁs;_at_ET months
the éverage child can draw a line as distant from a scribble and at 30 months
can dra# a iine as distinct from a circular strok§.3 The extent of pre-
schoolers! ability to recognize writing, even if it is from a different alpha-

‘betic system, as a phenomencn distinct from random markings, numbers and pic-—

lWrolstad, "Manifesto for Visible Language", Visible Language X 1 (Winter 1976),
1k - : ‘ ) .
2Stent (Wrolstad 1976}, 1k

“Gibson, "The Optogeny of Reading": American Psychologist Vol. 25, 2 (1970),

137




tures is shown in an experiment by Linda Levine at Correll University {(Gibson,
1970); Figure 1 represents samples of material presented on cards to 3 and ly
year olds in seven different kindergartens. Results varied widely. Although
Tfew four year olds in a cooperative nursery schocl could distinguish secribbling
from writing, 75% of Ss at the school with the highest sociceconomic standing
could, although they could not yet write. In many casés, the children could
not name the letters that they could identify'as writing. Gibson comments,
"This is particularly interesting because 1t substantiates the idea that thére
is something categorial in the structure of writing that distinguishes it from
random marks on paper and from pictures even when none or only a few individual’
characters can be identified.”

Iﬁ our ovn experience, when inquiring of this writer's daugﬁter (43 yearé),
"Do pictures lock different from writing?" we received the answer: "They look
another way," accompanied by a look implying that we were indeed dim-wits,

Just as the input’ channels to the retina structure our visual perception,
50 does the small size of the retina limit the amount of information which can
be taken in by the eye at a fixation. Another factor limiting information be-
ing received is the bottleneck of short-term memory, which combined with reti-
nal sgize is responsible for our inability to process more than four items of
visual information every two seconds. This is why in reading, information may
be in the form of characteristiecs of lettefs, pieces of words, wordsrthem—
selves or even larger groupings of visu#i information, but however it is
broken doﬁn by the reader, it is percei#ed in amounts not largér than four or

five units.

Yeivson (1970), 137
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F1c. 1. Rediawn samples of material presented to preschool children for differentiation as *“writing.”

{Gibson. 1970)




Not encugh is known on the nature of the detection system used in human
perception to state unequivocally what the eye 1s discriminating and how the
brain uses that information., We base our ideas on results of tachistoscopic

tests on human subjects and work done on the information detection systems in

the visudl'ﬁortex of several types of animals with highly‘developed nervous
systenms, such as the frog, cat and monkey. While the nervous system in the. . f
human may differ from those of the animals studied, the differences are not '
substantial but only more complex. In a series of experiments reported in a
paper entiﬁled "What the Frog's Eye Tells the Frog's Brain"5, the reésearchers

monitored the activities of the eye of numbers of frogs by attaching electrodes

to the 6ptic nerves, Among the many specialized detectors, they noted one type

which fesponded to variations of light and shade, cne %o the edges of objects,
another to geﬁeral-dimming of illuminatiﬁn in the laboratory and one to small‘
objects poving in erratic fashion across the field of vision (the "bug de-
tector™). Eéch of these sends a signal to the frog's brain. (Note to those
with special interest in frog beh&viof: éﬁe "moving small object" detector
~also elicited‘a reflex movement from the tongue of the frog.)

The frog's eye structures the enviromment in particular visual terms,
leaving out what is not important to frog existence._ This 1s relevant to
humans in that we do not see things unless they hold meaning for_us. In.fead—

ing we perceive that which is most efficient in giving us the most information

in one fixation of our eye, i.e., that which reduces our uncertainty most

quickly.

®"hat the Frog's Eye Tells the Frog's Brain": J. Y. Lettvin, H. R, Maturana,
W. 8. McCulloch, W. H., Pitts, Proceedings of the Instit. of Radio Engineers,
NY 47 (1959), 1940 |
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FEATURES: UNITS OF PERCEPTION IN READING

Features are distinctive {and therefore significant)} when discrimination

of them reduces the number of alternatives that a visual stimulus might repre-

sent. (Smith, 1971.)

"Features" is a key concept in understanding the reading process, for at
a deep level in cognition, they are the smallest blocks the brain picks up as
gtimuli in perception. The features of the acoustic aspect of language are
sound-based (phonemes, streés and intonation patterns). The features of the
~ visual aspect of language are in the physical representation of what is written,
be it.ink prints on a page, carvings in stone 6r wax, or plastic forms ar-
ranged on a board, Whatevér is hypothesizéd as a feature, the primary problem
in identification of the visual stimulus or configuration, be it.inkmarks or
plastic tiles, is to distinguish the presented configuration from all other

configurations: +to discover its critical difference.

For the reader, knowing that an "r" is an "r" whenever he/she comes across

- it holds little meaning until he/she realizes that "r" is different from "n"

and "c" and "™t". In the context of word identification, the importance of
critical difference would be in recognizing that "list" is not eguivalent to
"lint". In experiments by Havens and.Foote, 8s frequently mistook tachisto-
scopically flashed-words,_simpie but not common, for words of high frequency
‘usage which re%embled them structurally in terﬁs of ascendefs, descenders and
flat letters. A werd like "lintf ocours only twice per million words read on
the average, and may be reported as its similar-looking counterpart instead of
correctly read. Low frequency words —- for example, "drab" -- which do not

have high frequency lock-alikes, were read correctly. (Of course, mistakes




like this substitution would probably be made by a {luent réader only when the
tﬁo words were equally probably in terms of context +— e.g., "He tock the lint
out of his pocket." It is difficult to conceive of a fluent readef maﬁing the
error, in a short stoery in "Red Book" magazine, in which a woman is preparing
to go shopping: "She wrote ham and eggs on her linf". A second langﬁage
_lgarner would be more prone to this kind of error becau;e of his/her lack of
awareness of.context clues. )

Goodman's article in Smith (1973) outlines such substitutions and other
errors in reading. These efrors he calls "miscues™ because the word "error"
implies_wrongness. He goes on to say that it is rare that these miscues will
not occur in orsl reading and "that silent reading is almost never miscue-
free., In fact, it appears likely‘that a reader who requires perfection in hié
reading will be a rather inefficient reader."6 This is because the reader who
attempfs to get every letter perfect will have been concentrating too hard on
only the letéers and will be.unable to grasp meaning sufficiently.

As important as thé ability fo perceive features as distinctive, 1s being
able to see them in relationshifs; for example, as spelling units or cormon
vowel-consonans combinations. Cognitive psychology emphasizes the'relationship _
‘of features to one another rather than the importance of features themselves.
The'significancé of such relativity is evidenced 5y observing that "iﬁ most
natural (i.e.,rnon—synthetic) languages,lideas emerge not out of 1angﬁage
symbols or words per se.."T; cognition is the process of deriving déép struc~
ture, or meaning, from complex surface patterns. In contrast, artificial 1§n~

6Kenneth Goodman, "Analysis of Oral Readlng Miscues: Applied Psycholinguistics”

(Frank Smith, 1973), 16k

TJagjlt Singh (Wrolstad 1976)




guage, such as that.used by computers, embodies meaning in its surface repre-
sentation. This concept accounts for the difficulty second language learners
may have when, having read a passage in which they are able to identify the
individual words, they are confused as tc the meaning of the whole. In read-
ing, the mind is always having to go beyond identification of stimuli to per-
ceive meaning in language patterns, |
How features are distinguished from one anofher and the process resulis
in reading comprehension is debated among & number of theorieé, each of.which
puts forth strong points which the more general view of Frank Smith, the fea-

ture—analytic approach, accounts for and adds to. Briefly, we shall summarize

two popular competing views, then continue with & modified feature-analytic

approach of our own.

TWO COMPETING READING THECRIES

One premise for how words are processed and compfehension results is the
template-matching model, sometimes called the whole-word ("sight") fheory,
which asserts that words are identified as wholes rather than the sum of fheir
parts. Accbrding to this view, the brain acts as a warehouse of filing card-
tfpe accumulators of information. Every time a stimulus comes befére theieye,
the mind with lightening-like speed goes down the 1ists of "eards" until it
finds one that has a name on it similar enough to the:stimulus preseﬁted to as-
sure the reader that it is a word that he/she.knows.‘ And then on to the next
word. Problems with this theory are 1) it neglécts to explain how the vholes
(words) are first identified; 2) it assumes that there are many tﬁousands of

"shotographs" which must be sorted through in order to match the correct pié—




ture to the correct word, This would regquire that the 50,000 words which the.
average reader is'aﬁie to reéognize on sight be in storage in the brain. By
what system does the brain eliminste alternatives in such a system? How does
this theory‘account for our ability to identify HAT, hat and_éuitf;s apperel
for people's heads? How does the brain make spontaneous adjustments suéh as
those which determine that the above three examples or the different ways of

writing "Carter" or "a" are equivalent?

- . PV : — . )
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How is‘a new letter or word shape processed?

On the other hand, the whole-word theory does have substance in that ex-
periments show repeatedly that a word can be idenfified as fast as a letter,
suggesting_that a word 1s as much a unit as a letter. Smith shows that a group
. of four or five words also can be identified és fast as a letter or word in
isolation, which will be accounted for in further expianation of the feature-
analytic view.

The phonics approach is a sécond theory of reading which has a lot of sup-
port. It views reading as ﬁ process of decoding writing to sound. According‘
_to proponents of this theory, determining the.spoken form of a word is a neces-

sary step between the written form, and the meaning. At its most extreme this
theory asserts that each letter must be identified and sounded out in order to
1dent1fy the word. First a letter, then clusters of letters are sounded out

in order to identify a word.




A majﬁr base zupporting thé'phonics method is e%idence that nonsense words
which contéin proncunceable units are read with much greater accuracy than those
vhich cannot be pronounced: "BIM" is more eesily identified than "IBM"; "GLURCK"
more than "CKURGL".

However, E. Gibson, realizing that strings of letters generated by rules
. are most easily perceived, experimented with deaf students to see how the
grapheme-phoneme relstionship, or "pronounceability" facilitated their reading.
The deaf Ss made as much use of thelpronounceable units as.the hearing Ss did.
She concluded that spelling patterns are generated by rules of orthography
vhich structure language "withéut regard to the speech they decode to"s (Gip-
son, 1970). This is in direct opposition to a traditional phoniés approach.

For Gibébn,‘a unit is a common spelling pattern.

The letter-by-letter theory assumeé that reading procesds sequentially by

letters, It has been shown in recent experiments by Newman and Kolers that

this is unfeasibleg. When familisr words were flashed letter by letter on one

spot on a screen, six-letter words were read with only 20 percent accuracys

with longer tachistoscopic exposure, the accuracy was better, but the rate.of
percéption was over two seconds for’short, easy words. In contrast, when a
word of six or more letters or meaningful sequences.of four to five words were
flashed as unifs on & screen, recognition proceeded much more quickly —- aemon-

strating that information can be "chunked" or grouped into larger units than

single letters.

8Gibson, Shurcliff and Yonas, (1970) in press.
S6ivson (1970)




Short-term memory may contain only four or five elements at any
one time, but each of these elements may be a single letter or a
single word or possibly a meaning extracted from several words.
Sinece sentence meaning cannot be determined on a sequential word-by-
word basis, it is obvious that information from several printed
words has to be held in short-term memory at any'one time. The lecad
on short-term memory can be reduced by "chunking" information in
larger units (for example, by storing words rather than letters) but
this involves msking use of syntactic and semantic 1nformatlon that
must already by stored in long-term memory.

There are other reasons why reading could not be a letter by letter de-
coding of written information to sound. First, it does not take into account
the aspect of "blending": bi- and trigrams changing the direct correspondence
of letter to sound. But mest importantly, this process would have limited use.
~ We often are frustrated in attempts to correlate letters of an unknown word to
its sound, if we have heard but not seen the word. For the beginning reader
or second language learner, & great deal of knowledge is required in order
to meke good guesses at sound-letter correspondence, which the first language
speaker has already acquired. Kenneth Goodman says:

Even in an alphabetic system, the interrelationships between
the oral and written forms of the language are not_simple phoneme-
grapheme correspondences, but are relationships between patterns of
sounds and spelling patterns. The concept of regulariiy .. should
be seen in relation to constrained sequences. S is a regular repre-
sentation of /s/ in "sure" and "sugar", just as t is a regular rep-
regsentation of /s/ in "action™. The correspondence is consistent,
though it operates in limited circumstances (Venezky, 1967) .11
Another point in opposition to the letter-by-letter view is that context

and letter-combination redundancy make it unnecessary to read and sound out

every letter in a word. Certain features reduce the possibilities of other

10prank Smith, Psycholinguistics and -Reading (New York: Holt, Rinehart and

Winston, 1973)
Ylgenneth Goodman, "Analy51s of Oral Reading Miscues: Applied Psycholinguistics"

(Frank Smith, 1973), 164
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features occurring: for ihstance, in very few words in English does any letter
but 1.'u“ follow "q". Context, word order and semantié information meke informa-
tion obtained from identificatioﬁ of iétters o0ld news; this is how it is pos-
sible to read words which are partislly obscured. Furthermore, a8 Goodman
writes, "Oral language is no less a code than written language." (Smith, 1973)
Where is the advantage in transiating from dne code to another? If a reader
pauses over é word in his/hef réa&ing,,the sound of the word may imﬁediafely
_come to mind, It ﬁay seem to him that he is hearing the sounds of the words

as he reads and espeéially as he writes, However, this is not the same ss
translating from written language to spoken, or vice versa; nor 1is it a neces-
sary step belween the two processes, Does the reaﬁer, when reading a compli-
cated number like $3,525,010 in connected discourse, mentally say the number

as he/she reads? Does he/she paﬁse to sound out a foreign word when coming
across'it in a péragraph in English? There are many symbols used in writing
which may not have immediate phonetic correspondances; B omow o MW ang

" ,.." are symbols which usually need no translation to sound in silent

| reading. In reading Chinese -~- or Japanese or Korean written in Chinese
charackers —— it is not necessary to pronounce the characters. In fact, when
trying to read Chinese aloud there is often a problem deciding which pronunciaL
.tion among éeveral alternatives to use. There are few clues to pronunqiation '

within the character itself: pronunciation is determined from'context.l2

12Samuel o Martin, "Nonalphabetic Writing Systems: Some Observations": Lan-
gusge by Ear and by Eye, James F. Kavanagh and Ignatius G. Mattingly (eds.),
Cambridge, Mass.: - MIT Press, 1972, '
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FEATURE ANALYTIC VIEW

The featu:e—énalytic gpproach of Frank Smith looks at the question of how
reading takes place in a different way than the whble word. and letter-by~letter
theories, but uses elements of them both. Smith believes that actual identifi-
cation of a word is &8 process whereby features which look familiar are allocated
by the brain by a series of "feature tests" to their respective feature lists,
menfal categories in the reader's memofy of phenomena come across.in previous
reading and remembered/recognized.

The features that a reader differentiates between may be restricted by
ﬁis/her level of reading proficiency: featureé mey at one time be letiters,
at a later ftime spelling units, phrases, or words until a higher degree of
proficiency_is attained.

Smith is exceedingly cautious about the nature of features in readiﬁg,
and qualifies his ideas on them with many "It would seem..” pfefaces to what-
ever he is saying. However, figure 2 on the following page is a hypothetical
theoretical feature list against which configurations might be checked for
identification,

There are two types of word identification ﬁhere identification means
| that the reader now knows the name of the word, whether or not he/she under-
stands the meaning, TFor the accomplished reader, there is immediate word

‘identification; for the beginner, mediated word identification. Immediate word

. identification is essentially the same process one goes through when encounter-

-

" ing a 25-foot green, bristled, cone-shaped object in a cold, northern setting
and thinking "tree". The reader examines a visual stimulus and allocates it

to a class of things he/she already knpws. The two methods can be shown,




Features A B C E K L N U X Z

Sfraight segment
Horizontal -+
Vertical -
Oblique
Chlique \

Curve

Closed

Open vertically

Open horizontally
intersection -

++
-+
o+
++
+ +
++
+

Redundancy
Cycdlic change
Symmetry +

++ 4+ +
-+
+
+

+ .
+ + + + o+
Discontinuity

Vertical + ‘ -|- .' +
Horizontal . - 4+ 4+ -

Fig. 2. Example of a hypothetical possible feature list.
(Gibson 1965)
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simplified, as follows:

— T e
- ~
- N
4 ~
Distinctive ' Letter _ Word
features - identification identificatioh

—_— —

]

e Tmmediate word identification
Mediated word identification

Since the beginner knows only a limited number of words, a major part of his/
her work is esbablishing new word categories and their alternates which are
“functional equivalents, e.g., HORSE and horse and horSE. In order to first
identify a word, whether or not the verbal form of the visual configuratibn is
familiar to him/her. the beginning reader has to either ask someone.or avply |
spelling/phonic rules which may or may not be heipful., In order to eliminate
alternatives as to what a word might be, the reader can choose from four poten-
tisl sources of information:

1. visual (features)

2. orthographic (spelling regularities)

3. syntactic (position in phrase/senfence)

k. semantic (meaning in context}.
. The reader.analyzes a configuration for ail fdur possibilities zccording to

what he/she knows most about in each case, and analyzés all perts of the con-

figuration-beginning, medial and end positions. The feature-analytic approach

13prank Smith, Understanding Reading: A Psycholinguistic Analysis of Reading
and Learning to Read (New York: Hold, Rinehart and Winston, 1971}, 7

I
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does not mak¢ a gtatement on the sequence of the analysis; that is, whether
the eye proceeds ﬁo-discriminate features in groups (parallel processing) or
one at a time (serial processing);

‘The expectation held by a reader as to what he/shé will read depends upon
a variety of factors, one of which is context, where word order and redundancy
are important, Certainly evidence shows that knowledge of the structure of
the language takes precedence ofer analysis of visual features when the con-
figufation is unclear, In a case where context is not clearly helpful, such
as with a very.beginning reader or second language learner, other elements be-
come more important. Consider this example: a driver sees a distant sign on
g highway at night. Quife some distance before he/she is able to discriminate
individual letters, he/she Will‘pfobably have-gueséed the ﬁord. It is internal
awareness of what visual language looks lige and how its elements work tcgethef
in a unique way which help the distant worés.to be identified, even if they are
new words which have never been seen before..

An experiment by Frank Smith and Deborah Lott underlined this ability in
readers, Simple three letter words which they were normally able to identify
ﬁere shown to groups of fifst'grade children. The subjects were able to iden-
tify more letters when they were present in words shown on a screen at low in-
féhsities, than thgy vere individual letters shown at higher intensities.

.. One of the étronéest'factors enabling the reader to build up eipectations
about what letters will follow one anotﬁer, and what words will fallmiﬁ what
order is the redundancf-in all language. Redundancy occurs wherever informa-—
tion is duplicated by more than one souice, reducing the reader's uncertainty

about alternatives. For instance, the distributional redundancy of letters in

English shows that "e", "t", "a", "o", "i", "n" and "s" occur far more fre-




1k

quently than the least frequent, "z, if a letter occurs in a position that
requires a vowel, fhe choiceé are cut down from 26 possible cholces t0' 5. There
is also duplication in the orthographic and featural information that the_eyeé
perceive; when these overlap, redundancy occurs and thé reader canlmake iden-
tification on less featural information because he/she makes use of the se-
quential consfraints of the 1anguagé. Combinations like st-, th-, br- as well
as almost any-cénsonant and vowel palr are more likely to occur than combina-—
tions like tf-, sr—, bm-, ae- and uo-. If the first letter in a word is "t",
the next letter will almost certainly be h't, "r", "wﬁ, or a vowel., The ac-
tual uncertainty of letters -- the number of possibilities that a letter might
be -- decreases in English by 50% as each additional letter in the wofd is
identified. If the first letter of a word is "t" and the second is "h", you
don't require nearly as much information to figure out the second letter as you
did to identify the first letter, due %o the-restrictions of the language. .
There is & high probability in English that the second letter will be "h", aﬁd
" the number of possible alternatives is not 26 letters, but far less than that.

The amount of information needed to figufe out the rest of the word decreases

rapidly.

EXPERIMENTAL RESEARCH ON FEATURES

We will now cite a variety of érticle§ indicatiné mofe precisel& the na-
ture of the information which the eye picks up as significant.

We assume that letters, words and perhaps frequently used phrases are coum-
piled of features and gt times, mey ﬁhemselves he features. Configurations

represent a series of units; unity is conferred upon ther by the reader. The
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reader's expeétations of wﬁat he/she is going to read in the sentence colors
what he/she does in fact read. We define a distinctive feature as a discrimin-
gble e;ement common to more than one and less than all of a set of configura-
tions. As the blanks surrounding the set of configurations are components of
the set thémselves, they may also be considered distinetive features. Franz
Meésmer suggested as possible features "the gridiron effect due to the accuﬁula—
tion of vertical strokes and the iively effect of-a sequence of curved letters":?.
Zeitler at the Univ. of Leipsic 'in 1900 developed a "dominant letter" theory

{(Woodworth, 1938), He noted that certain characteristics of capitals and some
lower case letters séemed té doﬁinate the total shape of c;nfigurations, and
“that their positioning at the ends.of words mey increase the épaﬂ of distinétly
seén letters reported in tachistoscdpic experimenfs. For example, where let-
térs such aé tpt, tpM, MM, Mg" and.capifals extended above or below the general
line of pther letters in.groups, they séemed to dominate the word just as pre-
fixes and_suffixes éétch'the sttention of the éye in rapid visﬁal fixations,
whereas the.ﬁoweis and low profile coﬁsonaﬁts.are the most frequently.misread
and substituted among tﬁEmselves, filled out with "inner mental cbn‘tributions.'-'16
He experimented by presenting words fachistoscopally under low illumination.

The following are_examplés of subjects"reporting in Zeitler's experiment be-

i

fore théy wefe able to identify the entire configuraiion:

1oz, s. Woodworth, Experimehtal Psychology (New York: Holt;_Rinéhart and

6Winston, 1938}
16g, B. Huey, The Psychology and Pedagogy of Reading (New York, 1908)
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. Word {lashed by tachistoscope: - 8s reports:

Gold G 14

Haut H . t

Fliege _ F lg

Woche _ W ch (eck)

Streit St t

Minute . M t (Huey, 1908.)

.The tendancy to generalize from what is identified easily on the page and
to £ill in what most likely lies in between those identified segments was ex-
plored in a pioneering study by Pillsbury in 1897. . Typed words which had er-
rors in them were flashed on a screen. Their errérs consisted of letters |
omitted, substifuted or blurred over by an "x" typed over them. Generally,
the errors were not recognized by the 8s for what they really were, An absent
letter was defected in only 40% of the cases, substituted letters in 22%, the
blurred letters 14%. In those cases where the errors were detected, they
occurred most times in the beginning of a word, often to the left of what Pilis-
bury determined was the fixation point. Pillsbufy concluded that the Ss were
" not reading letter-by-letter, hut were attending to the general word shape te

grasp the essence of the configuration.

"Usually the word as a whole is given as read definitely and
distinctly as a whole, then several letters are given as most
. definite, or as cleariy seen, while others are not so clear, or.
the subject may be in doubt whether they were seen at all., 1In
many ceses it was noticed that the letters which were most cer-
tain and of whose presence the subject is most_confident were not
on the slide, but were added subjectively..."

Following are examples of the experiment's results:18

lTPillsbury (Huey, 1908)
181pia.
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Tetters exposed: Word Read: Subject's Comments:

kommonly : ' commonly ' "But I can't make out
the first letter.”

fashxon fashion "Didn't see the i."
duplably culpably "The ¢ was not clear."
uvermore :  evermore "Seems to be ann
: before it,"
19

A more receﬁt experiment, by W. E., Foote and L. L. Havens ~, suggests that
words beginning and ending with descenders and ascenders were recognized
earlier than those with flat-lettered beginnings and ends. They questioned
the assumption that was current.in 1965 that familiarity of words is a deter-
minant of their recognition ease, They theorized that if the stimulu§ material
were kept constant and the manner of obtaining a response was changed, the
variable which affected perception should show up despite alterations in the
subject's responding., Twelve 5-letter words were selected, one half of which
had a high f?equency of usage, one half having =& low freguency of usage. There
were three types of configurationsf words.begihning and ending with descenders
such as "y, Yg", "p“,'aﬁd "3" {example: young); words beginning and ending
with ascenders —- "h", "1", "t" (example: bresk), and words beginning and end-
'iﬁg with flat letters —- "a", "e", "r" (example: ocean).

Despensing with the procedure used in the experiment, a hierarchy inithe
results was noted. "Words in the descénder group were recoghnized earlier than

words beginning'with ascenders, Words in the ascender group were idéntified

more guickly than words in the flat-letter group. Their conclusion:

19W. E; Foote and L. L. Havens, "Stimulus Frequency: Determinant of Perception
or Response?" Psychonomic Science, 2 (1964), 153-154 -
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"Oonfiguration.. is a significant variable.,. suggesfing that
the overall structure of words... as defined by the shape of their
composite letters affects perception. This finding serves to empha-
size the importance of structurasl features in word recognition."
(W, E. Foote and L. L. Havens, 1965)
Gibson, Gibson, Pick and Osser?® experimented with artificial letter-like
. figures illustrating types of transformations in the structure. of 1etfers. The
experiment pfovides a hasis for determining what differentiates letiers from
one another‘and vhat they have in common, TFigures 3, 4 and 5 §ffer exemples of
. what the experimenters deve;oped as representative of transformation that oc-
curs in the alphabet. They represent line-to-curve trénsformation (example of
which is the change from "v" to "c"), rotation or reversal (example: "c¢" to -
"u"),.and perspective (example: "o" to "e"). Results of this experiment sug-
gest that at least some of the critical differences between the letters are
topological (presk versus curve), line versus curve; rotation transformations
of rigﬁt-left'réversal, up-~down revefsal, and perspective transformations of
left-slant and backwérd tilt., Overall error.scores among the various age
groups (subjects were four to eight years 0ld) decreased as subject age in-
creased, but the difficulty in discrimination was different for_thé various
transformations. Errors were most freqﬁent in differentiating betﬁeen per-
spective transformatibns, and the least difficulf task was discriminating
amoﬁg fhe topological transformaticns. Changes of rotation and reversal fell
in betwéen.. Withiﬁ these groups of-differentiation factors are éregg of ﬁer—

ceptual confusion for readers to whom the alphabet is new, or for whom the let-

ters are familiar but the sounds of a new language are different. An experi-

EOGibson, Gibson, Pick and Osser. Journal of Comparative and Physiological
Psychology. 55, No. 6, 897-906 '




Standard Line 1o curve IBO® Rotation ~ Siant back

Close
Siandard Line to curve 45° Rolation Slant right Break

Fig. 3. Examples of letter-like figures Hlustrating ditferent types of transformation.

(Gibson,1965)
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ment by Peter Dunn-Rankin21 provides insightful information on lower-case let-

ters similar in enough ways to create uncertainty for the new reader and cause

freguent error. In his study, he used a relative discrimination task rather
than an absolute discrimination task (in the latter, one of the letters in the
set would be the same as the stimulus, or targef letter). By analyzing the
cumulative.choices made over all possible pairings, he was able to assign linear
écale valueslto thé letters in regard to their similérity te all the other let-
ters in the alphaﬁet. The letters he 4id not test for similarity were those
that are used infreguently: .q, Vv, X, 2, His subjects were 315 Secoﬁd and
third graders in Hawaii who responded to two pages szach of English alphabet
letter-pairs. Each of the 2l letters tested was thereby used fifteen times as
a target against all 210 pairs for a total of 66,150 discriminations for the 21
most commoniy used letters of the alphabet, The task was arranged as follows

in the‘sample below:

(target letter) (pairs)
é o a b
v c
w d
u e
t f

Each subject was directed to circle the letter of each pair that locked

the most like the target letter.

21P Dunn-Rankin, "The Similarity of Lower-case Letters of the Engllsh Alphabet "
Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 7 7 (1968)

o,

R
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The factor groups derived from ihe correlations between the letter scales
which account for 90.T7% of the variances between the letters are as folloﬁs:
1) short, all-curved €,8,5,C;0
in comtrast with
tall, centrzl line dominated fal,t,k,1,h
2) closed, ascender/descender psd.b _
.~ 0,g,h partially)
in contrast with

w

3) partially curved, short n,u,m

w although not curved, w is similar
tom

h
k) - r
5) | | y

The experiment suggests that the factor groups appear to be based on size of
letters, formal similesrity, axial rotation, line-to-curve transformation; that

not many errors occur between letters of different orthogonal groups (p is not

mistaken for i,f,1,t,k); that within factor groups, particular feaiures of in-

dividual letters become more essential for correct discrimination.,




IT -1
1I C

Alphablanks is composed of a set of notched plastic pieces which fit
into the holes of a wooden peg board. These pieces are either red or yellow
and afe one of two siées: approximately 1 cm. square, or about 1 cm. by
2 cﬁ. They represent the lower case letters of éhe alphabet - yellow being
vowels (including y) and red, consonants., The two sizes represeﬁt three

types of letters: small letters (called flat or body letters) which include

all the vowels (except y) and the consonants ¢, m, n, r, 8, ¥, W, X, and z;
tall letters which ascend above the middle ramge: b, d, £, h, k, 1, and t;
and.tail 1ett?rs which descend below the base line: g, j, p, and y. Words
and éentences are spelled out in Alphablanks which representrthe letters of
English. Alphablanks reduces information about letter shépes to just fhose
features which were éhown in the preceeding section to be the most important,
At first the system may seem difficult to comprehend, but with a minute of
pracéice’the puzzle evélves into an exciting way to approach our writing
system. It points out relations between vowels and consonanﬁs that we
rarely'notice, démonsﬁrates how much of a. factor word-shape plays in recog-
nition, and underlines the importance of context clues, . It has a leveling
effect, putting everyone including the teacher, in the role of a novice
learning the alphabef because only the person who has written something in
Alphablahks knows immediately what a word or phrase means,

What we are concerned-with in this paper is Alphablanks and—its use
in teaching English, or any foreign language with the Roman alphabet, by

analogous application of the following techniques,

HOW ALPHABLANKS TEACHES THE STUDENTS TO MAKE USE OF REDUNDANCY

Alphablanks is like any other writing system in that it links the

e,
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structural form of what we say and the thought that motivates the act of
speech, But it is different in that it'eliminates a great deal of redundant
info;mation.' Featural information on the level of letters and words has
been reduced to five pieces: vowel,'consonaﬁt, and three sizes. Because
of the reduction in number of features, conte%t clues and sjnfactic infor-
mation must be utilized if the wordg are. to be reéd. The stuﬁent comes to
realize that it is not necessary to identify all the information that the
alphabet supplies; it is more efficient to read for.meaning and not for
1etters'or sound., Alphablanks is a way to train the reader to use this
semantic~syntactic or phonological rédundancy_to be a more efficient reader.

The features which Alphablanks uses are not tﬁe only features we uti-
lize in réading. There are occasions when several words may fit one Alpha-
blanks pattern and it becomes neqessafy to distinguish features oﬁ the level

~of letters: a from g; E‘from n. But it is not always necessary to use the
letter shape itself., As several of the above experiments showed, in words
where letters are substituted, omitted, blurred or obliterated, the readers
were still able to identify these words, often not noticing that anything
was wrong or not being able to éinpoint.exactly where.the error was, It
was also explained that what enabled the readér to read these words was
“information coming from the overall word shape and context. Letters can be
obscured in a word with no loss in reéognition - Alphablanks carries that
one steb further,

Frank Smith (1973) says: '"Only a small part of the information necessary
for reading comes from the printed page." By this he means that the infor-

mation we have stored in our minds about language makes redundant the infor=-
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mation we can get from letters and letter shapes. It is our mind which
values and interprets information to form meaning. According to Smith:

The skilled reader needs no more visual information to identify
a string of words than the beginner needs to identify a couple
of letters because all the additional information that the skilled
" reader requires is contributed by his prior knowledge of the lan-
guage, To return to the earlier definition of information as the
.reduction of uncertainty, the reason a skilled reader does not re-
quire as much information as a beginner is that he already knows
so much more, therefore his uncertainty is much less to begin with,
He goes on to say that "Comprehension must preceed the identification
of individual words." (Smith, 1973) 1In other words, if words are going to
be assimilated they must be understood, or given a meaning. Each of these
statements supports the use of Alphablanks. In order for the reader to
identify the Alphablanks words he must already have a good deal of infor=-
mation about the nature of the larnguage he is reading in. But even before
that he must have had some kind of comprehension of the overall meaning of

the phrase in order to have assigned even some kind of visual ~ acoustic

form to these words,

HOW ALPHABLANKS HELPS STUDENTS TO USE THEIR OWN PROBLEM-SOLVING ABILITIES
An essential aspect of Alphablanks is its dual aspect of ambiguity

and potential for development of problem-solving skills. Although Alpha-

blanks gives clues as'to_hcw words are spelied and where the divisions be-

tween words exist, it is leés specifid than the alphabet. 1In order to
understand a message a certain amount of reasoning must be used. Alpha-
blanks gives the reader clues to understanding but not .enough.that uncer-
tainty is wholly eliminated - and so he must think things out for himself.

This is an important feature of Alphablanks, Gibson (1970) mentions an

Lsmith, 1971, p. 102

L.p
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experiment she did dividing & group of children into three groups, one of
which was tolé exactly Qhat to look fof, a second told ﬁothing, and the
third told hints as to what to expect. On the first and second days of
tests the first group performed better than the seéond and third, although
on the second day the gap between the performance_df the third group and
the firsﬁ group was narrowing, Tests on the third'day showed that the first
group had not retained the information that they had received and their
performance declined. At the same time, the child?eh given a small amount
.of helpful information but not the exact specifications of what to look
for performed.much better than either the children given all the necessary.
informaﬁion or the children given none. She interpreted these results to
mean that if sfudents aré helped with finding.information but not given
this information outright, they will retain the information longer and make
better use of it. And there is another aspect to this - if we give rules
and information to the students that we think aré helpful insteaa'of giving
a little guidance and 1ettinglthem figure‘out the rest for theméelﬁes we
may. not only be depriving them of the chance to figure it out on their own,
but we may be giving them the wrong information. Smith says:
In one sense, of course the teacher does "know" what (the) critical
rules of featural and orthographic and semantic redundancy are;
otherwise, he could not be a fluent reader himself. But this special
information about redundancy is not accessible to our awareness, we
acquire and use it quite unconsciously, with the unfortunate result
that not only can we not pasg it on verbally, but we often fail to
realize how important it is.

As was said earlier ﬁith respect to lettér identification, it dqesn't help

to be told that n andlg andyn are the same. A child cannot knﬁw the prop-

erties of n unless he compares it to h'or‘g and discovers its distinctive

features with respect to other letters.

2Smith, 1971, p. 225
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The learner must bg allowed to make errors, to feel free to guess and
take chances in order to determine correctuness. Alphablanks is & strategy
allowing both for mistakes and differences in reading and the opportunity
to figure out on one's own the linguistic structure. A pattern like adad*
can be read in several ways provided there is no context surrounding it or
thefe is a context which will permit.equai meaningfulnesé. The teacher
should accept all answers which are appropriate as having '"solved" the
puzzle. If there is a mistake, for example, if the student says "take'
instead of correct responses like "rice" or "mine', he should be corrected
not by being given the answer, but by the teacher pointing to the small
red blanks and asking if rthat is the way t or K look. 1In this way the
teacher is allowing the child an additional chance to use his own knowledge.

One important aspect of Alphablanks which has not been mentioned yet
is the way in which Alphablanks changes the visual field that the learner
is working with, This is especially important ié the case of the learner
who has already had some trouble with leafning to read the alphabef or the
learner who has a different language orientation to the al?habet in English.
Instead of the letters which he may have been having trouble with he has
colors and word shapes - and more than that he can touch these shapes and
move them around, put them in and out of the holes, fixing - tacﬁually -
his ideas in his environmént. They get him involved manually as;well as
mentally. And the colors bring out new relatibnships in letters and words.
Changing the image of his problem may enable him to get around it. The
colors of Alphablanks and the necessity of thihking out what the colors

and shapes represent should make it easier to remember spelling.

*Darkened squares represent red blanks and clear squares, yellow.
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Renée Fuller, in explaining a readingISystem she developed and uses
with learning disabled children, said, '"Because letters or sounds by.them-
selves make no sensé, many children are stymied by rote memorization and
the mechanics of learniﬁg to read."> She feels that children benefit from
manipulating and creating forms of their own. Both child and adult language
. 1eérners need to try out and generalize from experience rules which they
need to make sensa oﬁt of what they are léarning. Alphablanks makes this
kind of analysis into a kind of game and gives the learner an experimental
testing ground in which to practice.
The most obvious.yet simple reason for using Alphablanks as aﬁ aid to
learning the alphabet and as‘a means of learning how to read more efficiéntly

.Vis that Alphablanks allows the learner to work creatively and have fun while

doing so.

HOW ALPHABTANKS RELATES TO DIFFERENT KINDS OF LEARNERS

Alphablanks helps the teacher to diégnose the students' needs, abilities
and disabilities; to look for strengths and teach to weaknesses, Many
common problems can be caught quickly with Alphablanks. Some of these are
of more concern to the teacher of.students with learning disabilities, but
many are of importaﬁce to the teacher of students who come from the back-
ground of a different writing system. Typical problems will be.§tudenté
who place blanks'from right to left, whe mix up ascending and descending
letters, or who do not distinguish consistently between consonants and
vowels, Other problems to look for may be how quickly the student can copy
a pattern or write one in Alphablanks - dqes he/she have a lot of trouble?

3Fuller,- Renée, '"Breaking Down the IQ Walls: Severely Retarded People Can
Learu to Read", Psychology Today, Vol. 8 no. 5 (October 1974) p. 97.
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Each student will have different abilities and must be treated differently,
The teacher Sﬁould be on the watch for problems that students have when writing
with Alphablanks -~ these are also problems which will appear in his wriiing
the alphabet.

There are five types of learners we must be prepared to work with when
developing strategies for Alphablanks for use in the language classroom.
Each group has different experiences when using the alphabet and will have
different kinds of problems.

A. Students with no present writing system. 1In teaching English as a
second language this is the most uncommon.. But this is of course the cate-
gory that‘nea¥1y ali children enteriné primary school belong in. The learners
in this group have to learn everything from the beginping, although in a
sense this is an advantége as they have no prior assumptions. The relation-
ships of .letters to blanks will have to be taught more thoroughly to this
kind of studeﬁt.

B. The second group would include students who uée an ideographic
system of ﬁriting. These students have some knowledge of what is going on.
when we write, but just have nothing resembiing the system in English. They
may have problems separating vowels from consonants and could probably be
expected to see words on more of-a whole-word basis rather than searching
for letter clues within words. These students also may have moré'trouble
transferring speeéh to Alphablanks in a one-to-one relationship of blanks
to sound.

C. In the third group are students who have a syllabic system of

writing, for example, Japanese. These students would have some analogies
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to the alphabet in thei; writing but may have certain problems relating to
the alphabet. TFor example they may not ﬁecessarily think of the spaces
betweén all syllables. Also there may be trouble seeing vowels as such,
'All three of the preceeding grgups may have trouﬁle placing the alphabeﬁ or
blanks on the middlie or base Line in writing,

D. Students with & prior kﬁowledge of an alphabetic system other than
our Own, Iﬁ this category fall many Stuaents with very varied alpﬁabetic
experiences, fanging from speakers of Russian or Greek whose alphabets do not
differ very much from the Roman, to those students whose backgrounds are Thai,
Koreaﬁ ox Fa;si and are verj dissimilar. These stuﬁents may often reverse
letters, as may students in the previous three groups, fofget vowels, and so on,

E. The final group is composed of students whose alphabet is the same
or mearly the same as our own. Native speakers who have not learned the
' alphébét‘well and students of English who come from French, Spanish, or German
language backgrounds, among others, belong in this group. Most of these
latter, assuming they have learned their éwn alphabets, will haverlittle
tfoubie with t#e English alphabet, although they may have a good number of
misconceptions and assumptions which do not apply in English. For example,

' a.Spanish-br Italian-speaking student may assume that our alphabet represents
the sounds of English more closely than it really does. Native speakers of

| English who have a poor knowledge of their alphabet will have some of the
above problems, and may also share some of the confusions of a learner coming
from.an alphabetic system like Russian or Greek.

These last four groups share some similarities in that they have had ex-
perience setting thought into'print.__Their orientations to the alphabef vastly
differ and the teacher using Alphablanks must be aware of these differences.

He should try to draw from fhe varied strengths of the learners' language and

writing backgrounds.
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES.USING ALPHABLANKS

Teachera must remembef that we, who knoﬁ how to read, do not remember
what it is like to not know how to read. Different processes are involved
in learning to read and in reading fluently. Whereas the fluent reader
reads just'for meaning, the learner has to cognitively raallze the impor-
tance of redundancy and learn how to use it; What he most needs is prac-~
tice - practice in ofder to find the relationsﬁips between writing and
meaning, and practice to.usa these relationships to build up the speed

which is necessary to reduce the load on short term memory.

Teaching the Alphabet Using Alphablanks

There are many ways torga.about doing this; One way suggested in the
teacher's manual by Rosalie R. Saul and Susan Martin is to write the letters
of the alphabet in lcwer case letters on the blackboard, using red chalk
for consonants and vellow for vowels This technlque would be good for
the mast elementary classes and learners in category A above. Certain
steps can be left out or modified with other types of classes. Ask the
students to identify consonants aad.vowels if they can and to explain the
differences between them. Ask them to spell their names and to give you
other wards. Spell these worda in red and yellow letters on the black-
board and help them realize that all words ﬁafe vowels, Point out the
ascendlng letters and descending letters im the same way. Give_each
student Alphablanks and ask them to copy your alphabet on their boards,
The manual says "the vowels become spatial targets. A child who has al-
ready been threatened by‘the whole alphabet can now go from a to g, master

that much, them go on from g to i."4

4posalie R. Saul and Susan Martin, Alphablanks Teacher's Manual (Stamford
Conn. 1972) p.
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At this point an activity comparing similar words can be done.
Starting with a word spelled in blanks like at: afl, add a letter to the
Beginning, for example, b: ol . Keep relating the blanks to spelled words
on the blackboard. Substitute a letter for bne in the Alphablanks word:
c - ﬁ;D@. Moving slowly, go through a whole spectrum of words that can be
spelled with alphablanks, énd show - or let the students show you - that
several different words can be spelled with.the same Alphablanks configu-
ration. |

To emphasize the transitién between Alphablanks and letters if the
class is having trouble, make up a felt board with pieces of felt resembling
Alphablanks pieces. These pieces should be large enough to cover other
felt or painted letters. Put down a word in letters, then have someone
cover it up with Alphablanks. Or put down a word in Alphablanks and have.
people cover it up with letters and.then move those letters to the side and
_lef soméone else cover it up with different letters. Doing this.kind.of

intermediary operation makes the distinctions between letter sounds and

'letter shapes more obvious. L -
@ﬁg g @ fell

ball | Falk

Séudents Who are having difficulty at this stagé should practice
copyiﬁg ffbm letters to Alphablénks.and fiﬁding words which go with
| Alphablanks words shapes. Additional prﬁétice can be done at_a_ﬁbre
advancéd lével with éopying.words and sentences from speech. Mistakes
should not be corrected by giving the answer outright but by encouraging

the student to compare the letters and Alphablanks he used. It is impor-

tant to remember that as mugh information as possible should come from the
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student himself.

An activity which will further help a student with problems in writing
is to "spell" a sentence in Alphablanks and then read this sentenée, asking
the student to write down the sentence. Alphablanks will help him to find
thg lettérs which go with the sounds and to see spaces in between the words
by himself. |

Teaching Cerxtain Spelling-to-sound Relationships:

This must be done carefully. WNot all phonics rules are regular and
confusion may result, Also it is not a good idea to teach too many rules
until the students have already some grasp.of these relationships. Rules
tend to maKe students afraid;.especially in the case of English phonics
where these rules are easily broken. In general it is best to let the
studenté find their oﬁn‘rules. The teacher can help them do this by guiding
them in making generalizations.

Cne rule or generalization that is not too hard to teach.or too confus-
ing and is especially easy to see in.Alphablanks, is the rule concerning
2 silent e at the end of a one-syllable word, making the vowel long. It°

can be demonstrated that configurations like:

710 g rip : ai @ a ripe
ﬂ[la cub, mat, rod become “ ml]a f cubé,_mate, rode
a O man, can ' : @A 0 . mane, cane

To help students recognize spelling patterns, the teacher should put
down a letter on the blackboard and ask the students what letters can go
before it or after it to either begin or end a word. For example, in a

consonant cluster which begins a éyllable the second consonant is typically
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r or 1 unless the first is g; in which case the second consonant maj be
¢, k, n, £, or w. Look at the shapes which ére formed by these clusters
in Alphablanks and.ask the students to name words with these shapes in them.
The teacher can have prépared a board beforehand with words or sentences
spelled out on it. FThen he céﬁ ask the studeﬁts to find these combinations
of letters in the wofd shapes and tell him what words the shapes represent.

This exercise can alse be used in teacher training or a high school of
college level linguistics éourse to help people concerned with the spelling
configurations in English which are phonetically pﬁssible but just do not
occur. Fries (1962,3) mentions that there are at least 100 conéonent clus-
ters which-appear only at the ends of words, at least 40 which arefound only
at the beginnings, and only 3 which can appear in both places. Many pro-
nounceable clusters appear only internally within a word at a syllabic break:
recognize; and others mot at all: /Z1/.

Using Word Structure to Read

Write a word in Alphablanks which has many alternatives in spelling,
for example, w1 ® 0 (mine, rice). Ask the students te give you some sug-
gestions as to what this word may be. Write their suggestions on the
blackboérd. Yow tramsform the word shape somehow ~ make it plural or
singular by adding or suBtractiné_its infléctional.ending (or teiling the
étudents that the.ending is the same for the plural: deer —'deeri, or
changé'it to a third person .verb form. If it is an adjective, you can make
it into an adverb by adding -ly. Le£ the students ﬁell you which of their

word-suggestions are pessible for which transformation. If you use the

shape above, mine, rice, nice, and come,among many other words, can fit the
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form. Make this shape into an adverb: mﬂﬂoﬂﬂ and ask them which word can
fit this pattérn. Make-it past (in the case of Eggg, tell them the form
remains the same in the past). Ask them to name the new words which are
oW apﬁropriate; |

A related exercise helps students see typical word endings in Alpha-
" blanks. ‘Certain word endings are linked to syntactic forms, for example,

the -ly ending marking an adverb, or the noun endings -tion or -ness.

Make a list in Alphablanks of these words which fit this pattern, ask students
to figure out the wowds, and then practice recognizing them in sentences
which the students can make up.

Using Context to Read

Ask students to write sentences in Alphablanks and the other students
try to guess the sentences. In this exercise the teacher should play a
mediating role,_checking to make sure that the Alphablanks spelling is right
and suggesting clues to aid the students in guessing. In an exercise like
this conmon WordS'which have rare configurations will be very helpful, as
will the fact'that v is the only long yellow blank. A combination like
ﬂ%n is always the and thus signals that 2z noum will foliow, and the same
is true of @HE) which:is two and signals a plural noun. O cén be a or L.*
Another clue is P§ in a position which is possible for a verb - it Will
most likely be is. The teacher.and students becéme sensitive to_configura-
tioné like this witﬁ practice.

So far there is no way to mark apostrophes or punctuation in Alpha-
blanks. One possible‘substitution for the teacher to use is a small piece
of paper.inserted between blanks. Others include markers like pipecleaners,
cardboard, or even ~ if the teacher is not too horrified - a ﬁiecé.of gum

~

(in the case of squeamish teachers, a wad of clay) to be put in ‘a hole in

*Remember that I is in the lower case.
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place of a blank. It is a good idea to put parts of the sentence as it is

guessed on the board with lines representing blank words: '"The is

a ." sometimes helps students grasp the contxt more quickly.

Use word ending.clues and pronounceable letter-cluster information in addi-
tion to context to fill ian .the rest.
.This.activity can be cbﬁbined with one of the previous ones and playéd
‘as a game. A student writes a word in Alphablanks and other students must
ask him questions ghout if.to determine what this word is. (He must have
a specific word in mindf) These questions can be about transformations:
"What does this word look like if it is a verb?" or about context: 'Write
a Sentence-using this word.” T£f the students cannot guess the_word, he can
make up an additional sentence in Alphablanks:
) I@C}fg a® - Q ﬂ&nu@ (A plum is a fruit.)
e @ﬂ D‘&B ng aﬂ@.ﬂaﬂ (A plum is purple.)
or he can give a dgfinitidn orally.

Another activity using context is one where the teacher writes a
paragraph on the board leaving blanks every five or so words. Fifst let
the students try to guess the words which go in the spaces thrbugh context.
Then spell the difficult‘or ambiguoué one in Alphablanks and let.the

students use spelling clues to guess the words,

When the teacher to class this morning came
she saw that one was absent. " student, where
is Mary?" she asked. Mary came 45 minutes in
late. Mary said, "I was for the street- waiting
car this and a large elephant came and - morning
me up and carried away. We walked picked, me :
the park and down. streets. through, some (the)
Finally we came school and he put me . to, down
. I shéok his trunk he went away." The and, class (teacher)
‘liked Mary's story very but nokody balieved much

her.
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A paragraph which is more difficult both in vocabulary and context can be
used for more advanced classes.

Using Alphablanks to Illustrate a Grammar Point

This example practices using the words 'maybe', "probably" and “may be',
Make a list of four or five famous people (Muhammed Ali, Elizabeth Taylor,
Jimmy Cafter). Ask the students to make up three sentences for each person,
one sentence using each word you want to practice. Afterwards the students
must try to guess what these sentences are. A discussion can follow, if
enough opinions seem different., In addition to what we have been saying
all along that Alphablanks helps students do, this game helps introduce
jargon specific to each of the fields these pecple.are famous in; tells
the opinions, cultural or personal that the students may have about these
people ("Queen Elizabeth IT is beautifyl.” in Japan); and practices the
grammar ‘point.you had in mind. |

Most of these activities can be used with different levels of English'
learners, depending on the difficulty of the words or sentences used. Here
are some brief ideas on how to use Alphablanks to enrich. other activities:

1) When teaching a dialog, write it in Alphablanks instead of letters.
The process the studént must go through_when he reads the dialog in Alpha-
blanks will.help‘him learn it faﬁter and retain it longer.

2).When 2 student asks how to spell a Word, don't tell him; write it
in Alphablanks, |

3) After a.dictation, put: the correct form of misspelled words up in
Alphablanks and have‘the students who misspelled them correct themselves.
Or better yet, ask for volunteers in the class to gpell these words in

Alphablanks, -
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4) A similar activity can be done after an oral reading assigrment
where new words have been introduced. Put new words on the board in Alpha-
‘blarks and ask the students what these words are. Have someone come to the
~ board and try to spell them. |

All of these ideas stem from the concept that it is better for the-
student to have to do the thinking for himself. Ideally you never want to
give him more information than he really needs. Alphablanks is particularly
suited to do just this, because it a;lows the teacher to hint at something

without giving the answer himself.

GAMES TO PLAY WITH ALPHABLANKS
1. Use a pictufe and a word written in Alphablanks which the picture

represents. Let the students try to guess the word.

£ 2 4 | —  (dog)

e
L : _
‘E 2 : gom@ O&0 ‘ i (canine) - for more :
' . ‘ advanced students
2. One student puts down a blank representing the first letter of a word

he knows; The second student puts down another blank which combines with

the first and together represent the first two 1e£ters of a word he knows.
The third student again adds a blank. represeﬁﬁing the beginning of 2 word,
and solon. Each student may be, and prébably is, thinking of different
words (or none at all ~-he may be faking.it). If at any point a ;layer
thinks theré is no word that can be spelled this way he can challenge - and
if the previous player‘had no word in mind eor if it is spelled wrong he loses
a point: if there is a word then ﬂé gains a point. When all players agree

that the word is finished the round ends.
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3. Place a vowel on the board, in the middle of a line. Students add
one letter .to either side to make a word each time  After four or five
letters have heen piaced‘ they can subtract letters to make different words.
This can be done adding morphemes or syllables on to make more words. After
a word has several syllables letters or syllables can be spﬁtracted in the
éame ﬁay to make new words.

1) o (a, e, i, o, ©)

2y ef  (at, it, of)

3) flo (hat, hit)

4) QQQ‘J (hate, take)
'S)GEng. (state, stake, shake)
From a base like mEDED_ you can add syllables to make 2) @'ﬂuﬁﬂﬂﬂﬂg

(statement) . 3) eoafold DBD@@ (restatement). - ) T L

4, A student thinks of a word and shows a certain number of places to
correspond with the number of letters in the word. Other students ask
questions 1like "TIs there a high red blank?" '"Is there a middle yeliow
blank?" and so on. The student has a choicerof where ﬁe wants fill in the
the blanks according to their questions. For example. if his word is "train"
he marks five spaces on the board _ _ _ _ _ . One student asks if there is.
a small xed’ blank. He says yes, and has the choice of putting é_blank-in
one of two places. A third student asks if there is a tail red blank and
the leader says no and marks a point against the group. After a few more
questions the word is fille&‘in with blanks: BBO0B. 1If someone can guess the
word he gets a point, but if by the time that all the blanks are filled in

a student guesses a word that fits the blanks but is not the word the leader

wanted, he gets a point but the search continues,
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5. The teacher or a student writes a consonent cluster and a vowel on the
Alphablanks board. Students in turn write words before, after, or around

this basiec pattern:

| @a” (ple. glo, gho)
Q Eﬂﬂ'ﬁ'@ = (example)
' @Emaam (please)
Eﬂuoa (gLoom)
a@o all (ghost)
- EQGGE@UGE ( throughout)
6. One student puts down a word in.Alphablaﬁks. The sgcoﬁd student puts

dowvn a secoﬁd word which he fhinks can go with the first word. Each student
adds another word. This is like the second game above in that each student
has a different set.of words in mind. A student who thinks that the configu-
ration cannot Be a séntence or that the sentence is fiﬁisheﬁ can challenge
or aék.to stop. If he challenges and the blanks do not make a sentence or
part of one, the previous student loses a point. If he aske to stop, all

of the studénts must agree.that it is the end. If another student can add

a word or group of:words to finish the sentence, he gets a point.

EBa Enﬁ oA e Ros

the (dog (is ({in his  .....
top lin {is Aher
big Jit Jon jhim

or it tin
an Ben
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