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CIERA Inquiry 1: Readers and Texts

What are the characteristics of readers and texts that have the
greatest influence on early reading? What are the tasks posed to young
readers by currently available beginning reading programs?

In this study, Menon and Hiebert consider the tasks for beginning readers
posed by currently available beginning reading programs.The authors identi-
fied a set of guidelines for evaluating beginning reading texts. According to
their model, such texts should be engaging, accessible, and generalizable.
Menon and Hiebert used these guidelines to examine the literature compo-
nents of three influential first-grade reading programs—a Literature-Core
(LO), a mixed Literature/Phonics (LP), and a Phonics-Core (PC) program.

Menon and Hiebert found that (a) all three programs rated favorably on the
content portion of the engagingness scale, though the LC program rated
higher in terms of language and design; (b) none of the texts proved to be
very accessible; and () all of the programs introduce children to most of the
100 most frequent words in English. However, even the very early texts
introduce children to a large number of rimes without providing many repe-
titions of them, which renders the text less generalizable.

As a group, these three programs do not attend to text characteristics that
are crucial in promoting reading acquisition. If struggling readers are not to
be left behind, these issues must be addressed before early reading texts are
published and selected.
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point at which they are introduced to the literature anthologies. Assume that
teachers use these books in accordance with the publishers’ intentions. It is
still not obvious, to us at least, how children will be able to handle the level,
type, and volume of text expected of them after a semester of reading skills
instruction. The amount of text to be read now needs to be squeezed into
half a school year, which implies that children are able to read and digest
text at a very rapid pace. On the other hand, it may well be that in school
districts where the LP program is mandated, teachers who have difficulties
with the reading experiences of the phonics readers and/or little books may
use only the literature components of these programs in their instruction. In
that case, children will be expected to read these texts from the very begin-
ning of the year.

The PC program, in contrast, intends the literature component to be used to
supplement phonics instruction. Children read only 10 literature books
through the whole year, with the reading of each text being separated by
several weeks. These texts are introduced after about a month of first-grade
reading instruction, and children are not expected to meet any reading stan-
dards with regard to these books. All of the books are read aloud by teach-
ers the first time, and children are expected to answer content-related
questions. It is very unlikely that teachers will indeed use these texts in this
manner. It is more likely that most teachers will use these texts as opportuni-
ties for providing reading instruction.This program raises concerns, not only
because of its low engagingness, but also due to its accessibility and general-
izability features. We suggested earlier that programs with short but varied
kinds of texts would provide the best basis for reading instruction. The PC
program, in contrast, provides very few texts (i.e., a narrow selection), each
of which is relatively long (with the exception of the first few texts) and
dense. Our findings suggest that “controlled” texts, such as these, are not
controlling for certain crucial text characteristics that could aid reading
instruction.

The LC program uses its anthologies as the core vehicle for reading instruc-
tion. It therefore becomes all the more imperative that these texts provide
opportunities to support systematic instruction. Our analysis did reveal that
the texts in this program were rated as the most engaging to first graders.
However, as we have argued, engagingness is a necessary but not sufficient
condition in the capacity of texts to support reading instruction, especially
for beginning readers, many of whom have had restricted opportunities to
interact with text. The opportunities provided by the LP texts are not sys-
tematic. The program seems to be based on the premise that beginning
readers can develop a rapid recognition ability with a large and diverse cor-
pus of words, many of which are very difficult words for young readers.
Only a relatively small number of words, almost exclusively high-frequency
words, are repeated with any frequency. It is also interesting that while the
anthologies form the “core” of this curriculum, many of the texts are read-
alouds and read-alongs, at least until the fourth time period (which corre-
sponds to about March of first grade). The argument could be made that
these texts are not intended to be read by children at the early stages of
instruction. In this case, we wonder why these texts are being marketed as
very expensive, every-pupil anthologies rather than in Big Book formats.

In the final analysis, we conclude that none of these highly successful pro-
grams is able to instantiate these crucial text features in ways that could sup-
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port reading acquisition, especially for students who depend on schools to
help them learn to read. From all indications, the trajectory of reading acqui-
sition for these children is much more gradual than these curricula would
lead one to expect. Even if the texts are being read aloud to children (rather
than being read by them), we can raise questions about whether children
who are only beginning to attain phonemic awareness can track the sheer
number of words in these texts, not to mention the high proportion of mul-
tisyllabic words.

In conclusion, we argue that, irrespective of the philosophical orientation,
prominent (and in some cases mandated) reading programs are not attend-
ing to principles crucial to the design of superior instructional texts for
beginning reading. Although we applaud the recent shift toward more
engaging and authentic literature for children, we believe that this should be
accompanied by an understanding of what constitutes a “considerate” text
for beginning/struggling readers and their teachers. We reiterate the need
for distinguishing between texts read to children and texts read by them.
Children need multiple and varied opportunities for familiarizing themselves
with authentic literature; however, we must be very careful that in our
efforts to provide these opportunities, we do not inadvertently set children
up for failure. We are not arguing for a return to the contrived texts of the
past where a single type of word (phonetically regular, high-frequency) was
emphasized to the point of readers’ exasperation. Rather, texts should be
based on multiple criteria, which would include, at a minimum, exposure to
a core of high-frequency words, a corpus of words that would encourage
students to apply the alphabetic principle, and a set of ideas and experi-
ences that would support reading for meaning and enjoyment (Hiebert,
1999).

It is also important to question the centrality of the literature anthologies in
many reading programs today. The anthologies originally evolved as books
that were meant to be read by children (Chall & Squire, 1991). However,
many of the texts included in the current set of anthologies are meant to
serve as occasions for either teacher read alouds or “shared reading” (as in
the LC curriculum). Given the high costs to districts of procuring these
texts, it is important to ask if the form (of the every-pupil anthology) is now
appropriate for the function (read-alouds and read-alongs). Finally, more
empirical attention needs to be paid to the teacher “guides” (which are cur-
rently little more than thick compendiums of suggestions) to determine
what kinds of scaffolds they provide to beginning teachers and how they
might be designed in a more useful manner.
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Appendix A: Text Engagingness Rating Scales
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Instructions

Please rate the text along the three dimensions described below. Each
dimension is assessed along a 6-point scale, with “6” representing a high
quality text in terms of that dimension, and “1” a poor quality text. While rat-
ing the texts, please keep the over-arching questions (described along with
each scale) in mind. Assume the audience to be first-grade readers. Indicate

your choice by circling one of the numbers along the scale.

l. Content

Overarching questions:

* Are the ideas important?
(2) Are the ideas personally, socially, or
culturally relevant?

* Is there development of an idea, character,
or theme!?

* Does the text stimulate thinking and/or
feeling?

Scale

6 5 4 3 2 I

Comments:

Il. Language

Overarching questions:

* Is the language rich in literary quality?

* Is the vocabulary appropriate but
challenging?

* Is the writing clear?

* Is the text easy and fun to read?

* Does the text lend itself to oral
interpretation?

Scale

6 5 4 3 2 I

Comments:

I1l. Design

Overarching questions:

* Do the illustrations/art enrich the text?

* Is the use of design creative and attractive!?
* Is there creative/innovative use of print?

Scale

Comments:
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Appendix B: 100 Most Highly Frequent Words in the

English Language
1.the 26.0r 51.out 76.its
2.of 27.by 52.them 77.who
3.and 28.o0ne 53.then 78.now
4.a 29.had 54.she 79. people
5.to 30.not 55. many 80. my
6.in 31.but 56.some 81.made
7.is 32.what 57.s0 82.over
8.you 33.all 58.these 83.did
9. that 34. were 59. would 84.down
10.it 35.when 60. other 85. only
11.he 36.we 61.into 86. way
12. for 37.there 62.has 87.find
13. was 38.can 63. more 88.use
14.0n 39.an 64.her 89. may
15.are 40.your 65.two 90. water
16.as 41.which 66.like 91.long
17. with 42. their 67.him 92.little
18. his 43. said 68.see 93.very
19. they 44.if 69. time 94. after
20. at 45.do 70. could 95. called
21.be 46. will 71.no 96. words
22. this 47.each 72.make 97.just
23. from 48.about 73.than 98. where
24.1 49.how 74. first 99. most
25.have 50.up 75.been 100. know
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Appendix C: Description of Decodability Levels

LEVEL PATTERN EXCLUDES EXAMPLE
1 Al Al
CvV me, we, be, he, my, by, so, go, no
2 C-V-C No words ending in R or L man, cat, hot
V-C am, an, as, at, ax,
if, in, is, it,
of, on, 0x,
up, us
3 C-CV she, the, who, why, cry, dry
V-C-C-[C] No words ending in R or L ash, itch
C-C-[C]-V-C r-C or I-C (e.g., fort, mild) or V- | that, chat, brat, scrap
gh (e.g., sigh)
C-V-C-C-[C] back, mash, catch
C-C-[C]-V-C-C-[C] crash, track, scratch
4 [C]-[C]-[C]-V-C-e bake, ride, mile, plate, strike, ate
5 C-[C]-V-V-[C]-[C] No words ending in -gh (e.g., beat, tree, say, paid
laugh, through, though)
V-V-C-[C] eat, each
6 C-[C]-Vr car, scar, fir
[C]-[C]-Vr-C farm, start, art, arm
[C]-[C]-V-II all, ball, shall, tell, will
C-[C]-V-I-C told, child
C-[C]-V-V-I-C could, should, field, build
Dipthongs boy, oil, draw, cloud
8 Multisyllabic words dinosaur, petulant
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CIERA Research Model

The Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement (CIERA) is
the national center for research on early reading and represents a consor-
tium of educators in five universities (University of Michigan, University of
Virginia, and Michigan State University with University of Southern Califor-
nia and University of Minnesota), teacher educators, teachers, publishers of
texts, tests, and technology, professional organizations, and schools and
school districts across the United States. CIERA is supported under the Edu-
cational Research and Development Centers Program, PR/Award Number
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Improvement, U.S. Department of Education.

Mission. CIERA’s mission is to improve the reading achievement of Amer-
ica’s children by generating and disseminating theoretical, empirical, and
practical solutions to persistent problems in the learning and teaching of
beginning reading.

CIERA Inquiry 1
Readers and Texts

CIERA Inquiry 2
Home and School

CIERA Inquiry 3
Policy and Profession

The model that underlies CIERA’s efforts acknowledges many influences on
children’s reading acquisition. The multiple influences on children’s early
reading acquisition can be represented in three successive layers, each yield-
ing an area of inquiry of the CIERA scope of work. These three areas of
inquiry each present a set of persistent problems in the learning and teach-
ing of beginning reading:

Characteristics of readers and texts and their relationship to early
reading achievement. What are the characteristics of readers and texts
that have the greatest influence on early success in reading? How can chil-
dren’s existing knowledge and classroom environments enhance the factors
that make for success?

Home and school effects on early reading achievment. How do the
contexts of homes, communities, classrooms, and schools support high lev-
els of reading achievement among primary-level children? How can these
contexts be enhanced to ensure high levels of reading achievement for all
children?

Policy and professional effects on early reading achievement. How
can new teachers be initiated into the profession and experienced teachers
be provided with the knowledge and dispositions to teach young children to
read well? How do policies at all levels support or detract from providing all
children with access to high levels of reading instruction?
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