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THREE ARGUMENTS AGAINST WHOLE LANGUAGE

nineteenth-century explorer who traveled through the Amer-
ican West” (431-432), a passage I suspect would be of great
interest to a minority of readers.

Just and Carpenter (1980) conclude from their studies
that in “ordinary” reading, “almost all content words are fix-
ated” (329), noting that this applies to narratives as well as
scientific texts. They also, however, note the following:

Of course, this is not the case when adults are given simple
texts, such as children’s stories; under such circumstances,

these same studies show an increase to an average of two words
per fixation. (330)

In other words, as reading is made less demanding, eye fixa-
tion behavior becomes more normal.

In all eye-fixation studies, readers are asked comprehension
questions or are asked to summarize the passages after they
read them; they must try to remember what they read as they
read it, which is certainly abnormal behavior. This is true in
all eye-fixation studies I have read.

Subjects in Just and Carpenter (1980) were told not to
“memorize,” but they knew they would be asked to orally
summarize the passages after they read them. In addition,
they were asked “not to reread the passage or parts of it”
(335). It is thus no surprise that the readers fixated on more
than 80 percent of the content words in the passage.

In Ehrlich and Rayner (1981), comprehension questions
were asked either before or after reading the passage, and
subjects were told that “the most important part of the exper-
iment was to be able to answer the questions” (644). In
Rayner et al. (1991 ), subjects were asked to read five- to eight-
word sentences and then “report the sentence verbatim (or
paraphrase it, although subjects tended to report the sentence

EYE FIXATION STUDIES * 5

verbatim)” (168). After the subject reported as mhuch Efe::l:z
sentence as possible, “the experimentc.ar‘ recorded the .;,:115 ]Sen_
response and gave feedback by reciting the sngmarefu“ |
tence” (168). This is strong encouragement to read c Y.

i d
In eye-fixation studies, readers are plac;d ;ln an a;wckx:a;n
i ing i to focu
i ition for reading, making it harder
physical position : ot i
i Smith (1994) has noted,
the text and meaning. As ' S e
i j move their heads, becaus
studies subjects cannot even s i
i i Imets (255). In addition, qu
chin rests, bite plates, or he .
ten texts are read off computer screens that all.ow subjects to
see only one line at a time. Making the situation even more
artificial, in some studies, before reading the text, readers

must look at an asterisk located in the upper-left hand come;
of the screen (where the first word will eventually appear_) an .
» 2 t 0
i “ready” button. If the reader’s poin
at the same time press a “rea : ‘
regard is not within one degree of the fixation point, .then thlnef
text is not displayed, and the experimenter must recalibrate.
the accuracy is adequate, then the text appears c;ln the }sicrx;e:
i i der indicates that he or she ha
and remains there until the re:‘J ; =
finished reading by pressing a “done l.autton. Then t?e ﬁx;;tltc:;l "
point reappears and the subject initiates presentation 03)1
next screen as just described. (Just and Carpenter 1984, 15

To summarize: In eye fixation studies, readers are ask;ld tg
read something they did not select and that may lzie either 1:,:2(1
i i i t to the reader; readers are p
or boring but is surely irrelevan . ’ s
ina Clofkwork Orange—type contraption while readllgg,h the hte\::
3 they ha
i ter screen; and readers are to '
is presented on a compu . ey s
reading as they are r g
to try to remember what they are . .
addizrion, they are sometimes told that there might be oclidls;);;l)lnﬁ
errors in the text but they should ignore them (e.g., Zola 4
is hard to imagine a stranger situation.
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8 '+ THREE ARGUMENTS AGAINST WHOLE LANGUAGE

Carpenter 1987, 447). In my view, the summaries are more valid
than the reading comprehension test: Just, Carpenter, and Mas-
son’s results actually show that speed readers do perfectly well in
reading for their own purposes, but do not do especially well when
reading according to someone else’s agenda.

Notes

1. Brady and Moats (1998) argue that just the opposite is true, that “ask-
ing participants about the content of what they read is a realistic way to
assess if they were reading normally” (9). But when readers know in ad-
vance that they will be quizzed on the content of what they are reading,
or know that they will have to paraphrase what they are reading, the
process is not normal: Instead of focusing on understanding the message
(the route to long-term memory), readers in this condition will try to put
information in short-term memory while they are reading—they will
make a deliberate effort to remember, a process that disrupts comprehen-
sion (Smith 1998).

2. Brady and Moats note that this kind of situation “is not the way some-
one would like to sit to read for pleasure” but ask whether there is any
theoretical rationale “that holding one’s head still and reading off a mon-
itor alters the cognitive requirements of reading” (9). Of course there is:
Head movements are a natural part of reading, as is allowing the reader
to focus on what he or she wants to focus on. Restricting subjects’ gazes
so they must read what and where someone else tells them to read is vio-
lating what is perhaps the most central aspect of normal reading.
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