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ABSTRACT
"Sing, Spell, Read, and Write" (SSRW) was designed for teaching reading,
writing, spelling, and speaking in kindergarten through Grade 3.
Throughout the program there is a strong phonics orientation. Given the
growth of SSRW in schools across the United States, the present study was
designed to evaluate its effectiveness in a large metropolitan school district.
Eight randomly selected SSRW schools were divided into three strata (high,
middle, and low) on the basis of socioeconomic status and were individually
matched at the school and class level with nine comparison schools on the
basis of socioeconomic status, racial makeup, and standardized achievement
scores. Analysis of reading, writing, and spelling scores indicated that SSRW
was somewhat more effective than the traditional (basal) curriculum for
teaching word attack and letter-word identification, especially for students in
low-stratum schools. For more complex language skills, such as writing and
oral reading comprehension, SSRW was not more effective than the
conventional curriculum.

INTRODUCTION
The never ending controversy concerning the "right" way to teach
reading, is alive and well. Confounding the debate over whether to
focus on or ignore phonics is the growing debate over whether to follow
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a basal approach or the whole language philosophy. Generally the
cause of the discussion stems from whether systematic instruction (such
as basals) is more effective in teaching reading than following a whole
language philosophy, which some consider to be exclusive of systematic
instruction (Goodman, 1986; Veatch, 1988). Basal programs in recent
years, however, have lessened emphasis on skill instruction (including
phonics) and have moved to more literature-based, constructivist
orientations in response to the whole language movement. While basal
programs have been lessening their emphasis on phonics, a program has
emerged where the primary emphasis and instructional content is
phonics. The program, named "Sing, Spell, Read and Write" (Dickson,
1972a), is in use in several states throughout this country and in Canada.
According to Dickson (1972a), Sing, Spell, Read and Write (SSRW), was
designed to provide an "integrated" approach for teaching spoken
language, reading, spelling, and writing, either as a stand-alone
reading /language arts program or as a supplement and booster to basal
reading instruction.
Because SSRW as an integrated language arts program had not been
fully evaluated and because of its increasing popularity, we investigated
the achievement outcomes in reading, writing, and spelling of students
in SSRW and students in a district adopted basal reading program.
Since attitude toward reading is also an important issue, we also
included a comparison of student attitudes toward reading in general
and teacher attitudes toward SSRW.
While the results of several studies have yielded support for phonics
instruction (Bailey, 1967; Carnine, 1977; Guthrie & Seifert, 1977; Hislop
& King, 1973; Juel & Roper/Schneider, 1985), none of these studies
involved programs designed to teach more than phonics. Nor has
research provided clear-cut answers to such questions as to how much,
when, how long, at what levels, and in what contexts reading can be
taught. Added to the overall concerns about teaching reading in
general, is the continuing debate about when to sequence phonics skills
into the curriculum, how to best teach them, or how much time and
emphasis should even be given to this component of the process (Chall,
1983,1967; Kameenui, 1993; Perfetti, 1985; Stahl, 1992).
There is general agreement among some experts that recognizing and
learning sound-symbol correspondences are essential in the reading
process and that they are best taught in meaningful contexts (Adams,
1990; Durkin, 1974; Griffith & Olson, 1992; Stahl, 1992). However, in
SSRW the learning of sound-symbol correspondences is first taught in
isolation, and it is not until the students reach a specified level that they
are introduced in text. While the program is finding widespread use in
some states, there have been no published empirical studies of its
effectiveness.
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METHODOLOGY
Subjects
Subjects were 1,591 kindergarten (n=596), first (n=640), and second
(n=355) grade students who were either participating in the SSRW
program or in the system's basal reading program. Data were also
collected from 21 teachers participating in the SSRW program. The
schools within which subjects were nested were chosen to be broadly
representative of schools in urban and suburban settings with respect to
racial composition and socioeconomic status of the student body.
Sampling Design
A hierarchical sampling structure was implemented, with schools
serving as the highest sampling unit. Of the 11 schools participating in
SSRW, eight were randomly selected for the study. Each of the eight
schools was matched to a comparison school within the same school
district that was similar with respect to proportion of students receiving
free lunch, percentage of African-American students in the student
body, and percentage of first-graders scoring at or above the 50th
percentile on the Total Reading subtest of the Tennessee Comprehensive
Assessment Program (TCAP, 1991). Schools were divided into three
socioeconomic strata (High, Medium, and Low) in order to examine
possible influences of this variable on program effects. Of the eight
selected schools, two were classified as high stratum, four as medium
stratum, and two as low stratum. All comparison schools were using
the system-adopted Burdett basal series for reading instruction.
A 3(Strata) X 2(Schools) X 2(SSRW vs. Comparison) scheme was the
basic sampling plan used for first grade reading testing (See Figure 1).
For all comparisons, SSRW classes were randomly selected within
schools and were matched to classes in the paired comparison school on
the basis of mean entering TCAP Total Reading scores (for first and
second grade) and class size. Where classes were homogeneously
ability-grouped at a particular school, a comparable ability-grouped
class at the comparison school was selected as the matched class. In
nearly all instances, suitable matches were identified. Reading pretests
were administered to a stratified random sample of 252 students in
order to establish initial comparability between SSRW and comparison
classes; no significant differences between treatments were observed.
Given the large sample size and the expense of individuallyadministered reading tests, a 50% stratified random subsample was
selected for reading posttesting from each class whenever feasible.
Modifications to the basic sampling plan were made if data from
matched comparison classes were not available for certain analyses, data
other than reading test scores were being collected, or if manipulation
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checks revealed threats to internal validity (e.g., if a SSRW class was not
implementing the program or a comparison class was using a similar
program). The basic sampling plan was fully implemented for posttest
reading testing in kindergarten and first grade. Since relatively few
second graders participated in the program, no subsampling was
implemented at that level (i.e., a 100% sample was drawn). Other
modifications to the basic sampling plan are discussed within the
context of the respective analysis.
Instrumentation
Five measures of language arts achievement were administered to
SSRW and comparison subjects in first and second grades: a spelling
test, a writing test, the Durrell Oral Reading subtest, the Woodcock
Letter-Word Identification subtest, and the Woodcock Word Attack
subtest. The same test battery, excepting the spelling test, was
administered to kindergarten subjects. Attitudinal data were collected
through a 10-item questionnaire measuring students' attitudes toward
reading and a questionnaire administered to teachers in order to
determine their attitudes toward SSRW.
Reading tests. The individually administered reading tests used with
the SSRW and comparison groups included the Durrell Analysis of
Reading Difficulty (Durrell & Catterson, 1990) and Woodcock Language
Proficiency Battery (Woodcock, 1984). Reading pretests were
Figure 1
Basic Sampling Plan
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administered in grades 1 and 2 and posttests were administered in all
three grades. All tests were administered by trained doctoral students
under our supervision. Additionally, two of us spent time in each of the
SSRW classrooms in order to observe and document teaching behaviors.
The Durrell Analysis of Reading Difficulty consists of a series of short
stories which students are asked to read. While the Durrell can test both
oral and silent reading comprehension, only the oral portion was used
because of the age of the students (in most classrooms, silent reading
comprehension is generally not stressed until the third grade). The oral
portion of the Durrell consists of 8 short passages. Each passage is
timed as the student reads orally and the number of miscues
(pronunciation errors) is recorded. Upon completion of the oral reading
of each passage, questions are asked to check the student's
comprehension. Miscues and time required to read each passage are
used to compute both basal and ceiling levels.
Two subtests of the Woodcock Language Proficiency Battery were
used. They were "Letter-Word Identification" and "Word Attack." For
the Letter-Word Identification the student must first identify letters and
then words in isolation. Of the 50 entries on this subtest, seven are
letters and the remainder are words. In the Word Attack subtest, the
student is shown nonsense words (up to 26) and must use decoding
skills to pronounce each word. Neither of the subtests is timed. Once
both the basal and ceiling have been established, each subtest is
discontinued. The basal is established with the first five consecutive
correct responses and the ceiling is reached when five consecutive
incorrect responses are given.
Spelling and writing. In order to evaluate the spelling and writing
achievement of the treatment and control groups, spelling tests were
given and writing samples were collected. The spelling test was
designed to be used with students who had participated in a variety of
spelling programs and was not dependent on any one spelling program.
Each class was given the same set of spelling words, the same directions,
and the same sentences for each word used. The spelling tests were
scored and the number of words spelled correctly were recorded and
used for the analysis. Scoring was based on correct spelling.
Handwriting was not a factor in determining whether an answer was
correct. The spelling test was administered to 6 randomly selected SSRW
classes and 6 randomly selected comparison classes at the first grade
level, and to all second grade classes.
To obtain a writing sample, students were asked to write short stories.
Each student was given an identical sheet of paper with a starter
sentence and an accompanying picture. The starter sentence, "This
puppy gets into trouble." was read to each student. No time limits were
set and papers were collected after all students had completed the task.
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The writing test was administered to all three grades. For kindergarten,
40 SSRW and 30 comparison samples were randomly selected; for Grade
1, 35 SSRW and 36 comparison samples were selected; for Grade 2 all
samples were selected.
Before introducing the writing test in the study, it was field tested
with two classes from a school not included in the research project. A
five-point scale was used to evaluate the writing samples and three
trained readers were used for the scoring. Each paper was scored by
two readers who recorded their scores on separate tally sheets. Upon
completion of the scoring by the two readers, the scores for each paper
were compared by a third party. If the scores of the two readers varied
by more than one point, the paper was then evaluated by the third
reader. An average of the scores determined the final score for each
paper. In all cases the rate of agreement exceeded 90%.
Attitudes toward reading. To evaluate the student's perception of
reading, an attitude survey was used. The surveys were read to each
student prior to their being given the reading tests.
We developed the attitude survey specifically for the SSRW
evaluation. There were 10 questions which required a "yes" or "no"
answer. We decided on the yes/no format given the age of the students.
The sampling plan used was the same as the reading posttest sampling
plan with one variation. Of the total number of students who were
administered reading posttests, 50 percent were randomly selected and
administered the attitude survey.
Teacher perceptions and observations. Teacher perceptions of SSRW
were gathered in two forms. Teachers were informally interviewed after
each classroom observation and a survey was left with each teacher
during the Spring semester. The teachers were asked to complete the
surveys and return them in a stamped, self-addressed envelope. The
surveys consisted of open-ended questions focusing on teacher
perceptions of the effectiveness of SSRW over the traditional basal
program. We visited all SSRW classrooms in order to observe and
document teaching behaviors and use of the SSRW materials. An
observation form was specifically designed to record teacher/student
interactions. A list of behaviors most often associated with good
teaching practices was generated for the observation form. During the
observations, frequencies of the behaviors were recorded. A total of 37
SSRW classes were visited.
SSRW Program
District policies prohibited a new reading program from supplanting
the district adopted basal series. However, for the purposes of this
study, teachers in the SSRW schools were allowed to use SSRW as the
primary source of instruction through lesson 20. School personnel and
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SSRW personnel collaboratively developed guidelines outlining the
number of lessons on which SSRW would be used as primary material
and where it would be appropriate for the transition into the basal
series.
The SSRW program consists of several charts, books (both readers and
workbooks), letter and word cards, tests, and audio tapes. The audio
tapes contain songs about several phonics generalizations. Through the
tapes, the students learn the sounds of letters and letter combinations.
The program has a "racetrack" chart which is posted in each classroom.
During the program, each student's progress is noted by placement of a
race car on the chart.
The first series of lessons which the students must master consists of
learning sounds in isolation for each letter of the alphabet. Because of
the attempts to isolate individual consonant sounds, most are distorted
with the typical "uuuhhh" sound following each letter. Once students
have mastered certain sounds, they are introduced to the accompanying
readers called Phonetic Storybooks.
Each of the first five readers focuses on a vowel. The stories are
comprised primarily of those words which have the identified vowel
sound. In the remaining Storybooks, the vocabulary is expanded
although there are still attempts to control the vocabulary by the phonic
generalization being studied. According to the teacher's manual, all
stories are to be read several times.
Throughout the program, students learn the letters, generalizations,
and spelling of words to the accompaniment of songs recorded on audio
tapes. The songs all correspond to charts which are placed either on the
walls or as in some cases, students have a copy of the chart at their
desks. While the song is being sung, students are to follow along,
usually with one student pointing the direction on the accompanying
chart.
For spelling, the students learn to spell the words they have learned to
read. The words appear in sentences similar to the sentences found in
the readers. Writing lessons consist of much of the same type of
activities. The students have workbooks in which to practice their
writing. Most of the writing involves filling in blanks or answering
questions related to words being learned.
RESULTS
Analyses
Separate multifactor ANOVAs or Ntests were performed on the
posttest achievement data for each test and grade level. Stratum X
treatment ANOVAs were conducted for kindergarten and first grade
data, whereas Wests were conducted on second grade data (all second
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grade classes were in middle stratum schools). Where the ANOVA
results indicated significant stratum X treatment interactions, planned
orthogonal contrasts were conducted between SSRW and comparison
group means within strata.
Reading Test Results
Letter-word identification. Significant main effects were observed for
kindergartners and first graders for strata, F(2,292) = 7.054, g = .001,
kindergarten; F(2,269) = 8.09, g_<.001, first grade and for treatment,
F(l,292) = 10.10, p = .002, kindergarten; F(l,269) = 6.83, g = .009, first
grade. Orthogonal comparisons showed that SSRW students at both
grade levels in the middle stratum schools scored significantly higher
than their matched comparison group. Middle-stratum second grade
students in SSRW schools also scored significantly higher than the
comparison group (see Table 1).
Table 1
Woodcock Letter-Word Identification Posttest Means
by Grade, Stratum, and Treatment
Group
Kindergarten
High Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Middle Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Low Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
First Grade
High Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Middle Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Low Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Second Grade
Middle Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
* Significant at g < .05.
"Significant at p_< .01.

Mean

SD

n

12.14
10.82

5.87
5.83

58
55

12.09
9.04

5.52
4.83

57
45

9.39
8.05

4.65
2.89

46
37

24.71
23.14

5.57
6.18

38
43

24.60
21.58

5.43
5.99

70
64

20.04
20.53

5.94
5.03

29
34

28.40
25.84

6.12
5.57

156
164

t
1.20
2.92"
1.53

1.20
3.07**
-.36

3.92"
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Word attack. Due to time constraints, middle-stratum kindergarten
students were not administered the Word Attack subtest. Therefore, the
strata factor for kindergarten data consisted of only two levels (high and
low). A significant main effect for treatment, F(l,136) = 17.26, rj < .001
and a significant strata X treatment interaction, F(l,136) = 6.77, p_ = .01
were observed for kindergartens. Significant main effects for treatment,
F(l,269) = 34.71, g < .001 and strata, F(2,269) = 5.62, p_ = .004, as well as a
significant interaction between strata and treatment, F(2,269) = 5.89, rj =
.003 were observed for first graders. Second-grade SSRW students also
scored significantly higher than the comparison group, t(318) = 3.92, p_<
.001 (see Table 2). Planned orthogonal contrasts revealed that the
positive treatment effect for first graders was attributable to differences
at the high and middle strata. Treatment effects were positive for
kindergarten students at both high and low strata, with low-stratum
SSRW kindergartners scoring significantly higher than their matched
comparison group, t = 4.54, p_ < .01 (see Table 2).

Table 2
Word Attack Posttest Means by Grade, Stratum, and Treatment
Group
Kindergarten
High Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Low Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
First Grade
High Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Middle Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Low Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Second Grade
Middle Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
* Significant at g < .05.
•» Significant at g_< .01.

Mean

SD

n

3.30
2.00

3.33
3.18

54
41

4.25

4.48

24

.16

.47

25

10.84
6.42

5.47
4.33

37
43

10.00
5.16

4.98
5.04

70
63

5.52
5.79

5.66
4.68

29
33

10.67
7.29

6.79
5.34

156
164

t

1.91
4.45**

4.03"
5.56**
-.21

4.96**
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Durrell Oral Reading. The strata factor for kindergarten oral reading
data also consisted of only two levels (high and low). No significant
main effects or interaction effects were observed for kindergarten or first
grade, but second grade students participating in SSRW scored
significantly higher than did the comparison group, t(318) - 2.97, p_ < .01
(see Table 3).

Table 3
Durrell Oral Reading Posttest Means by Grade, Stratum, and Treatment
Group
Kindergarten
High Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Low Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
First Grade
High Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Middle Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Low Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Second Grade
Middle Stratum
SSRW
Comparison

Mean

SD

n

1.35
1.45

3.35
2.48

52
40

.96
.56

1.46
1.36

23
25

7.95
8.28

4.40
5.21

38
43

7.94
6.89

4.28
4.32

70
63

6.41
6.79

5.41
4.69

29
33

12.40
10.78

5.32
4.41

156
164

t

-.16
.98

-.31
1.41
-.29

2.97**

* Significant at p_ < .05.
** Significant at p_< .01.

Spelling Posttest
Spelling tests were administered to 219 first-grade and 236 secondgrade students. The results directionally favored the SSRW groups in
every case except high stratum first-graders (see Table 4). Orthogonal
comparisons revealed only one significant difference between SSRW and
comparison students: low stratum first grade students participating in
SSRW scored higher than their matched comparison group, t(81) = 2.42,
£=.018.
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Table 4
Spelling Posttest Means by Grade, Stratum, and Treatment
Group
First Grade
High Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Middle Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Low Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Second Grade
Middle Stratum
SSRW
Comparison

Mean

SD

n

8.36
8.92

2.43
1.94

39
37

8.87
8.63

1.68
1.88

30
30

9.19
8.10

1.67
2.40

42
41

7.79
7.34

2.21
2.67

112
124

t

-1.11

.51

2.42*

1.42

* Significant at rj < .05.
** Significant at p_< .01.

Table 5
Writing Posttest Means by Grade, Stratum, and Treatment
Group
Kindergarten
High Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Middle Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
Low Stratum
SSRW
Comparison
First Grade
SSRW
Comparison
Second Grade
SSRW
Comparison
* Significant at p_ < .05.
"Significant atp_< .01.

Mean

SD

n

20.0
20.8

8.50
10.62

10
12

14.7
20.0

5.31
5.77

16
07

17.5
20.5

5.01
4.16

14
11

39.0
33.4

7.65
9.39

35
36

38.5
43.1

8.42
5.89

30
29

t

-.20
.51

-2.15*
2.73**
-2.43*
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Writing Posttest
SSRW kindergarten students performed significantly worse on the
writing posttest, t(68) = -2.11, p_ = .039, as did SSRW second grade
students, t(57) = -2.43, g = .018 (see Table 5). However, SSRW first grade
students scored significantly higher than did students in comparison
schools, t(69) = 2.73, g = .008.
STUDENT ATTITUDES TOWARD READING
Item responses on the student attitude survey were summed, and a
3(grade level) X 2(treatment) ANOVA was performed on the total
scores. A significant main effect for treatment F(2,557) = 19.20, g <.001
and a significant treatment X grade level interaction, F(2,557) = 11.58 p_ =
.011, were obtained. Orthogonal follow-up tests at each grade level
showed that SSRW kindergartners and second graders had higher total
scores than did their respective comparison groups, t(173) = 4.19, g <
.001, kindergarten; t(212) = 2.68, g = .008, second grade. No significant
differences were obtained for first grade students. Following the total
score analysis, responses to each item of the survey were subjected to a
chi-square analysis to assess differential item response as a function of
treatment status. Results were analyzed separately by grade level.
Several significant results were found for kindergarten. SSRW
kindergartners were more likely to agree that they liked school, X^(l) =
6.94, g = .008 (99% vs. 91%), regarded reading as their favorite subject,
X2(l) = 12.34, g <.001 (91% vs. 70%), and that they were good readers,
X2(l) = g <.O5 (97% vs. 86%). No significant effects were observed for
first graders, whereas second grade SSRW students were more likely
than comparison students to agree that reading was their favorite
subject, X2(l) = 10.35, g = .001 (76% vs 53%).
Teacher Perceptions of SSRW
A total of 21 out of the 37 participating SSRW teachers returned the
teacher surveys. Teachers responded to both close-ended and openended questions. When asked to rate their teaching effectiveness in
reading when using SSRW, 71% of the teachers responded "much
better," compared to 21% "better" and 7% "same." Ratings for teaching
spelling were 60% "much better," 30% "better," and 10% "same."
Teachers were very positive in reacting to the SSRW program overall;
92% agreed that they would recommend continuing it at their schools;
93% agreed that they would recommend its use system wide.
Of the 21 returned surveys, only 14 teachers responded to the amount
of time spent in teaching writing (20-30 minutes) and spelling (0 to 30
minutes) per day. Most of the time spent in writing was devoted to
"handwriting" and not composition.
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The majority of the comments on the teacher surveys were positive.
The few negative comments had more to do with (a) the quality of the
books and workbooks, and (b) the required use of certain aspects of the
program.
Several teachers emphasized the teaching of decoding skills which
allowed the students to "read" more words as a positive aspect of
SSRW. Another comment which appeared frequently was related to the
perceived confidence the students developed about their reading
abilities. Teachers attributed this confidence to the early foundation of
decoding skills, with many stating that the early foundation helped
build self esteem.
Some of the negative comments centered on the style of writing
required of the students. Teachers appear to want to remain with the
D'Nealian style of writing required by the school district. Several
teachers commented, both in the surveys and in interviews, about the
quality of the readers and the workbooks. These comments were
directed primarily to the format and structure but some were also
directed toward content. A few negative comments concerned the
repetitive nature of the program, suggesting that the children do become
bored after being involved in the program over a period of time.
One question on the survey asked the teachers to comment on the
"conditions or adjustments" needed if SSRW were to be used system
wide. Most of the responses concerned teacher options. Several teachers
stated that all aspects of the program should not be required in
kindergarten. The suggestions were directed toward letting the children
use more of a Language Experience Approach with the newly learned
words rather than requiring the children to use the readers or
workbooks. Generally teachers wanted more say in how the program
was to be used in their respective classrooms.
Observations of Teacher Behaviors
Observations were conducted in all three grades during the fall
semester and in kindergarten and grade 1 in the spring semester. Most
teachers in grade 2 had discontinued the use of SSRW by the time the
second observations were conducted. (The decision to discontinue
SSRW was based on the completion of all levels of the program.)
Specific teacher behaviors were identified and the frequency of their
occurrence was noted. Those behaviors which were most frequently
observed were: Gives guidance, Warm and accepting, Positive toward
students, and Enthusiastic. Those behaviors which occurred only part of
the time were: Checks for understanding, Reteaches when necessary,
Asks questions, Elaborates on answers, Offers assistance, and Gives
academic praise. The behaviors which were observed infrequently
were: States objective, States purpose, Allows wait time, and Models
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when lesson(s) not understood." Most of the comments about the
teachers were positive with a majority of them being directed toward the
relationship established between teacher and students. In a few of the
SSRW classrooms it appeared that teachers were more concerned with
routine rather than the substance of the program. Students in some
classrooms did appear to be bored with some students just repeating
sounds without following along with the wall charts.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
Achievement
To provide a clearer overall picture of the pattern of SSRW outcomes
on the different reading achievement measures, effect sizes were
computed and are graphically represented by grade in Figures 2-4. (The
effect sizes represent the difference between the SSRW and comparison
group means divided by the comparison group standard deviation.)
Patterns indicate that SSRW is somewhat more effective than the
conventional curriculum for teaching decoding skills, as measured by
word attack and letter-word identification subtests of the Woodcock.
The most pronounced effect size was observed for low stratum
kindergarten classes on the word attack posttest, with SSRW students
scoring at more than 8 standard deviations above the comparison group
mean. Word attack effect size also favored SSRW kindergarten students
at the high stratum, although the effect was less dramatic. First grade
posttest effects favored SSRW at every stratum in letter-word
identification and word attack. In second grade, moderately strong
positive effect sizes were observed for word attack and letter-word
identification.
Effect sizes for spelling in first grade were mixed, indicating
advantages for SSRW at middle and low strata schools, but slight
disadvantages at high stratum schools. In second grade a moderate
positive effect size was indicated.
For the complex language skills of writing and oral reading
comprehension, SSRW did not appear to be more effective than the
conventional curriculum. In fact, SSRW kindergartners tended to
perform lower than comparison students on the writing posttest with
mixed results on reading comparison. While writing and reading
comprehension effect sizes for first grade students were positive, they
were relatively weak (less than .45), with the only strong effect obtained
for writing (ES = 1.22) at the high stratum. In second grade, effect sizes
for reading comprehension were positive but small, while, in writing a
moderately negative effect size (ES = -.55) was observed. Overall,
considering all possible cell combinations in all three grade levels, 50
percent of the combinations favored SSRW in spelling, 58 percent
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Figure 2
Kindergarten Effect Sizes by Stratum
ES
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•

Note: ES = 2l / sqrt(d.f.e.).
Effect sizes were not calculated for Word Attack and Oral Reading at
the middle stratum.

favored SSRW in oral reading, and only 22 percent favored SSRW in
writing.
The very positive results in decoding skills were not surprising with
the amount of phonics instruction in SSRW. This early emphasis on
phonics is probably providing the students the foundation which may
be needed for word recognition (Chall, Roswell, & Blumenthal, 1963;
Dykstra, 1968; Juel & Roper/Schneider, 1985; Lewkowicz, 1980; Stahl,
1992; Williams, 1984). In addition to actual instruction in phonic
generalizations, the singing of the songs could be providing students
with the phonemic awareness which some suggest is needed before a
phonics program can be implemented (Adams, 1990; Griffith & Olson,
1992; Williams, 1984). Whether this early intervention of decoding will
impact on the students' ability to comprehend text later on remains to be
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Figure 3
First Grade Effect Sizes by Stratum

Strata
High
Middle
Low

Note: ES = 21 / sqrt(d.f.c).
Effect sizes were not calculated for Writing at either the low or high
strata.

seen. While SSRW students had a slight edge over their comparison
peers in oral reading comprehension, the results do not suggest that all
students should be placed in a SSRW program.
When the amount of time spent in the teaching writing, spelling, the
lack of emphasis of comprehension over decoding, coupled with the
predominance of rote activities, it is not surprising that the results of
posttesting in these areas was not stronger. The time used for reading,
writing and spelling is less in SSRW than in the conventional curriculum.
The activities which teachers use in SSRW, as suggested by the teaching
manual, do not appear to suggest the type of teacher-led activities which
actually "teach" comprehension or allow for much creativity in writing.
Any modeling, demonstrating, or attempts to promote metacomprehension, which were occasionally observed, appeared to be a
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Figure 4
Second Grade Effect Sizes
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result of individual teaching styles and not of suggestions found in the
SSRW manual. In fact, in one manual the following admonition appears:
Never tell the child a word! You may tell him to sound it again - or
remind him that the word is a rulebreaker or whatever, but let him do
the decoding. Do not direct him to look at the picture for a clue! That is
exactly what old sight-reading methods advocated, creating the problem
many children have today where they "look-and-guess" "bucket" to be
"pail" and "birthday" to be "party" etc. We want decoding and reading,
no looking and guessing! (Dickson, 1972c, p. 62)
Affective Outcomes
Possibly the strength of SSRW, in addition to teaching decoding, lies
in the area of affective domain. Students who participate in the program
do appear to enjoy the songs and games and overall their attitudes
toward reading are positive. The active involvement required of
students who participate in SSRW may be the catalyst for giving some
students, who might otherwise fail, that first positive involvement in
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reading. This is extremely important in an area where often the first
experiences with reading are done orally, and any mistakes students
might make, are done so in front of their peers (Heathington &
Alexander, 1984; Wigfield & Asher, 1984; Willig, Harnisch, Hill, Maehr,
1983). The way SSRW is designed, there are virtually no opportunities
for failure and many opportunities for students to see the positive
progress being made. If one takes the view of Frank Smith (1992), that
the first and important learning that we do is in an informal social
setting, then it is easy to understand why SSRW can work. And yet, the
irony is that SSRW directly contradicts Smith's philosophy about how to
teach reading.
Coupled with the positive attitudes of the students toward reading,
teachers who teach SSRW are overwhelmingly in favor of the program
as evidenced by the responses to the survey. Possibly the reason for
teacher enthusiasm can be attributed to the differing philosophies of
how reading should be taught. Since only those teachers who wanted to
use SSRW were given the program, it is conceivable that the
philosophies of those teachers are more oriented to teaching reading
through direct and systematic instruction. With basal programs now
having a more constructivist orientation, the heavily prescribed phonics
program of SSRW would tend to have more appeal to those teachers.
Philosophies aside, in a field where so much is heard of teacher burnout
and lack of enthusiasm for teaching, finding a program which sparks so
much interest and so much support is a real plus.
However, the adoption of this program should not be a mandate. Not
all teachers support or even want a program with such a strong phonics
emphasis. Without teacher enthusiasm the chances for the program to
succeed are probably quite small. Most would agree that a reading
program is only as good as the instruction and the instructor. Teachers
need to feel confident that what they are doing is making a difference in
the lives of the students they teach. In a field where it is impossible to
name a "best" approach to teaching because of the diverse
characteristics of the classroom and teachers, teacher confidence in and
enthusiasm toward a program can and does make a difference
(Wlodkowski & Jaynes, 1990).
But with all of the positives the negatives still exist, particularly when
the admonitions found in the SSRW manuals are followed (Dickson,
1972c). Those directions, if followed exactly, are contradictory to the
current philosophy being promoted by the Whole Language movement.
It is this type of over-zealous, extreme advocacy of one method or
philosophy over another which often dooms a program to failure. All of
this still leaves the overall question unanswered. Can the use of SSRW
improve students' ability to comprehend print? In order to answer this
question and others concerning the long-term effects of early decoding
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instruction on overall reading achievement, longitudinal studies will
have to be conducted. Accordingly, we have begun a longitudinal study
of the effects of SSRW on overall reading achievement. After the
completion of the 3-5 year study, we should be better able to determine
the long-range impact of such a structured phonics program on reading
comprehension.
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