Chapter One

OVERVIEW OF THE BLENDED SOUND-SIGHT
PROGRAM

Origins and Development

The Blended Sound-Sight Program of Leaming evolved because of numerous deep
concerns which the writer felt as she began her teaching career in the early thirtes. Critical
of the status quo, she sought to replace by trial and error whatever was not meeing the
needs of her students. Among areas examined were the readers, phonics, grouping system,
classroom management, means of reinforcement, student involvement in learning, goal-
setting, good lterature and the amount of student writing. As each area was organized, a
program of learning began to evolve, later known as The Blended Sound-Sight Program of
Learning

When the author looks back to 1935 and her first teaching experience in a one-room rural
school with forty pupils ranging in age from five to fifteen, in abillty levels from very slow to
exceptionally quick, in work ethic from sporadic to diligent and in grades from one to ten,
many might wonder how she survived the shock of it. Upon reflection, those rural
classrooms stand out as a blessing. Since her training had ot focused on them, within
months she discovered that she had to design a system, organization and management in
which children learned and were happy in doing o, in which each pupil had personal goals
and objectives clearly in sight and in which co-operation infused the group like an ideal
family. The teacher functioned as manager and faciltator. Selecting a couple of students as
teacher aids, she focused upon setting up the routines, working with individuals on goals
and diffcultes at their point of need or In small muli-grade groups with a common problem
25 el as corrcting and marking sssignments with the pupls conceme. Funcloning as &
hands-on manager, the teacher became a spotter to keep the leaming process moving
forward, he earaing Gvironmont vty and the IarTie Goae o each chil near and cea

As a believer in the need for reinforcement, the writer sought interesting ways of repetition
which would include pupil involvement. This often took the form of card games, frequently
prepared by older students and enjoyed by pupils of all grades. As the children manipulated
the cards, their learing greatly increased. The writer began to apply this play approach--We
Lean by Doing~to make various manipulative games based on the lessons taught. Thus,
the embryo of the Activity portion of the Blended Sound-Sight Program began to take shape.
it became the central focus on stormy days in the one-room schoolhouse when recesses
and noon hours were spent inside. While providing needed skillpractice in many subject
as, these manipulative tasks aiso gave abundant opportunity for children to develop
social skills and positive character traits. Once the muliple advantages of Activity Time were
realized, it became a permanent part of the classroom organization.
Following many years in the rural schools, the writer moved into a single-graded city
classroom where she became more aware of the rigid three reader groups of fast, average
and slow. Her management system and philosophy of how learning should take place did
not give way 1o this popular educational grouping technique. It was her belief that fixed
groups led 1o social and emotional problems and that this type of environment was not
geared to the development of the positive self-image of its learners. While claiming to be an
individualized approach. it became in reality a pacing of a group of pupils through various
reading levels which did not meet individual needs. Children learn at different rates and their
patterns differ. Consequently, the writer replaced the three group reader system with flexible



‘groupings which provided for teaching at times to the whole class, to a small group with a
Common problem, on a one-to-one basis often referred o as the pupil-teacher conference,
to an interest area group consisting of brighter students who needed to be challenged and
frequently giving children opportunity to work in pairs. Groups were not constant. Once

children's problems were solved, the group was disbanded. Fiexibility also meant teaching

and how they are to lean. Individualization is not telling parents that they must not worry if
thei chkren are behind bscatss they must procsed st ther own ralo. As one fathor
argued, "wilhodt motivaion and push His chicts own rate could mean sianding il for
whole year.” Many parents wil recognize the frustration which suggests nothing can be
done. The flexible grouping system does not mean more work. It means different work with
different emphasis. It does not mean more time spent. It means time spent differently. Every
teacher is irevocably committed to the ideal that every chid is entitied to his optimum
development. Such an ideal cannot be realized by an inflexible type of grouping.
Another concern was that of the restriction of teachers to verbatim teaching styles and
techniques as set forth in the reader programs of that time. The writer felt that many
problems could have been prevented if more and varied teaching styles, techniques and

Citablishee doa was that hey should not. Sinoe chicen's ptterns oflsaming cfer greatly,
there was no way in which this one-method approach assured her of that. Then one day
something happened. The writer began o listen to the children’s comments regarding what
they could and could not hear in words. Since the teacher used their ideas, the children
became the media for experimentation. As has been mentioned, in most reading programs,
teachers were trained and expected to use the prescribed technique as follows: she was to
say several words beginning with the same letter sounds such as get, guess, gurm, go. The
expectation was that the children should lear the g sound. When the writer employed this
technique, she found that the pupils sat there with strange bewildered faces. They could not
seem 1o hear the g sound. All at once it came to them and several spoke out saying, "We
hear the words but we can't hear the sound you want us o hear.” The message was clear.
The wiiter could see that to the children it was ke trying 10 hear a conversation while the
radio blasted forth. It was now clear to the teacher what was happening o she turmed off
the word and said only the g sound. It happene , 100. They could hear the
sound. The letter g was taken out only long enough for pupils to see it, hear it say i, print it
in the s and dramatize & Then It wes put back inio the word. She was using al four
appro: association, kinesthetic and multi-sensory. The writer turned about
o in tasching ochriques.and Spprosches bacause she wey leaming 10 ifien 1o 1o

puplls,

Theso resultld to further experiments, Whie discussing the word groen . the wrier seid
her class. "You told me what you couldn't hear. Now, tell me what you " Quickly
cam he rosponse, e Sare chren responded with 1o squealy a6’ It recama doer
that one should build the words upon the sounds the children hear and then teach the
simple basic English rules in a manner appealing to them. Teaching simple rules as the
situations arose helped pupils to see how words were built. Even young children can make
generalizations. The theory is that you can teach a child at a very young age any concept if
you talk at his/her level. The sight words now became phonetic tools to teach the phonics.
For example, in fai, a i says a and comes in the middle of words. In play, a y says a and
comes at the end of words. Soon the children are able to transfer this learning to an
unfamiliar word as a thinking process not via memorization. More spelling rules were




developed as teacher and pupils listened and observed sounds within words. The students
leamned that some rules have exceptions and others do not. No English word ends with v so
decorate it with an e as in have. Er says r at the end of words as in father and teacher
while others such as doctor and dictator break the rule. Rule breakers ended up in the class
jail while words with silent consonants, such as_ghost, were placed on a large ghost on the
wall. The ool sounds or phonic heipers such as the squealy ee's were printed on
cardboard houses and hung on the wall to provide a resource of sounds, the beginning of
‘Sound City. Experimentation continued s the program took shape.
An additional concern was the restricted cut-off and the timing and pacing of phonics and
basic skills at each grade level. For many years the writer had adhered closely to the
reading program suggested by the curriculum but often had experienced frustration which
seemed to stem from a lack of something il in the production of independence in reading
performance. Consequently. she began to expose children to a wide variety of basic skills in
order to meet the needs of pupils with variations of abiliy. Limitations could be disastrous
particularly for the brighter student. Each child was expected to absorb only what he/she
could, according to hisiher potential without pressure. The writer was convinced that all
should not be forced into the same educational diet but that availability was the answer. It
became obvious that a successful reading program develops in proportion to the degree of
stery of basics not a few, but many of them, in a variety of interesting situations in all
subject fields. Play with the rules. Make them fun but do not hammer them. With an
abundance of phonics and spelling rules the writer had remedied the problem of the
starvation phonics diet.
As time went on, the writer became with the then current
programs which relied heavily on the reader as the method of teaching reamng e
readers played an important part in the writer's teaching, she found that they did not lend
themselves to individual differences and secondly she fell that any program, effective for all
pupils, needed 1o be integrated and comprehensive, incorporating many and varied methods
of learning to meet individual needs. As discontent increased, the need for change mounted.
‘The 1978 edition of this book argued that “The basal reader remains our most important and
most rigidly entrenched stumbling block to individualization" because teachers were slaves
o the basals and administrators regarded the reader as the heart of the reading program.
‘Teachers often rigidly followed the reader manuals and accordingly organized their ciasses
into groups by reading levels. Workbooks were designed to be used in the same way with
group member doing the same page at the same time. Ironically that was called
individualization. The writer found it necessary to deviate from that program of over-
emphasis on the basal. She continued to use the reader, not as the experts of the day
demanded, but rather, as a tool to teach basic concepts orally. Within the Blended Sound-
Sight Program the basal reader became a teaching tool while the classroom library was to
feature as the heart of the program. That was 1978,
In 1994, at the time of the fifth publication, what did we find? Readers had become
abhorrent to the educational system, especially basals with their controlled vocabularies
Some advocated no reader at all. Others favoured readers supposedly containing good
literature but certainly without controlled vocabulary. Everywhere in the early 1990's the
theme song had become "Use good literature. Abandon basal readers". The pendulum had
swung ridiculously far away from basals and exclusively towards good lterature. While in
4978 the writer was arguing for a classroom library of good literature, by 1994, she found
herself complaining that in isolation it did not provide a handy teaching tool, especially in
grade one. Together, the reader and the classoom library provide challenge, motivation,
vocabulary development and a broad educational experience. Both are vital.




As early as the 1950's and the 1960's this writer was calling for and using in her diassroom a
balance between basal readers and  library of good lterature. The problem then was the
ovruse and abuse of the reader. Today, the auhor sill belisves. that the balance s
essential. Now the problem in the educational system is the over-stress on good literature,
100 early and too exclusively. Why is balance so difficult to achieve in our schools?
basals originally were wedded to the sight method. Good lterature and the library were
‘concomitants of the sound method. The writer's method involved blending sound and sight
Ironically in the 1980's as good literature was being stressed, phonics and the sound
method were being attacked and degraded. Such a combination provided a reading disaster
for a decade of primary chidren, a disaster which will plague them as they move upward in
the grades. When these same children graduated to the intermediate grades, the uproar
became so noisy that many experts began to back down. Hopefully, the pendulum is no
longer at either extreme. Balance is all important between sound and sight and between
good literature and basal readers.
So, when the idea had never been heard of, the writer dared to set up a classroom library
with help from the parents. An uproar was created by educational authorities who asked,
"How can you expect grade ones to read library books when many fail to master three pre-
primers and three readers?" Ironically today every primary classroom is expected to
possess its own library. Again it should not be either—or but rather how to blend the use of
both. In the writer's classroom, readers with controlled vocabulary became essential for
pursuing the skills of the sight method while buiding up sound skills so that pupils could
move into the library with its uncontrolled vocabulary. Every child - even the siowest -
secured entrance to the library demonstrating once again that everyone met the nom for
the grade while permitting the majority to advance beyond it.
Goal setting and achievement mushroomed as class library procedures developed in the
writers classroom. To enter the library, each child mastered tasks which were clearly
specified , performing activities related to basic skills, applying phonics, obeying punctuation
signs in reading and writing, reading with expression, reading from context and developing a
sight vocabulary. Once children entered the class library, they strove towards the goal of
reading more difficult books which were categorized in levels. Such guided management
meant that students ultimately chose books at whatever level suited them. They read to
each other in partners in class as well as taking books home. Slower children reached the
library later and remained longer in the first and easiest section while the faster moved up
the scale, reading more extensively in the higher levels. By April bright students would be
reading the classics, some slower ones might stil be in easy reading but all would reach the
national or provincial norm for their grade. Fifty years ago while the ciitics complained, the
parenis rejoiced and the children were happy and excited. Self-image looked after iiself.
Today the classroom library has become standard but in many schools it is either not used
by the lower half o the class or its books provide pictures for admiration. Like most other
institutions, the classroom library requires a fixed routine known and followed by all, used
and enjoyed by all but managed by the teacher o her student assistants. Every child should
clearly understand the series of goals and skills which are required to enter it
The basal reader is a teaching tool, one among many, possibly not the most important but
still too valuable to throw away. The writer used it to teach concepts and basic skills. It
provided for oralnterprlaton, 2 pocess of communication of deas, houghis and felings.
slower pupils were encouraged to make contributions to the lesson oraly.
Such expenenoes proved helpful. It gave the children confidence, a feeling of belonging and
selfworth, and acie grealy o thelrnlerest i the lesson. Through unhurd fendly lass
discussions which encouraged expression of opinion, children developed a sensitivity to
idaa, language and authors intent. Wih guidante andi stmulation they began to féspor 10
the emotional tone of the reader story. The reader story of Helen Keller promoted




understanding of a blind child who learned to live happily in a world of sighted people. All

provides a quick starter to be used for a limited time. It sets a standard for teachers and
provides for choral reading, vocabulary building and drama. These activities foster self-
esteem and a feeling of family togetherness to which each child makes a contribution. The
reader provides a common framework of reference on which to base reading skills and
address social values. The basal reader as a teaching tool is invaluable.

A further use of the reader is helping pupils in oral and written story telling. Children are
helped to identify with the story characters and think about what they have done and
observed in the past. The teacher has them form vivid mental pictures of story settings,
characters and actions. With the added help of the story sequence chart they see the
sequence of the story events and grasp their relationship. They size up the motives of the
characters in the story and think about how they might have felt or acted had they been in
their place. A carefully chosen vocabulary controlled reader can be of the utmost importance
for pupils who are beginning o leam to read. The writer used the Dick and Jane readers
because they were prescribed at that time. Present day teachers must carefully choose a
modern basic reader, such as the Bears Series produced by Marion Ewaskiw and Shirley
George, which could be used to accomplish the same goals. Use any reader, use the reader
you personally like but do ot throw the reader away. Itis a valuable tool. Use it as a tool but
nevar ot I usurp the plsco of the classroom lferature-based lbary. The wier found that
the Dick and Jane readers possessed all the elements necessary for story telling and
writing. Centering on children's experiences these realistic stories. mo(lva(en young children
1o dizuss and wte, Altough the pint did nct ahays inciude all the facts, he pidurss
usually represented the elements of a good short story. With the help of the story sequence
chart, either the print, the pictures or both were employed o guide the children through the
setting, plot, climax and conclusion of the story. Beginning with oral story telling, pupils
proceeded to story writing. With this much of an aid from the reader, the writer knew that
once children began o write these reader stories she must help them dress up the stories
by using many and varied writing styles. For example, the reader may include a sentence
such as; "The toad sat down". Any child can improve that. Depending on grade level the
child might write, "Expectantly the toad squatted silently at the edge of the rippling pond.”
Use of "ly" words, a more vivid verb and an adjective provided the writer with a tremendous
sense of accomplishment and pleasure. The bare bones skeletal nature of the reader
becomes a valuable tool to kick off the reading program early in the year and the wriing
program shortly after.

Another innovation introduced fifty years ago involved emphasis on good lterature through
the medium of daily poetry in the primary grades. From time to time skepticism came to the
forefront. Sometimes visitors to the classroom would ask, "Why would you require children
o read poetry when they are just beginning to read in their reader?" This savelh e
opportunity 1o explain the advantages of poelry integration. Poelry ay n and
eroyment. evolved whie. chidren ncroaseq fhoir skl i reading, comprehansio,
vocabulary, spelling and phonics. As poetry was intertwined with various subjects such as
music, art, drama, social studies and science, phonetic and structural analysis became an
Megral part ofleaming rather than an solted assignment. Even though misundersanding
occasionally occurred in the minds of observers, the witer continued to use poetry o

seeds of awe, wonder, mystery, compassion and understanding in (he ot of your\g
children. As children read poems, visualized mental pictures an ram:
poetry became a powerful tool in making leaming to read an emoyahle meaningiut and
worthwhile experience.




To compensate for the inadequacy of the workbooks related to basal readers, the Blended
sounasw Program devsloped Individualized Reading and Langusge Fils. These vere

atod to assist sach chd 1o move slong at s or her own spoad and abilty wirout
Siatos on bessls. ered a standard et n 2 o methad which theorolclly
proctimed the deal of T tstoation. Worboots. wire based on he imption that

e ide:
reading pmb\ems o all chicron ware tho same and that tharefors they a should take the
jicine. _Workbooks became the antithesis of the proclaimed ideal of

n send childrer

ing to
fferent files for assistance, according to their need. For the child with no problem in the
specific skill area being diagnosed, he or she turns to enrichment activities. Consequently
e Recing Fice avm iy dpisized,
Inthe sary silies 8 goup of ight teachers and thelrconsukan from Swan Rivrvsod tho
writers classroom in Yorkton, Saskatchewan where they observed her class of thirty-tw
grade ones, After ths experaros and a folow-up visi In tho spring they recorded thei

ot Gt 5 o o A i ik s o ¥ k)

of joy and accomplishment after only eight weeks of school. h some of the pupils
ead siowly and eihodcaly v ol e e vonsbu!ary undev Control, no chid
was stumbling over words. Our excitement heightened as we found some chidren even at

s aarty G of he year reading books o the lassroom Horary. We were overwheimed:
Sensing our bewilderment, the children soon came 10 our rescue and explained what they

mark? It a question mark and that means that you raise your voice.” By this time we stood
at the back of the room contemplating how we could get Mrs. Ingham 1o write uy
B e Vo A e St are St v 00t Peparsiniy ds
the room with efficiency and respect, we were spel-bound. The children seeme
working toward goals which they understood and were attainable. However we were not
re of what these goals were. When a few pupils noticed our bewildered faces, they

volunteered day.
Soithec s palkt £ e Dacovey bl ac o o, Tom o o o o
activities well, we wil graduate to Discovery. * Another child piped up with, "See the library

Gvet there? Vihon we fnish Discovery we wil be I iha ciass forary. Finally we gathered
as a group at the back of the classrt ce more and spoke to Mrs. Ingham. These
pupils are all reading with a solid basic vocabulary. Many of them are reading wi

goals. In addition, we are impressed by the way you are using poetry to teach phonics as
2ok 5 et i st b1 uch &t ol w4 o ke This is a new
approach to us but we think it is wonderful. s early in the year. | wonder if we can come
Back 10 vk your Oassroom i (e apring, Miybo e Goul P you Gom 10 ut area ab &
speaker al our Inslitutes (in-service days). Immediately we sensed thal Mrs. Ingham,
although pleased with our comments, would rather stay in her classroom and work with the
children than to begin to write a book or conduct in-services. However, we felt that there
might be a gimmer of hope and so we persistently communicated with her as well as her
principal and superintendent. The Yorkton school board considered this invtation as a
‘compliment and agreed 1o release Mrs. Ingham as a speaker in our district. Since her
husband, Austin, being a pilo, conducted fying lessons in Swan River he offered (o provide
transportation whenever necessary.
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