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A STUDY OF THE READING VOCABULARY OF 
CHILDREN1 

_______ 
 

MYRTLE SHORTY 
_______ 

 
 
     The problem in this experiment was a study of the reading vocabulary of 
children who had attended school one and one-half school years, or thirteen and 
one-half months.  When taking up the study of this problem I had five things in 
mind. I wanted to find out, first, the total number of words in the reading 
vocabulary of the children; second, the number of words known in context; third, 
the number of words known out of context when seen on the instant; fourth, the 
number of words the children could build up when allowed to see the words as 
long as they wished; and fifth, the number of words they could neither read 
correctly when seen on the instant through the tachistoscope nor build up when 
given all the time they wished.  
     To find out the reading vocabulary of these children, it was necessary to 
examine all of the readers the children had read since they entered, school, and to 
arrange the vocabularies of these readers in alphabetical order.  To find the number 
of words each child knew in context. I asked each child to read through all of the 
books he had read and I noted the words he did not know.  In order to find the 
words the children knew out of context when seen on the instant, it was necessary 
to use the tachistoscope.  The words when shown through the tachistoscope were 
not arranged in alphabetical order.  As the words were shown I noted those read 
correctly on the instant.  The words not read correctly on the instant were shown to 
the children and they were given as much time as they liked to build them up, and I 
noted the words they could neither build up nor read correctly on the instant. 
     In choosing the subjects for this experiment I asked the regular reading-teacher 
of a group of children to select one of the best readers of the class,  
 

       1From the Laboratory of Experimental Education, the University of Chicago.  
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one of the poorest, and a medium reader. A was the child selected as the best 
reader, B as the medium reader, and C as the poorest reader. A and C were each 
eight years old, while B, the medium reader, was eight and one-half years old. 
     After the experiment was completed I asked the regular teacher of these 
children how they stood in their other school work. She reported that A, the best 
reader, was much below the average in all her other school work, had no initiative, 
and could never be depended upon to do a piece of work. B, the medium reader, 
was also below the average but was a good faithful plodder. C, the poor reader, 
was above the average in all her other school work and always took the initiative. 
     As the experiment progressed I became anxious to know whether there were 
more phonetic than sight words in the reading vocabulary of these children, and 
whether the children read as many phonetic as sight words correctly as wholes.  
Accordingly I added this question to the original problem.  
     All the words that could be built up or worked out by sound were called 
phonetic words.  Examples of these words are “finished” and “interesting.”  All of 
the words that could not be worked out by phonics were called sight words.  
Examples of these are “onions” and “cousin.” 
     The reading vocabulary of these children was found to consist of 1,588 words.  
Of these 834 or 52.5+ per cent, are phonetic words while 754. or 47.4+ percent are 
sight words.  
     The significant result in Table I is the fact that each child knew a greater 
percentage of sight words in context than phonetic words. This seems strange when 
the children had had daily drills in phonics for twelve months. It can probably be 
accounted for by the facts that the children are interested in the subject-matter and 
do not want to take the time to work out the words for themselves, and that they 
have not as yet learned to see the phonetic words as wholes, but depend upon 
building them up each time. 
     Table II shows, strangely enough, that B, the child who knew most words in 
context, knows the fewest words when seen on the instant. It seems still more 
strange that she read a much smaller percentage of the phonetic than sight words 
on the instant. C also reads a smaller percentage phonetic words than sight words 
on the instant.  
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Table I 
 

THE NUMBER OF WORDS KNOWN IN CONTEXT 
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TABLE II 

 
THE NUMBER OF WORDS KNOWN WHEN SEEN ON THE INSTANT THROUGH THE  

TACHISTOSCOPE OUT OF CONTEXT  
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TABLE III 

 
THE NUMBER OF WORDS THE SUBJECTS WERE ABLE TO BUILD UP* 
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  *These were words that they did not know when seen on the instant, but were able to work out when given more 
time.  
 
     Table III shows, that B was able to build up a larger percentage of the words, 
while C was able to build up slightly over half of the words. Although Table II 



 275 

shows that C knew a larger percentage of words when seen on the instant, Table IV 
shows that she was the most dependent reader because she could build up fewer 
words. B knows but half of the words when seen on the instant, but Table III 
shows that when she is given time she is able to work out more words than either  
 

TABLE IV 
 

THE NUMBER OF WORDS THE SUBJECTS COULD NOT RE AD ON THE INSTANT NOR 
BUILD UP WHEN GIVEN MORE TIME 
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TABLE V 

 
RESULTS OF THE READINGS THROUGH THE TACHISTOSCOPE  
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either of the other children and therefore, though the slowest, she is the most 
independent reader. A and C are the fastest readers. This probably seems strange 
when C was given to us as the poorest reader. It can be accounted for by the fact 
that she made much greater improvement than either of the other children, so that, 
when the experiment was finished she was the fastest of the group. 
     The results of the readings through the tachistocope show two types of readers. 
Messmer1 calls these two types the objective and subjective readers.  
 

1Huey, Psychology of Reading, pp. 92. 
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A is a subjective reader; B and C are of the objective type. While A did not read 
more words correctly when seen in the instant, she did read but two words in parts, 
and she misread and failed to read more words than the other children. She 
evidently never had learned to analyze words and always saw the total word form. 
B and C read a great percentage of words in parts.  
 

TABLE VI 
 

THE NUMBER OF PHONETIC AND SIGHT WORDS READ IN PARTS 
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TABLE VII 
 

THE NUMBER OF PHONETIC AND SHORT WORDS MISREAD 
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They also misread and failed to read much fewer words than A. B and C depend 
much more upon phonics than A. Table VI shows that they also read a much larger 
percentage of the phonetic words in parts than of the sight words. While this is 
true, we see from Tables VII and VIII that they misread fewer phonetic words than 
sight words. The children who depend most upon phonics read with fewer errors 
than the ones who read by word wholes. 
     No conclusion can be drawn from this limited study, yet it seems to me it would 
be worth while for a primary teacher to study the reading of the pupils to find out 
whether phonics makes more careful as well as more independent readers or 
whether it leads children to see words in parts and thereby makes slower readers. 
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     The children were taught by the initiative, word, sentence and phonetic 
methods. They knew their letters and would often spell a word when trying to work 
it out. 
 

TABLE VIII 
 

THE NUMBER OF PHONETIC AND SIGHT WORDS NOT SEEN  
 

 

To
ta

l N
o.

 W
or

ds
 

N
o.

 o
f W

or
ds

  
  N

ot
 S

ee
n 

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f  
  W

or
ds

 N
ot

 S
ee

n 

To
ta

l N
o.

 
  P

ho
ne

tic
 W

or
ds

 

N
o.

 P
ho

ne
tic

  
  W

or
ds

 N
ot

 S
ee

n 

Pe
4r

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
  

  P
ho

ne
tic

 W
or

ds
  

  N
ot

 S
ee

n 
 

To
ta

l N
o 

 .S
ig

ht
 W

or
ds

 

N
o.

 S
ig

ht
 W

or
ds

  
  N

ot
 S

ee
n 

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f S
ig

ht
  

  W
or

ds
 N

ot
 S

ee
n 

A….. 
B….. 
C….. 

1.588 
1,588 
1,588 

427 
37 

189 

26.8 
2.3 

11.8 

834 
834 
834 

239 
17 
94 

28.6 
2.0 

11.2 

754 
754 
754 

188 
20 
95 

24.9 
2.6 

12.4 
 

     The most significant result in this study is the fact that these children, although 
taught by the same method, read words differently. I think also the fact that two 
children who depended most upon phonics read a much greater percentage of the 
words in parts should be considered. We might conclude that these children had 
not had enough drill upon recognizing words on the instant; and that it is not 
enough to teach children how to build up words by means of phonics, but that 
these words should also have sufficient drill to enable the children to recognize 
them by sight. 
 
 
 
 
 
Sholty, Myrtle. “A Study of the reading vocabulary of children.” The Elementary 
School Teacher. The University of Chicago Press, Feb. 1912. pp. 272 – 277. 
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Note from Internet Publisher: Donald L. Potter 
 

November 19, 2005 
 

I first learned of Mrytle Sholty’s 1912 “A Study of the Reading Vocabulary of Children” from Geraldine 
Rodgers’ book, The Hidden Story. Later I started testing student’s word processing strategies with Mr. 
Edward Miller’s Miller Word Identification Assessment (MWIA I & II), which is a sensitive assessment 
instrument ingeniously designed to detect how a student was initially taught to read, from the “sounds” or 
from the “meaning.” Mr. Miller’s test reveals the strategies or reflexes student are using to identify words. 
It has been determined theoretically and through practical experience that students initially taught to read 
by guessing words from their shape, context, and partial phonics will develop a holistic reflex on the right 
side of the brain blocking them from reading the words objectively and accurately. They have 
comprehension problems because their guessing habits consume enormous amounts of cognitive energy 
needed for getting the meaning of any passage. They misread vital vocabulary and thereby their 
comprehension is compromised. For More information on the psychology of reading and for free 
programs for preventing whole-word dyslexia through correct phonics-first instruction, visit the 
Education Page of the www.donpotter.net website and www.blendphonics.org.   
 
Here is a comment from Miss Rodgers’ essay, “The Born-Yesterday World of the Reading 
‘Experts:’ A Critique on Recent Research on Reading and the Brain.” 
 

The surprising finding of my 1977-1978 oral reading research (based on testing the oral 
reading of some 900 second graders in America, Luxembourg, Holland, Sweden, 
Germany, Austria and France in their own languages, using a test adapted from one by 
IEA) was that the different ways to teach beginning reading do not just result in “good” 
or “bad” readers. They result in different and opposite KINDS of readers, by “meaning” 
or by “sound” (or mixtures of the kinds). Yet I discovered later that my finding was not 
original, because the fact that there are two different and opposite kinds of readers had 
already been announced in 1903 by Oskar Messmer in Germany, based on his research, 
naming the types “subjective” and “objective,” and were described again in 1911 by 
Mrytle Sholty, based on her research. That background appears in my book, The Hidden 
Story, 1998. 

 
Here is the URL for Miss Rodgers’ essay mentioned above.  
 
http://donpotter.net/pdf/bornyesterday.pdf  
 


