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The following article first appeared in the WORD newsletter and was written by Dixie Massey.

_________

Research in Reading


Most of today’s reading research focuses on best practices and testing. While these are certainly important topics and worthy of ongoing investigation, there is a small area of historical research in reading that is equally as fascinating. The International Reading Association is currently drafting an edited book on pioneers in the field of reading, including information on professors and researchers such as Raymond Dodge, James Cattell, Walter Dearborn, and Robert Woodworth. These names may mean little to us in the field of reading currently. Many of them were psychologists and conducted then-current reading research using tachistiscopes to monitor eye movements. So what does a book on reading pioneers and the historical research of our field have to offer?

David McCullough (2001) wrote that the lack of historical knowledge is “hubris of the present” (p. 1). Lack of knowledge about the foundations of our field manifests itself through narrow constructions, over-simplification of schools of thought, and polarization of research into needless debates (Cline, 2004). One of the reading pioneers, Robert Woodworth spoke about the need to look at the past by saying, “He need not despise what has already been done, for it affords a much better first-hand acquaintance with the field for investigation that was available forty years ago” (Woodworth, 1932/1961, p. 380). 
While many of the early reading researchers examined the mechanical aspects of reading, they were also instrumental in some our most foundational theories of today. Thanks to Raymond Dodge’s description of eye movements in the early 1900s, we now know that in order to obtain optimal comprehension, readers need to be able to move visually through a text at varying rates. This awareness forms one basis of the current focus on metacognition and our decisions about how we can make students aware of their own thinking. Dodge even began documenting reading processes when reading a second language, a work left largely untouched for decades. Robert Woodworth’s research points to the important role played in understanding a text by what we would now call story grammar and schema theory. Well before Louise Rosenblatt, Woodworth depicted transactions between the reader and author as a negotiation and reading as an act of construction:

It requires imagination to enjoy art as well as to produce it. The producer of the work of art puts the stimuli before you, but you must make the response yourself, and it is an inventive response. . . . The novelist describes a character for you, and you must respond by putting together the items in the description so as to conceive of a character you have never met. (1921, p. 512)


Perhaps even more than their theories, these pioneers set an example in their interests and research. Woodworth’s own words provide perhaps the best lesson for the future. Asked to offer advice for newcomers just entering the field of psychology, he responded by suggesting that newcomers balance what has already been done in the field while looking for new discoveries. “For getting on the trail of what will prove to be important and fundamental, there is no sure rule to be given . . . What we seem to need . . . is surprises” (Woodworth, 1932/1961, p. 380).
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