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PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS
WHO ARE NRC?

EDWARD FRY
Rutgers University

Maybe I should have said “Who is NRC?” but it is more fun to say,
“Who are;” besides that, it has the kind of illiteration for emphasis on
the “R” which is what we intend to emphasize,

Looking backwards is always easier than looking ahead so let us
begin there. The National Reading Conference was founded as the
Southwestern Reading Conference by a professor at Texas Christian
University named Oscar Caugey and a handful of young men who were
his graduate students or who were friendly with them and were
struggling with the current problems of reading. One of the problems
that they addressed themselves to because of personal job assignments
was “How do you improve the reading skills of college students?"

It is interesting that to this very day one prominent way that young
professionals in the reading field get started is by teaching coliege
reading improvement courses. In this current program, #nd in virtually
every past NRC program, you will find papers being given on some
aspect of this theme which varies from descriptions of successful
programs to more research oriented evaluations of total programs and
on to specific aspects of college level reading course applied
methodology.

However, NRC has refused to be limited to callege ievel reading
partly because the field of reading refuses to be meaningfully divided
by grade level and partly because most of those young men who
~surrounded Oscar Causey grew up to become professors of reading in
many of the nation’s prominent universities, and they were faced dajly
with the realities of teacher training and interests that led more directly
into more basic reading research, In this year’s program you will see
papers continuing a long standing interest into the cloze procedure,
measuremeni, linguistics, comprehension, systems, interests, and
process.

On a more practical side we give and listen to papers on teacher
training, reading failure, reading readiness, and adult literacy. It is
dangerous to call some things “far out” but we have had papers on
heart beats, poetry, and astrology, so we can’t be accused of being too
dosed minded.

However, policy in the direction that an organization takes is not
often thought out and planned; like many other institutions, it is
shaped by decisions on specific instances. I remember one interesting
and emotionally charged incident that occurred at this very meeting site

several years ago when we had the revolt of the junior college
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works at information dissemination and was particularly effective when
they had the ERIC/CRIER at Indiana University but even without it,
their continual outflow of monographs, journals, bibliographies and
news letters helps to keep the field informed. If I would make any
criticism, it is that their presses roll too often, but perhaps this is
necessary if one views IRA as having a primary objective of teacher
training.

Their efforts in the international area are laudable. Bringing together
reading specialists around the world is a valuable link in intercultural
friendship and information exchange.

IRA also has a research effort. Their national program solicits
original papers and they have an excellent program of outstanding
dissertation awards, Their Reading Quarterly is top quality. It is always
dangerous to compare research quality, so 1 shal] avoid it, but if one
simply looks at the quantity of research papers given at the national

conference on reading, NRC is far ahead of IRA, and all other réading
organizations.

IRA has also made some progress in setting forth professional
standards for reading specialists and in publishing a code of ethics. In
fact, I am co-chairing a State IRA committee which is attempting to
increase the number of required reading courses for elementary and
secondary teachers. Prevously, the state committee aided in establishing
legal minimum standards for reading specialists’ certificates.

NCTE, The National Council of Teachers of English, is much like
IRA, a real giant with many chapters and hyperactive printing presses,
but it has a very broad range with listening, speech, writing, literature,
linguistics and reading, kindergarten to graduate school.

IF NRC is passing itself off as a research-oriented organization, how
then does it differ from American Psychological Association and others.
First of all, the psychologists have a long and honorable history in
reading research,; we share such giants as Edward Thorndike, and many
of today’s reading authories, have basic psychological training.

However, if you look at any recent programs for the APA or its regional
meetings, you will find relatively few reading type papers, True, some
of the verbal lcarning, psychometric, perception and other papers are
directly related, but they are on a more indirect and abstract level, One

could argue that psychological research is also directly related to

reading success or faijlure, and this, too, shows us that we must draw the
line somewhere just as they, too, draw the line as to how related their
research might be to reading instruction.

I am reminded of a debate we had in New Jersey about the
advisability of teaching reading in kindergarten in New Jersey. One
speaker hoped to garner a littie support by wiring Jerome Bruner and
solicit his opinion about the advisability of early teaching of reading.
Professor Bruner wired back, “Alas, I am not a reading specialist.”



Ouwr friends, the linguists
h

reading field;: the
wy P, €Y have changed our i

concepts. “I didn’t used to know what terminolo

one.” However dgra

attendees.

When looking at otp
- ET Organization .

and viable ; $ we shouldn't e
Reading Ass‘:::l::tgiz nlev.r(e:l ureadms associations like ’;;il;f:r;hzsotﬁong
College Reads » “Ollege Reading Association, N et
regional char;ltge :Lssocmtwn, etc. . These organizations te:rc:lt Contral
level. While the and they tend to be a lipte like IRA ] v a
¥ have some excelient research papers thz; ::: college
€ many

NRC/25

break even and our membership is stable. At Vital Issues and the Board
of Directors we sometimes discuss growing, and I trust ! am reflecting the
current majority opinions when 1 say we do not want to grow in
numbers of members. We do, however, passionately want to grow in
quality of members. The field of reading needs the best researchers and
practioners it can get, We certainly aren’t going to kick anyone out, but
we do need to replace the natural attrition with the best people in the
nation. Professors have been helpful in encouraging some of their best
graduate students to join and sometimes they remain. They are the
leaders of tomorrow. Our porgram chairman, Jaap Tuinman, has
encouraged some fine invited papers and your conversations with your
colleagues can help us achieve this quality growth goal. We should all
continually seek out top quality reading specialists in the public
schools or in other fields like psychology or linguistics and specifically
invite them to come to a few meetings.

NRC has a definite psychological approach to reading. Qur members
tend to be more at home with a test of significance than a Caldecott
Award, but this doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t have a diversity of
opinion around. Research study after research study has shown the
importance of socioeconomic status on reading achievement, vet we
have very few members with even minor sociclogical interest. We
regularly give papers that would be accepted at linguistic meetings, yet
we have few members with doctorates in linguistics. We tend to have
very few papers dealing with motivation or the affective domain, We
don’t deny its importance but the research methods aren’t too clean, so
we tend to avoid them.

If we have a major conflict, it is probably how much we should
emphasize the college and adult level instructional programs to the
exclusion of elementary or secondary. You can look at this year’s
program to see how we are resolving this, or should I say what the
balance is becoming. Personally, I feel equally at home in a first grade
or a college freshman reading lesson. I have recently been advocating

. study skills, cloze, and reading rate improvement in an elementary
teachers methods texthook. It seems to me a large number of papers
here apply at all levels. If I might hazard a generalization, NRC tends to
be a bit more applied at the college and adult level but researchers
across the board. Whether or not NRC will remain in this posture
doesn’t depend on my opinion but rather the membership who largely
build the program by submitting papers and symposia. [ suppose the

Board of Directors could order the program chairman to be more

selective or to exclude certain levels, or the program committee could
undertake such a definite policy, but so far it hasn't,

Whether or not NRC will outgrow -its slightly regional character
depends partly on the resulution of the above college level program.

When we did go to Los Angeles some years ago we did not have a very
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good attendance. This may have been because the Western Coilege
Association was fulfilling the college level function.

And now if I might indulge in a few opinions about the more genera]
state of reading:

The Right to Read Movement is finished. Hopefully, it won’t die but
be transformed into 2 more basic national and local effort to support
reading research and development but the notion of having everybody
literate by 1980 is simply not viable. Former U, §. Education
Commissioner Allen had his heart in the right place, but he slept
through his educational psychology class. You can’t take the bottom
20% of the normal distribution curve and move it up to the 50th
percentile or even chop off the curve at the 25th percentile and have a
big bulge there, when you are dealing with a population the size of the
United States. What you can do is to move the mean up a little bit, and
this in effect causes nearly everybody to read a little better, but it
increases the standard deviation which means that both the bottom and
top are farther away from each other, and both are farther away from
the median. If through diligent research, and a lot of darn fool luck, we
were able to come up with a super hot shot teading method for the
bottom end of the curve, in all probability it would work just as well
for the middle and top of the curve, and just how pray tell, would you
be able to deny that method to all those screaming middle class
mothers’ children. Preschool enrichment only started to show a faint
glimmer of promise, when they were demanding it for all children. The
Electric Company was designed for inner city intermediate children and
it is watched most dilligently by suburban primary children.

In any event, the funding amount is ridiculous, The current
Right—To—Read annuat budget of $17 million is less than one dollar
for every elementary child. We might be able to make substantial
headwar with existing knowledge upgrading adult illiterates, but it
~ would cost more like a battleship than a fighter plane,

If the government is going to make any significant effect in reading
research, it has to stop changing its mind and funding sources every
year or two. The Targeted Research was just getting started and
“wham,” il was chopped out of funds, The First Grade Studies might
not have been the best research in the world, but they were pretty darn
good compared to anything done before that. They, at least, had
standard research design procedures, large populations, and consistent
statistical procedures. As some of the methods were beginning to be
refined and design errors corrected, the government gas ran out. We
probably need a variety of long term research centers; some that do
curriculum development like the successful Wisconsin Design; some that
do large scale studies; and some that do and fund small studies.

The problem of modeis or systems continues to plague us, not
because they aren’t potentially valuable but because they are based on
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too few facts. Everybody, or at least a lot of us, want to be the Elm;t;l":
of the reading field and have the model or system or theo_ry. » lc:ou
think the field is ready for that yet. We need .mc.te f-acts. To ge ose
facts we need better instrumentation. We are improving our ga;l;:rt nd
pencil reading achievement tests and that is all.well md'g‘l)o -:mlu,mch
need a lot of other avenues; probably som.e of it psychbiologi bc’mt i
a8 EEG, EKG, EMG, etc. We have peered into eye mov?mmt:t F iy
hard as possible, but other than that, physiology is pre d1)1;g nils a
untapped. Motivation and personality research felated to r:a ne is o]
but a waste land. We have looked at langfmge mdepenc_ien o pu allljt s
but we haven’t looked very much at environment-noise, air q Y,
i me conditions. .
foolgo?tlt;.:ge’lf those hard working teacher§ out there m-tlf sc:r:o;
don’t wait for the researchers to come up.w1th th_e syste‘:‘n,t eslr‘ are in
there at eight o’clock every morning teachm.s reading by conve: wonal
wisdom.” It is possible that we can tinker w1th the system ?r .mv;d hem
a few more tools to get a little more e{f;g?g out of it. May
i ill be evolutionary, not revolutio . )
m1¥'§:=£:tl;;$ﬂ Reading Conference has a solid base upon }u':uch ::;
build. Our yearbooks read little a scholarly study o_f the m: or:r o
reading research for the past 25 years, not all o.f the: mstorugir&zwc:omi;
but such a significant amount that no f'uture historian co Reaing
us. We have a respected and established journal, The Journa o Readie
Behavior, that is refereed and indexed. But our secret power is © Be
that holds us together with common interests and ‘mutual r:splf:r s we
might be exclusive, but it is self-selective; anyone with a few do s an
join, and if you can stand listening to tho.se boring papers, you a.z At
of us. We are proud that we were r;cia:lllly n;;ep;sl;t:dl:;t:re ;oa:les of e
i laces we selected, an ou, -
2:;:1?::1;) sees us as a bunch of cl:aract:;s t‘:ti: a;:e:nlv;::s :vagw t:
liquid refreshments on y
::nuet:tlv:smasohanight: with shining textbooks out to slay the dragon of

illiteracy.



