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On the Anglocentricities of Current Reading Research and Practice:
The Perils of Overreliance on an “Outlier” Orthography

David L. Share

University of Haifa

In this critique of current reading research and practice, the author contends that the extreme ambiguity
of English spelling-sound correspondence has confined reading science to an insular, Anglocentric
research agenda addressing theoretical and applied issues with limited relevance for a universal science
of reading. The unique problems posed by this “outlier” orthography, the author argues, have focused
disproportionate attention on oral reading accuracy at the expense of silent reading, meaning access, and
fluency, and have significantly distorted theorizing with regard to many issues—including phonological
awareness, early reading instruction, the architecture of stage models of reading development, the
definition and remediation of reading disability, and the role of lexical-semantic and supralexical
information in word recognition. The dominant theoretical paradigm in contemporary (word) reading
research—the Coltheart/Baron dual-route model (see, e.g., J. Baron, 1977; M. Coltheart, 1978) and, in
large measure, its connectionist rivals—arose largely in response to English spelling-sound obtuseness.
The model accounts for a range of English-language findings, but it is ill-equipped to serve the interests
of a universal science of reading chiefly because it overlooks a fundamental unfamiliar-to-familiar/
novice-to-expert dualism applicable to all words and readers in all orthographies.

Keywords: reading, word recognition, orthography, Anglocentrism
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Is the Science of Reading Just
the Science of Reading English?

David L. Share

University of Haifa, Israel

ABSTRACT

The science of reading has made genuine progress in understanding read-
ing and the teaching of reading, but is the science of reading just the sci-
ence of reading English? Worldwide, a majority of students learn to read
and write in non-European, nonalphabetic orthographies such as abjads (e.g.,
Arabic), abugidas/alphasyllabaries (e.g., Hindi), or morphosyllabaries (e.g.,
Chinese). Over a decade ago, | argued that the extreme inconsistency of
English spelling-sound correspondence had confined the science of reading to
an insular, Anglocentric research agenda addressing theoretical and applied
issues with limited relevance for a universal science of reading. Here, | ask if
the science of reading has moved forward. Acknowledging some limited prog-
ress over the past decade, it is evident that even today, mainstream reading
research remains entrenched in Anglocentrism, Eurocentrism, and another
form of ethnocentrism that | call alphabetism. Even the two dominant theo-
retical frameworks for describing cross-script diversity, orthographic depth
and psycholinguistic grain size theory, give little or no consideration to non-
European alphabets or nonalphabetic scripts, promoting a one-dimensional
view of script variation (i.e., spelling-sound consistency). Consideration of
the full spectrum of the world’s languages and writing systems reveals mul-
tiple dimensions of writing system complexity, each liable to create obstacles
for the developing reader. If the science of reading is to contribute meaning-
fully to assessment, diagnosis, instruction, and intervention for all readers
around the world, then we must extricate our field from entrenched ethno-
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W, ” -ational ¢ svchological sciences must emb iversity of reading rather than chase the
phantom of normal reading behavior. We critically discuss the research practice of asking participants in experiments
to read “normally.” We then draw attention to the large cross-cultural and linguistic diversity around the world and
consider the enormous diversity of reading situations and goals. Finally, we observe that people bring a huge diversity
of brains and experiences to the reading task. This leads to four implications: First, there are important lessons for
how to conduct psycholinguistic experiments; second, we need to move beyond Anglocentric reading research and
produce models of reading that reflect the large cross-cultural diversity of languages and types of writing systems;
third, we must acknowledge that there are multiple ways of reading and reasons for reading, and none of them is
normal or better or a “gold standard”; and fourth, we must stop stigmatizing individuals who read differently and for
different reasons, and there should be increased focus on teaching the ability to extract information relevant to the
person’s goals. What is important is not how well people decode written language and how fast people read but what
people comprehend given their own stated goals.
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Over-reliance on English hinders
cognitive science

Damién E. Blasi ®,>**@ Joseph Henrich, ' Evangelia Adamou,* David Kemmerer, >® and Asifa Majid”*®

English is the dominant language in the study of human cognition and behavior:  Highlights
the individuals studied by cognitive scientists, as well as most of the scientists  The cognitive sciences have been domi-

themselves, are frequently English speakers. However, English differs from  nated by English-speaking researchers
other languages in ways that have consequences for the whole of the cognitive  Studying other Englsh speakers.
sciences, reaching far beyond the study of language itself. Here, we review an . o e studies examining language
emerging body of evidence that highlights how the particular characteristics of  and cognition, contrasting English to
English and the linguistic_habits of English speakers bias the field by both otherlanguages, by focusing on differ-
warping research programs (e.g., overemphasizing features and mechanisms z?n‘;f '\‘I‘O”c;fj;yy f":\’(’)““;:s:;‘r""tgxm:np(;
present in English over others) and overgeneralizing observations from English | oenes. ’
speakers’ behaviors, brains, and cognition to our entire species. We propose

mitigating strategies that could help avoid some of these pitfalls. Critically, the language one speaks or
signs can have downstream effects on
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The myth of language universals:
Language diversity and its
importance for cognitive science

Nicholas Evans
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at almost every lt’\l‘l of linguistic organization. This fundament: dl\ ch‘m;_.c-\ thv ub_lut of enquiry from a u)s_,mtn e science perspective.
iis target article summarizes decades of cross-linguistic work by typologists and descriptive linguists, showing just how few and
unprofound the universal characteristics of language are, once we honestly confront the diversity offered to us by the world’s 6,000
to 8,000 languages. After surveying the various uses of “universal” we illustrate the ways languages vary radically in sound,
meaning, ‘m}a syntactic organization, and then we examine in more detail the core grammatical machinery of recursion,
constituency, and grammatical relations. Although there are significant recurrent patterns in organization, these are better explained

as stable engineering solutions satisfving multiple design constraints, reflecting both cultural- historical factors and the constraints of
human cognition.
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Abstract: Behavioral scientists routinely publish broad claims about human psychology and behavior in the world’s top journals based
on samples drawn entirely from Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) societies. Researchers — often
implicitly — assume that “either "feTe o arn NCTOSS an popTanons, or me e SLaard SuDjees e .
Tepresentatve ol the SPecies as any other population. Are these assumpuons jusaned:s rere, our review ol the u)mpam Ve
database Irom across the behavioral sciences suggests both that there i1s substantia \“ll’l.il)lllh in v\pvnm(-ntd results across
populations and that WEIRD subjects are particularlv_unusual compared with_the rest of the species — frequent outliers. The
domains reviewed include visual perception, faimess, cooperation, spatial reasoning, categorization and inferential induction, moral
reasoning, reasoning styles, self-concepts and related motivations, and the heritability of 1Q. The findings suggest that members of
WEIRD societies, including young children, are among the least representative popul.mom one could find for generalizing about
humans. Many of these findings involve domains that are associated with fundamental aspects of pe\lholog\ motivation, and
behavior — hence, there are no obvious a priori grounds for claiming that a particular behavioral phenomenon is universal based on
sampling from a single subpopulation. Overall, these empirical patterns suggests that we need to be less cavalier in addressing
questions of human nature on the basis of data drawn from this particularly thin, and rather unusual, slice of humanity. We close
by proposing ways to structurally re-organize the behavioral sciences to best tackle these challenges.
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FIGURE 32. The Heart Sutra in standard Chinese script (kdi shit;, Stevens 1988: 123).
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FIGURE 28. A Qur’inic passage in a variety of calligraphic styles (Zakariya 1978: 103):
nna halagnakum min dakarin wa 'unta *‘Behold, we have created you male and female’
(Sura 49:13),
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