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Phonetic coding in dyslexics and normal
readers, by Hall, Ewing, Tinzmann,
and Wilson: A reply
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Hall, Ewing, Tinzmann, and Wilson (1981) presented findings that are claimed to disconfirm
the hypothesis that young children who are poor readers make less effective use of phonetic
coding in short-term memory than do those who are good readers. The counterevidence they

present does not stand up to scrutiny.

Hall, Ewing, Tinzmann, and Wilson (1981) con-
firm the finding that we and others have reported
that poor readers are deficient on tests of verbal short-
term memory. They claim, however, to present evi-
dence contrary to our hypothesis (Shankweiler,
Liberman, Mark, Fowler, and Fischer (1979), that
the problem of poor readers in remembering linguistic
material in verbal short-term memory may be related
to inefficiency in use of phonetic coding. We must
register an objection on several counts.

First, it is appropriate to note a major point we
have emphasized, which is not made by Hall et al.
(1981): that the memory problems characteristic of
poor readers are specifically in the domain of language
and do not affect all memory systems. Evidence for
this selectivity comes from a number of studies
employing a variety of experimental paradigms and
subject populations (Bauer, 1977; Liberman, Mann,
Shankweiler, & Werfelman, in press; Mann, Liberman,
& Shankweiler, 1980; Mark, Shankweiler, Liberman,
& Fowler, 1977; Nelson & Warrington, 1980; Vellutino,
1977).

Given poor readers’ problem with verbal memory,
we then asked Wwhat is different about the verbal
memory processes of poor readers that might limit
effective span? In view of the massive evidence that
normal adults tend to use phonetic coding whenever
possible to hold material in short-term memory
(Baddeley, 1966; Conrad, 1964, 1972; Hintzman,
1969; Wickelgren, 1966), we have supposed that
young children who are good readers would do this
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also. Accordingly, we hypothesized that short-term
memory in young children with specific reading dis-
ability might therefore be limited, because these
children do not use phonetic coding efficiently,
perhaps preferring to use other coding strategies (e.g.,
visual or semantic strategies) to hold the material.
Independent support for this hypothesis comes from
studies by Byrne and Shea (1979) and Katz,
Shankweiler, and Liberman (in press).

The allegedly negative findings of Hall et al. (1971)
are based on eight subjects, aged 15-40 years. One
may wonder whether it is appropriate to lump together
such a diversity of ages on a memory test. At all
events, can the results be compared with those obtained
on second- and third-graders? Also, neither the
reading levels nor the nature of the reading problem
is reported. Considering the small number of subjects,
the wide range of ages, and the lack of specificity
about the level and kind of reading problems of the
subjects, we find it hard to view the Hall et al.
findings as a disconfirmation of our hypothesis.
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