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The theory tha t "shape" provides a useful learning cue for a child's early 
recogn ition of a word has been maintained by various writers, but it has no t 
been verified by research . An a na lysis of similar shapes for h igh-frequency 
words also argues against using shape as a cue for word recognition. The 
broader concept of word sha pe (or contours) is considered and deeper 
research suggested. 

It has long been held by most experts of beginning reading 
instruction that the "shape" of a word constitutes a useful cue 
to its recognition by the young child. Miller 's comments exem-
plify this belief. "At the beginning stages of reading instruction," 
she advises teachers, "word recognition can be taught either by 
picture-word association or word form clues such as configura-
tion: ~"1 At the beginning stage of reading instruction 
teachers are told to stress how a word " looks." According to 
J ones, " in the beginning reading when the child is merely told 
that this word is cat and that one is elephant, he can tell them 
apart simply because they do no t look alike." 2 While most 
current experts in beginning reading disagree with Veatch 's 
individualized approach to this instruction, they do support her 
contention that the first step in a "sequence of phonics" for the 
beginning reader should be " learning words by their shapes as 
they appear. "3 In the writings on beginning reading instruction 
there can be found many disagreements as to how several of 
the details of this instruction should be carried out. Only rarely, 
however, does one find a comment negatively critica l of the 
belief in 'shapes' of words as vital cues to their recognition. 

Moreover, the notion that the shapes of words do serve this 
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function is maintained by today's experts in reading instruction 
as a direct contraposition to what the published research says of 
the perceptual processes used by beginning readers . A recent 
review of such research findings which points out this evidence 
concludes that " the shape of a word is the least-used cue to its 
recognition by beginning readers."4 Thus, the assumption that 
beginners in reading find the shape of a word a reliable aid to 
its recognition can be easily dismissed as " lore," as one group 
of researchers into the matter put it.5 Why the current experts 
in reading generally choose to ignore or dismiss these empirical 
findings, and persist in their contention that word "shape," 
as they call it, is the cue to word recognition most easily taught 
to young children, remains a mystery. In no case have they 
given the reasons why they maintain such a contrary position 
about this issue. 

The advoca tes of the shape of words as valid cues to their 
recognition, as noted, say tha t words can be recognized instantly 
by the beginning reader with this cue without his having to go 
through any further analyses of the graphic form the word pre-
sents. What such writers intend to signify there by shape is 
never fully explained, unfortunately. When they do mention 
shape they refer to the length of a word in number of le tters, 
and to the descending-ascending nature of its letters. This is the 
definition of shape given by Miller, above. as she says, the 
"shape" of elephant is~ 

For the sake of argument let's conditionally accept this defi-
nition of shape (the actual contour of a word would involve more 
graphic features than this obviously). To what extent, then, do 
the words the beginning reader usually is given to learn to recog-
nize have shapes unique to each of them, and therefore different 
from all the other basic or beginning words? How many such 
different shapes are there among the most commonly used, 
highest-frequency words that form the core of reading ability 
of the beginner? How many different shapes represent one 
word, as versus two, three or more words?6 

To answer these questions I examined a recent composite 
list of highest-frequency words, taken from several different 
studies of common words from school book sources. The 238 
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words on this composite list6 (I and a were excluded) were found 
to have a to tal of 87 different "shapes" (as defined by Miller). 
About ha lf of this total number of shapes, 47, represent one 
word each, and no other word. This meam that only about 20 
percent of the words here have a shape unique to each of them, 
but to ·no other word on the list. It was found the remainder of 
the words on this list have this distribution: 

10 different shapes represent 2 words each. 
10 different shapes represent 3 words each. 
8 different shapes represent 4 words each . 
3 different shapes represent 5 words each. 
3 differen t shapes represent 15 words each. 
2 different shapes represent 12 words each. 
4 different shapes represent, respectively 6, 

9 and 10 words each 
Then, I made a similar analysis of the shapes of the 200 high-

est-frequency words on a second list of words taken from 
writings in generai.7 This second study revealed there were 33 
different shapes no t common to these two word lists studied. 

The evidence from these two analyses forms a strong remind-
er that the shapes of high-frequency words have little utility as 
cues the beginning reader can use to distinguish one of these 
words from an y o ther one. This supports the general research 
on this matter. It speaks out in yet another way against the 
notion of teaching beginning readers to use the shapes of words, 
as defined by leading experts, as cues to their recognition. 

As has been said in passing, the contour of a word repre-
sents a more com plicated graphic pattern than does 
elephant reduced to~ There obviously are more graphic 
features in the contour of elephant than in this shape. We know 
of the graphic features that act as cues to the recognition of 
letters (e.g., the characteristics open or closed, horizontal or 
veTtical, straight or curoed).8 There also are features of words 
that when used by mature readers allow them. to recognize 
words as quickly as they can letters.9 Whether the actual 
contours of words (as versus the shapes of words, as defined 
here) migh t be included among such features used as cues by 
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beginning readers is problematic. At present there is no avail-
able empirical information from which to determine this. 

Smith apparently would mainta in "contours" are as unreliable 
cues as are sh apes. H e believes more ma ture readers, who use 
" immediate word identification" recognize words "on the basis 
of visual feature relationships in the configuration as a whole 
and not by a synthesis of information about individual letters or 
letter groups."10 Smith means by this, however, that information 
from all parts of a word is used as an aid to its identification. 
And, that words "are by no means identified on the basis of the 
familiarity of their shape or contour. " 9 His own research contra-
dicts this, however. Smith and others11 found that when college 
students read words in which both size and case were altered 
(e.g., ArE) there was a significant reduction of these students' 
ability to identify these words as versus those in normal print. 
T he same was found when the relative size of elements of lower-
case p rint were altered (e.g. , even). Whether this would hold 
for beginning readers, again, is unknown. 

With the evidence available it is doubtful, h owever, that the 
shape of a word, as currently defined by reading experts, pre-
sen ts features useful as cues to its recognition by beginning 
readers. As the evidence presented in this discussion illustrates, 
the number of words that can be rep resented by a unique shape 
is too small to provide enough categories of visual information 
needed for accurate word recognition. This is so even on rela-
tively short lists of words, as has been demonstrated here. 
Research as to the effects of the true contours of words as cues 
for word recognition by beginning readers is needed. 
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