vertical axis or that the natural direction of visual processing was
top-to-bottom, then native Hebrew speakers would probably not
have been different in this respect. Thus the effect is most likely to
be due to the alphabets rather than to their users. The effect may
vary with the type font used but this just supports the point.

This conclusion is strengthened in view of the region-width in-
teractions in Figure 2. If “completing” missing parts (or, inferring
the identity of the whole from the partial sensory cues) in one direc-
tion suffers a disadvantage with respect to the other direction, that
disadvantage should add to the disadvantage associated with the
larger mutilation rather than interact with it. The most plausible
account of this result seems to be that the distribution of informative
segments along the vertical axis of letters is skewed, so that most of
them are located at both upper quarters in English (and both lower
ones in the Hebrew alphabet). Removing the margin of the informa-
tive half eliminates a considerable number of identity cues; but there
are still a lot of cues in its more central part which are eliminated by a
larger mutilation. That is not the case with the less informative half
in which each quarter contains just a few cues.

Consider, for example, the number of letters which are made
ambiguous when seen in isolation under each of the four ways of
mutilation shown in Figure 1. We counted 4, 4, 9, and 8 lower-case
Roman letters, and 11, 17, 11, and 8 Hebrew letters (out of 27) for
mutilating the very bottom, lower half, upper half, and very top
respectively. Of course, recognizability may suffer even when the
Jetter is still unambiguous on thorough inspection. We presume,
however, that the degree of recognizability of unambiguous muti-
lated letters under a given way of mutilation is not uncorrelated with
the number of ambiguations it brings about. The empirical results

reported here seem to support such a view.

1. Vertical size was defined as the height of lower-case letters. Thus the texts
mutilated at the bottom had the extra advantage of showing a large part of the several
upper-case letters which appeared in the passages.
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Figure/ground, Brightness Contrast,
and Reading Disabilities

Olive Meares

Evidence is cited which indicat : ;
black-on es that the maximum brightness contrast of

-white print was a strong contributin ]
k- - ‘ ¢ factor in the reading dis-
fg;i:;z;se:ft;:h;idr? atteniiimg a New Zealand reading clinic. Chilfiren%s
) estions and general comments about their percepti
que: ti0
printed page mdlcatg a I:Leed for research into the ﬁgure/grour:qd :‘Zd E:;z' 05;
ness contrast organization of children’s books. The ill-effects of muxiifum

brightness contrast pri
! print could range from a minor irritati .
barrier to progress in learning to read.fr A I A

:."EEACI-II)ERS H AVE. long_ been aware that some children of aver-
ir%] or above average intelligence have quite extraordinary difficulty
andeirmng to read. T1.1e.re is no general agreement about the nature
Ovem.aet‘ll\srez foft }fmh tchfﬂ.culty. Vellutino (1977) has presented a fine
: e extensive, inconclusive, and conflictin

which has developed in this com ’ e
. plex area. The pu f thi

is to.aslére(siearchers to consider a factor which dlz)egpr?osf s?eeiuiopﬁffé
recerved adequate attention: the print that childr

' : look at. In

own reading, I have found only four rel SForen it
. . i t d .

its possible interference with r{}e’ading- R ik

1. Critchley (1964) speculates abou.

- C t the reasons wh “dys-
lexics” have a marked preference for small print. et
abZO.UtMo'nroE ancfi Rogers_ (1964) consider that children’s complaints

; Bp:lmt HIumng and ]uIl‘lPil’lg are an indication of vision defect

- Bedwe and Grant consider that “bits of the print blur or di:;—

?}}:Rear bec.:ause of the child’s poor eye control. (From an account of
er work in Na_twnal Education [N.Z.], January 1978.)

.Ina ch?ckhst of faulty vision symptoms Jordan (1972) lists:
Sees double images. ‘
Loses, place when reading.

Skips line above or below.
Loses place when making return i i

T g sweep to begin a new line.
Letters or symbols appear to move about.
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Symbols “blink on and off.”
Parts of words or symbols “come and go” during reading.

Jordan comments that disabled learners usually do not volunteer
information about how they see; that they are unaware of their
abnormal vision; that when such problems as those noted in the
checklist are finally detected after years of struggling to read, the
student frequently replies “no one ever asked me about it before”;
that eye specialists do not specifically ask “Do things blink on and
off when you look at a page?”’; that such children often receive an
eye specialist report: ““This child has 20/20 vision. There is no visual
problem.” Jordan considers that there is an undetected visual defect
responsible for the faulty vision symptoms itemised in his checklist.
This paper offers a different hypothesis.

Experience working with children in a reading clinic tells me that
blurring, moving, jumping, flickering print distortions are indeed a
visual reality for many children. Their comments suggest that this is
not the result of a vision defect, but rather that it is due to perceptual
instability stemming from and induced by the conventional figure /
ground organization of books i.e. black print on a white page.

ELY

A chance meeting (mid 1970) with the above figure and its accom-
panying caption—'’Are you one of the few people who immediately
recognize that this is the word FLY?”—triggered a chain of thought
which led me to a long investigation of children’s ideas about print.
It seemed to me that the only people who would see FLY im-
mediately were those who gave immediate attention to the white
background. I decided to get clinic children’s responses to this fig-
ure. If the response was “black shapes” (or similar comment) that
would be that. If the response was “fly,” a print probe would follow.
I would record everything the children said, as they said it and in
their exact words. No child would be aware that any other child was
being questioned, so any similarity in response and discussion
would be all the more striking and compelling.
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All the children had three things in common:

Extreme reading disability .

Average or above average intelligence,

All attended the same clinic which is part of the New Zealand
state ec%ucation system. Pre-admission assessments :n d
IQ testing had been done by Education Departmel;t

sychologi isi i
gyythemo.glsts. Vision and hearing checks were arranged

Part 1. The Children’s Responses
Some children responded to the black shapes:
Paula  “Heck! A lot of funny black things.” (no further questioning)

Michael *“A broken-up tri

p triangle, a supermarket with a i
;spalfe, a funny sort of a house, the head of an arrow, and tﬁzlt.k;ng
ooks like an Eastern Island statue.” (no further ques,tioning) =

The responses of other children were more interesting;

Ian (A non-reader on admissi
E sion - average 1.Q.) “Fly.”
Why could i 5
et it'"y you see the word so quickly? It took me a long time to
I‘r’g\’ell, it”s t‘here.” (He outlined the word with his finger)
1 ut that's in the white of the page. When I want to read a-wo d, I
o?lz)it the black marks. What about you?”’ i
‘Oh yes, I do too. But you” : i i
i Ao you've got to keep putting the white away.
“If this were printed the other i i
; way with whit
paper, you d have to look at the black to find fly l'eJ;n agtlisthoinnka b]a":k
find it as quickly?” A iy
“No, because then I'd be lookin i
at th i
black blends out. Black on white blgnds ilf."’Vhlte B e B

“If you were a printer, ho
1 ’ w would vou rint b s
The Other Way rOUnd.u y P OOkS.

“Do you mean white words on a black page?”

“That would be better, but I’
WG e dazz]ing_"l ut I'd rather not have any black or white

:’What would you have?”
Just light words on a dark paper—not black. Light grey words on

a dark grey paper would be
good. You don't i
ference between the words and the paper.”rl i s
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Robyn (A non-reader on admission, superior intelligence) “Fly.”

“You read that very quickly. It took me quite a long time. [ wonder
why you were so quick?”

“Well, it's there; it’s looking at you, so you just say it.”

“Robyn, what do you think of the way books are printed? You
know, black words on white paper.”

“Oh it's silly! It's not fair! They make the covers so you can read
them, and then you want to read the book and you can’t because it s
all black and white and glaring. They know it gives you a headache
but they don't care. People who design posters are clever. They
want you to read what they say, so they print it so you can read it.
But people know kids have got to read books at school, so they don’t
bother about the print—just for the cover. They make that good. It’s
not fair.”

“Can you show me a book with a good cover?” Robyn indicated a
book which had an off-white title on a mottled grey-blue
background. (Later, other children commented on the readable book
covers. They told me that new book covers are pretty to look at, but
older book covers are better to read. Time and the soil of much
handling has “greyed-down” the stark whiteness of the print).

“‘How would you print books, Robyn?”

“I'd have light, bright colours on a dark base. People like bright
colours and light colours because you have to look. There shouldn’t
be any black and white together.”

“Why not?”

“Because white glares at you and gives you a headache, and it
makes your eyes water so you shouldn’t have it. And you can’t see
black letters clearly so you shouldn’t have them.”

Nigel (A non-reader on admission. Low-average 1Q) “Fly.”

Nigel picked up the possible alternation of FLY and black shapes.
We discussed this briefly, but I did not question him about print.
Because of his general inarticulateness, I wrongly assumed that he
would not have anything interesting to say.

Steven (Brother of Robyn. A non-reader on admission. Superior
intelligence. Attended clinic 1966-68. The only ex-clinic child I ques-
tioned) “Fly.”

“Now just look at the black shapes.”

What black shapes?”” (He found them after a considerable lapse
of time).

“Steven, why should you see fly immediately? I couldn’t. For a
long time all I could see was black shapes.”
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“You tend to disregard the white and concentrate on the black. It's
gaiy 1flor y;)u tﬁ look at the black. I can make myself look at the black
ut the white keeps coming through at me. It's natu ’
o g et g s natural for me to look
“Books are almost always printed with black words on white
paper. What do you think of it?”
“It's rotten! When you try to read it, very black i
comes out a muddy mess.” T R R VR
“How would you print books?”
“T'd have light coloured print on a dark ba
ckground. It
stand out well. The words wouldn’t blur.” 5 would
rlj’you were printing light on dark, just what colours would you
use?
“It wouldn"t really matter as long as it was light for the words and
the least possible contrast between the colours. Light grey on dark

grey would be good. Light green on dark green 1d
A blackboard is good to read.” Breen would be good too

Pef?r (A non-reader on admission, average 1Q) ““Fly.”
”That was quick. I had a lot of trouble finding that word.”
Gee, it's easy! I can read it.”
Peter, do you like the way books are printed? You know, black
words on white paper.” ’
He shook his head vigorously, but didn’t speak. The head shaking
was an answer so I asked, “Why not?”
It's all the little white rivers. . . .” Then a flood of tears came.

That completed the first part of the investigation. For the next eight
months, my 9ut-0f-sd1001 hours were largely devoted to wide regd-
ing, much tl'gnking, and some writing. Two questions exercised my
mind and gglded my reading: First, had children’s complaints about
problems with print already been dealt with by researchers? At that
time, I could find only Critchley’s reference to small print being
fa\.zoured by many dyslexics. Second, what did research tell us about
children’s print needs? The conclusion of Tinker (1963) and of man
other researchers was that the maximum brightness contrast of blaci
on white prevides the most legible print.

Umyersity students were the subjects in Tinker’s research which
Was‘dn'ec‘fed at adult print needs. Children’s needs are mentioned
but in quite summary fashion. Tinker quoted research which shows
jtrhat.ocular motor patterns are stabilised by the end of fourth grade

This suggests that children read enough like adults so typographi;
cal arrangements having optimal legibility for adults should also be
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optimal for children who are about ten years of age or older” (p- 4).
Younger children get even less attention from Tinker. “For the poor
readers, and espedially for children who are learning to read, illegi-
ble letters can be a real problem. . . . It may be concluded, therefore,
that in children’s books the individual letters should be as legible as
possible. . . . In addition, the typeface should be larger than that
used for adults” (p. 37).

Tinker does deal with irradiation—the encroachment of a white
area upon an adjacent black area. This is responsible for the appar-
ent “thinning” of black letters on a white ground. The serifs are the
barriers which stem the encroachment of the white, maintain clarity
of outline, and prevent thinning of the letters. This matter of thin-
ning of black letters interested me greatly. I had corresponded with
R.H.O. Northcote, a member of the New Zealand Road Signs
Committee. He had told me that for night visibility, road signs had
to be light on dark because black symbols would thin down; “In fact,
they can disappear.” Tinker’s work explained this phenomenon and
made clear that it is not restricted to night conditions.

The paramount thought in my mind was always, “What's in this
for my children?”” These children had made it clear that, for them,
white has maximum interference qualities. They seem to be drawn
to the white even against their wills. Remember Ian, ““You've got to
keep putting the white away.” And Steven, “The white keeps com-
ing through at me.” And Robyn, “The white glares at you and you
can’t see black letters clearly.” I wondered whether, for these par-
ticular children, the effects of irradiation are extreme, whether the
serif barriers are inadequate to stem the encroaching white, and
whether in extreme cases, the white encroachment might be so
strong and the serif barriers so ineffectual that letters could actually
disappear—even if only momentarily.

The principal of the school, knowing my interest in print, gave me
a set of four booklets called Write Away. Each double-spread had a
different figure / ground contrast, e.g., pink on grey, green on fawn,
etc. I thought the children’s reactions would be interesting and that
it was time to probe for further information.
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Part I1.

Peter  (Now about 11 years 3 months) Peter had made some prog-
ress in the intervening eight months and I thought it would be safe
to try to get him talking about print. He was about to start a new
:,?}Elt(e F?—year level). The print was very black, the paper was very

"My word Peter, this is good clear print. Do you like it?”

He tensed immediately. This time there were no tears but a torrent
of words. “It's awful! There’s all the little white streams running
down the page and there’s all blurry black in between them. Some-

times I have to shake my head three or four times before a word will
come.”

“Show me the streams.”

“There they are—you can see them.” He ran his finger down the
page several times following different streams (the inter-word spac-
ings stepping down from line to line).

“How would you like your books printed, Peter?”’

"Lots of the book covers are good, but not white words, just kind
of light words. Black words might be O.K. as long as there wasn't
any white anywhere. The white gives you the streams.”

On his next clinic day he sailed straight into the topic. “You re-
member when we were talking about the white streams?”

“Yes, I remember.”

“Well, the dams don’t make any difference when you're reading.”
He sat down and picked up his book. I felt overwhelmed; not just by
the inexplicability of what he had said, but by the sudden certainty
that he did not know that I do not share his experience.

“"Where are the dams Peter?”’ (That surprised him. He described
the construction and function of dams very clearly).

“Yes, I understand that.”

“‘Well, there are the dams.” He pointed to the large blocks of
whlt_e at the paragraph ends. “They stop one lot of streams from
ﬂonmg ;md they start the next lot off.”

1 was beginning to have some understanding of the dre 5
ity that lies behind those words, ‘‘severe probl%ms of Visuaa?f;érii—
tion.” "

Thinking of Peter’s complaints about “the blurry black” I decided
to attempt. a little experiment which might provide information
about my excessive irradiation/inadequate serifs conjecture. When
Petgr next arrived, I got him talking animatedly about a favourite
topic, then interrupted him mid-sentence by saying loudly, ur-
gently, and very quickly, “Peter! What do you see when you lofok at
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a page?” As I spoke, I turned quickly and flicked a book open at a
pre-marked place; no pictures, just black words and white paper. He
was startled and turned to the book quickly. He seemed to catch the
urgency of my voice and manner. He burst forth instantly with, “A
white page and then all the white streams run and the blurry black
comes in between.”

On his next visit, Peter said, “Remember I said I see a white page
and then the streams come and the blurry?”

“Yes, I remember.”

“"Well, I've been thinking about it. I don’t know if I really do see a
white page first. I don’t think I do.”

What had happened? Did reason tell him it could not be s0? Did
the memory of what he had said seem ridiculous? Did he actually
see a white page for such a minute split second of time that deliber-
ate reflection destroyed the memory? Or, for some obscure reason,
did he just give a wrong answer which, by rare chance, happened to
parallel my conjecture? I'll never know.

On this same day, I showed Peter the Write Away books with their
appealing colour contrasts and greatly reduced brightness contrast.
He was delighted with the colour combinations and, at one page,
greatly excited. “Look! That's it! Done big! That's the kind of blurry I
see!” I looked at the page. It had moved during the printing process
and each word was double-printed. When his initial excitement had
subsided, Peter took great care to make sure I understood that he
does not see double. He made it clear that this doubling showed in
exaggerated form, the blurredness that he experiences with black
words on white paper. (His vision had been checked).

Nigel (The boy I hadn’t questioned about print).

I gave Nigel the Write Away books to browse through and asked
him to tell me what he thought of the various colour combinations.
After some minutes, he said fervently, “Gee! These are great. Why
don’t we have our books printed like that?”

“Why do you like them so much, Nigel?”

“Because the words don’t move.”

I was so taken aback I couldn’t think of anything to say except,
“Do words move?"”’

He was decidedly cross. “Of course they do! Look at them! The
white makes them move. And they move a lot worse if you stop to
work out a word.” Then, rather grumpily, he added, “Come on!
Let’s get on with our story.”

On his next clinic day, Nigel had a question for me. “Don’t the
words move for you?”
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“No Nigel, they don't.”
“Oh—I was going to show you how to sto ing.”” (Li
. _ p them moving.” (Lik

Pet(;r\; ll}hgel had obviously thought I shared his experienceg) (Lie

“Well, I ho i1l i .
g pe you will show me. It might help me to help some

“It's quite easy. You just put a perspex sheet on th g

_ T

better if you use a dirty one.” P e

When fhe chﬂdrgn write, the same book can be used by many
children if they write with a Chinagraph pencil on a perspex sheet
pfa.c‘ed on the page. I had always known that the children love
writing on these perspex sheets. I had assumed that they had high
novelty value. I had thought, too, that the complete erasure of errors
was probably appealing. I checked this matter after school using
!aoth a new perspex and a “dirty” one (the Chinagraph tends to rub
into the fine scratch marks which perspex soon acquires). It seemed

to me that Nigel was quite right. The perspex s d
A T g perspex seemed to enhance the

Mathew  This lad had been at clinic a very short time. He just loved
those perspex sheets. One day he commented:

“I wish our teacher had these at school.”

“Why do you like them Mathew?”

" ‘Cos they put the ‘flecting back away.”

“And what difference does that make?”

“Then the words don’t jump.”

About this time I read about the work of reading specialist Laurel
Lynch. Miss Lynch tells how, as a special treat, she occasionally
gives the children slates and slate pencils to use. She tells of the
children’s joy in using the slates. She attributes this joy to novelty
and the permanent erasure of errors—parallel with my thinking
about the perspex sheets. Nigel and Mathew had shown clearly that
they had far more important reasons for liking the perspex. Could it
be that Lynch’s children had similar reasons for liking the slates?
Would use of a slate tend to stabilise perception? A slate giveé
feixac:tly what Jan and Steven said would be good print; a light grey
pgszﬁ;n a anrk grey ground. I bought two slates and a supply of

Peter was my first pupil next day. Instead of preparing hi -
print. book before school, I used a);late. I shall I:r)w\l?er fo%gtltSPr;;?s
reaction to his “slate letter.” He beamed and said very slowly
”T.hat’s lovely! You can read it so easy.” I thought back to my eaﬂ);
childhood. All my early writing efforts were on a slate. I remember

21 Meares  Figure/ground and Reading Disabilities




much blackboard reading,. It is possible that there were hidden bene-
fits in the very paucity of material in the schools of those days? Is it
possible that some children were kept afloat who today would sink?

Remembering Critchley’s assertion that many dyslexics have a
marked preference for small print, I decided to switch Peter from
7-year books to 9 to 10-year books (the print is much smaller; in-
deed, it approximates adult print). This was a tremendous text diffi-
culty leap and I was apprehensive. To our mutual delight, Peter
handled this much more difficult material with greater ease than his
previous simple book. I hoped he would comment on the small
print. He did.

“T read this hard book a lot better than that old easy one.”

“You certainly do. I've been wondering why.”

“The print’s a lot smaller.”

“Come off it, Peter! That would make it harder, not easier.”

“No! It's easier. When the print’s small that makes a lot more
words on the page and that makes a lot more black and that makes a
lot less white and that makes it easier.” He paused for breath and
further thought. “It breaks it up and mixes it up.”

If you look at a small print book and a large print book (given
comparable paper and inking), you will see just what he means. The
small print does away with the stark BLACK / WHITE. The “draw-
ing-togetherness” of the small print gives the illusion of a greying of
the whole page; an apparent reduction of brightness contrast.

I questioned Robyn who had long since left large print books
behind. “Which would you rather read, Robyn, small print or big
print?”

“Small print, of course

llw}ly?ll

“‘Because the white doesn’t glare at you so much and you can see
the words better.”

I questioned Martin (whose problems eventually defeated me ut-
terly). “Martin, would you rather read big print books or small print
books?”’

He looked at me in silence for a moment, then said (and I wish 1
could reproduce the intensity of his voice), “Man! It's gotta be small
if you gonna read it.”

Steven This boy, who has already contributed to these pages, war-
rants a section all to himself. His intelligence is superior; his prob-
lems were extreme; his determination to succeed was quite excep-
tional, and the humiliation and misery of failure had eaten into him
deeply. He had a strong inclination to read down, not across, a
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page. When he was looking at print, he screwed hi
tlghtly that he was peering throupgh the merest shts?ljnzyﬁse lr?;vzi
b]mke.d—never. His blinking at all other times seemed, as far as I
could judge, normal. I asked for another vision check. T}Ite specialist
reported no vision defects. He said to Steven, very bluntlyp “Onl
one thing wrong with you, you're word blind.” ’ ¢
Steven left clinic after three years reading well up to chronological
age level. He left me a legacy of many unanswered questions Y%e—lars
later, when this investigation was under way, I found a p.ossible
answer to every one of the following questions. Why had learning to
read I?ef.-n such a mammoth task for this very clever boy? Whenghe
left clinic, Steven was a very good reader by anybody’s standards
and got much pleasure from reading, so why should reading still
entail intense concentration? If the tightly slitted eyes were pag and
pgrcel of failure-induced tension (which seemed a reasonable sur-
m_lst.a)f why did not the glow and joy of achievement relax him
S.ufflCIEH.ﬂy to open his eyes, or to afford him the relief of an occa-
sional blink while reading? Once I came across a story which I knew
St.even WOl'lld find particularly pleasurable. The pages had almost
rnllssec_:l the inking process. The words were discernible, butin a very
faint hg.ht grey. When [ apologised for suggesting a story with such
poor print, he looked at me in wide-eyed surprise. ““This is the best
thmg I've ever seen for reading.”” Why? Steven’s silent reading rate
was just as slow for exceedingly simple as for extremely complex
maten.al. Why? Why did he lose the place so frequently, omit lines
or begin to re-read a line already read? It is interesting but unhel ful
to read. that such behaviour is one of the many possible symptomlz, of
dyslexle.l. That may be a fact, but it isn’t an answer to the “why?"
Why did he sometimes say that it would be much better if V\-re
pnpted words down the page instead of across? *“You know, like the
Chinese do.” The only answer he could give to my ”Why'?”’was “It
would make reading much easier.” But why? - ’

My correspondent on the road signs committee sent me some
unexpectgd material. He had had a paragraph typed on plain white
paper. This paper was put through a machine which gave a reverse
type copy; white words on a dark grey ground. I took these papers
to Steven’s home, sure that he would make some interesting C(P;m-
f‘nents. In relating what happened, I shall refer to the original as

conventional print” and to the copy as “reverse print.”
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Days passed. Then a third hole was
found near the barn. The hole was new
and not very deep. John felt sure it
was Bozo’s hole, and he was not wrong.

John soon learned that Bozo would
dig only before anyone woke up.

John was sorry that Bozo did not want

to be seen at work.
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John soon learned that Bozo would
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Part IV. Evidence from people who do 110t have reading problems

Following are two examples (from many gathered) of what seems to
be print-induced perceptual distortion. One concerns a very young
child; the other, a young adult.

Mary (aged 5%z years)

This child, in her few months at school, had made such remarka-
ble reading progress that her teacher decided 7-year reading mate-
rial would be appropriate. Knowing of my interest in print, she
deliberately chose a book with unconventional figureground layout;
brown print on a dark pink ground. The child enjoyed the story and
told her teacher she liked the pretty pages “because the words don’t
waobble.” When told that she had never mentioned wobbling words
before, the little girl said she hadn’t known there are words that
don't wobble.

Christopher (aged 25 years)

This young man asked me if I would help him to increase his
reading rate. When he told me that print tires his eyes, although he
has excellent vision, I put a tinted perspex sheet over a page and
asked him if he thought that would help speed up his reading. He
said, “Fabulous! The negative images have gone!” I asked for a
written explanation. Here it is: “For me reading requires great con-
centration. My first impression of a printed page is one of a shim-
mering blur. The shimmering is, in fact, white on black overlaid
between the lines of the print—a negative image of the print.”

Additional information from questioning showed that the nega-
tive image was under, slightly to the right of, and partly overlapping
the line of print. This young man had never had reading problems,
- but had always been a very slow-paced reader. He had the same
problem with reading music. (He is a member of a brass band and a
past member of the New Zealand National Youth Orchestra.) This
made him a poor sight-reader which he found infuriating. He de-
cided to use sunglasses for all future reading. He had never spoken
to anyone about this matter before because he did not know we do
not all experience the same.

I think Christopher threw light on something which had long
puzzled me. In response to the very general question, “Do you ever
notice anything odd about print?”” one of my clinic children said,
“Well, there’s all the funny little things in the white lines. They're a
bit like little ducks swimming in a river.” Did this child, too, experi-
ence negative images?
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Christopher’s prompt decision to use sunglasses interested me, |
had made such a suggestion to children who complained of blur-
ring, moving print, but the suggestion was not favoured; indeed. it
seemed fo embarrass them. Yet those same children accepted with
alacrity the suggestion of a tinted perspex sheet clipped onto the
book. Peter was the only child who gave an explanation. “If | wore
sunglasses you wouldn't be able to get rid of the white, Anyway, I'd
never use sunglasses. Everybody would think there’s someihing
wrong with me. When I use the coloured perspex, you can tell it's
the book that’s wrong.” Over the last six years, many children have
used that tinted perspex, and it is still in use today. As reading
improves some of the children use it less and less and finally diseard
it, usually when they move on to smaller print. Others cling to it as
to a lifeline. My children’s comments convince me that print—which
is an observable, manipulable, external condition—deserves our
close attention. I think these children’s task (and ours) is made un-
necessarily difficult by maximum brightness contrast print. For me,
the outcome of all this reading, writing, thinking, talking, and above
all, listening is the conviction that these children know what they are
talking about. :

This paper is really a plea from children. I hope researchers will
respond with answers to the questions it raises. And a concluding
question: Where else in the child’s world does he meet, let alone be
required to attend closely to, such an extreme brightness contrast as
on the pages of a book? '
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