
Reading Styles Change Between 
Second and Eighlh Grade
As children grow older, they become more independent readers who need 
more choices of high-interest materials and individualized programs in which 
they read alone or with peers.

MARIE CARBO

Research indicates that student 
achievement is affected by five 
major learning style stimuli: en 

vironmental, emotional, sociological, 
physical, and psychological.' The Read 
ing Style Inventory ( RSI), based on the 
Dunn and Dunn model, was developed 
to diagnose the learning styles of young 
sters specifically for reading, and identi 
fies 18 elements of reading style (see 
Figure I). 2

When the Inventory was given to 293 
students in grades two, four, six, and 
eight, the students differed significantly 
on ten elements of reading style: percep 
tion, motivation, structure, reading 
with adults, reading alone, reading with 
peers, reading with adults and peers, 
intake of food and drink, time of day, 
and mobility (see Figure 2).' These 
reading style differences may have cru 
cial implications for designing effective 
reading programs.

Differences in Perceptual Strengths 
and Preferences
For most youngsters, perception appears 
to be the reading style element of great 
est importance. Certainly, it has re 
ceived the greatest attention in journals. 
Research has demonstrated that reading 
performance is strongly related to per 
ceptual abilities, 4 and that good readers 
prefer to learn through their visual and 
auditory modalities, whereas poor read 
ers prefer learning factually and kines- 
thetically.'And an increasing number 
of studies support the hypothesis that 
reading achievement is improved signif 
icantly when students are taught to read 
through their perceptual strengths. 6
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In the RSI study, second graders pre 
ferred tactual and kinesthetic reading 
activities significantly more than fourth, 
sixth, and eighth graders. These are 
some of the statements the second grad 
ers selected with greater frequency than 
did the other groups:

• I like to draw pictures and then 
write about them

• Feeling words made from clay 
would help me to remember them

• I would like to play reading games 
in school

• Typing words would help me to 
remember them.

Figure 1. Elements of Reading Style Identified by the Reading Style Inventory.
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From: The Reading Style

li Does the student prefer to read:
with music, with talking, in silence? 
in bright or dim light? 

' in a warm or cool temperature?
in a formal design (hard chair at a desk) or an informal 

design (soft chair, rug, floor)?

When rending, is the student:
self-motivated, not self-motivated, motivated by peers, 

motivated by adults? r
Does the student:

' complete reading tasks? . 
do the reading work agreed upon or assigned?
prefer: little or much direction when reading? 

many or few choices of reading materials? 
reading work checked immediately or seldom? 
reading work checked by peers, adults, self?

Does the student prefer to read:
with five or six students? 
alone? . . 
with one student? 
with a teacher? . 
with a teacher and students?

Doe* the student read best:
when taught through his/her visual modality, auditory 

modality, tactual modality, kinesthetic modality, and/or 
with a multisensory approach?

Does the student prefer to read;
when permitted to eat and drink? 

; in the morning, early afternoon, late afternoon, evening! 
when permitted to move? 

Inventory Manual by Marie Carbo, 1981, p. 2
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On the other hand, compared to the 
second graders, the fourth, sixth, and 
eighth graders demonstrated significant 
ly greater visual and auditor)' strengths 
when reading. The older students chose 
visual and auditory perception state 
ments such as these more often than the 
second graders:

• When I look at words, I almost 
never mix up letters like "b" and "d"

• I almost never lose my place on the 
page when I'm reading

• It's easy for me to remember rules 
about sounding out words

• It's easy for me to sound out new 
words.

Implications The results indicate 
that young children need to learn to 
read with methods and materials that 
accommodate their tactual and kincs- 
thetic preferences, such as language- 
experience reading methods substantial 
ly reinforced with "hands-on" activities. 
Since many young children are not 
strong visually and auditorial ly, tape- 
recorded books, which allow a child to 
see and hear words simultaneously and 
increase retention of words, also are 
highly advisable for beginning reading

programs. 7 In addition, if young chil 
dren tend not to be auditory or analytic, 
as the research suggests, then phonics 
instruction should be delayed until stu 
dents develop the auditory and analytic 
abilities needed to succeed with pho 
nics.

Differences in Emotional Needs
A number of research investigations in 
dicate that students' attitudes toward 
school and learning become measurably 
more negative with each advancing 
year. 8 In the RSI study, the older stu 
dents enjoyed reading less and were less 
motivated by their teachers to read than 
the second graders. In addition, the 
older students preferred less teacher di 
rection and a greater choice of reading 
materials.

Implications. Students come to 
school with an initial enthusiasm for 
reading that declines steadily through 
the grades. High-interest reading pro 
grams are an absolute necessity. We 
need to investigate the extent to which 
low-interest reading materials prevalent 
in many schools (for example, some 
basal readers and phonic programs) con 
tribute to negative student attitudes to 
ward reading.''

The older students in the RSI study 
demonstrated independent reading 
styles and appear to require a wide 
selection of high-interest reading mate 
rials and relatively little teacher direc 
tion. The reverse was true of the second 
graders. They preferred structure and 
wanted fewer choices of reading materi 
als along with careful, exact directions 
from their teacher. Based on this re 
search, it would seem that reading pro 
grams for young children should be

Figure 2. Significant Reading Style Differences for Grades Two, Four, Six, and Eight (n = 293*).
Level of 

Significance* Results

Teacher-motivated .001
Self-motivated .001
Choices .001
Direction . .001!
Reading with adults .001
Reading with peers .001
Reading alone .001
Reading with adult/peers .001

Auditory strength .001

Visual strength . .001

Tactual preference .001
Kinesthetic preference .001
Intake .002
Early morning . .002
Late afternoon .OBI 
Evening , . .. .001G

; Mobility .001

Grades 4, 6, and 8 are significantly less teacher-motivated than grade 2.
Grade 2 is significantly more self-motivated than grades 4, 6, and 8.
Grades 2 and 4 prefer significantly fewer choices of reading material than grades 6 and 8.
Grade 2 prefers significantly more direction than grades 4, 6, and 8.
Grades 6 and 8 prefer to read with adults significantly less than grade 2.
Grades 4, 6, and 8 prefer to read with peers significantly more than grade 2.
Grade 2 prefers to read alone significantly less than grades 4, 6, and 8.
Grades 6 and 8 prefer to read with an adult and peers significantly less than grade 2. In the 

case of grade 6, their preference is significantly less than grade 4 as well.
Grade 2 has significantly less auditory strength than grades 4, 6, and 8; grade 4 has 

significantly less auditory strength than grades 6 and 8.
Grade 2 has significantly less visual strength than grades 4,6, and 8; grade 4 has significantly 

less visual strength than grades 6 and 8.
Grades 4, 6, and 8 prefer tactual stimuli significantly less than grade 2.
Grades 6 and 8 prefer (anesthetic stimuli significantly less than grades 2 and 4.
Grade 2 prefers intake significantly more than grades 4, 6, and 8. • -
Grade 6 prefers to learn early in the morning significantly less than grade 2. .
Grade 6 prefers to read in late afternoon significantly less than grade 2.
Grade 2 prefers to read in the evening significantly less than grades 6 and 8.
Grade 2 needs mobility significantly more than grades 4, 6, and 8.

•Grade 2: n = 77; Grade 4: n - 65; Grade 6: n = 65; Grade 8: n = 86
"Statistical Procedure: Two-Way Analysis of Variance
From the Reading Style Inventory Manual by Marie Carbo, 1981, p. 71
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structured, emphasize a language-expe 
rience approach, and contain a wealth 
of high-interest resources, especially 
those that use the tactual and kinesthetic 
modalities of the learner

Differences in Sociological Preferences
In the RSI study, youngsters in grade 
two preferred to read with adults or with 
adults and peers significantly more than 
sixth and eighth graders. On the other 
hand, the fourth, sixth, and eighth grad 
ers liked to read alone and with their 
peers significantly more than the second 
graders.

Implications. Young children appear 
to need ample opportunities to interact 
with their teachers and peers during 
reading. Since the second graders in the 
RSI study indicated they did not like to 
read alone, individualized reading pro 
grams may not be the best technique for 
the early grades. Conversely, individ 
ualized approaches that permit peer in 
teraction may be ideal for many older 
students who seem to enjoy reading 
alone and with peers, especially since 
these students also tend to have the 
independent reading styles required for 
success with the individualized method.

Differences in Physical Needs
Not surprisingly, when compared to 
grades four, six, and eight, the second 
graders in the RSI study preferred signif 
icantly more intake of food and drink 
and more mobility while reading. In 
addition, the younger the child, the

greater the preference for reading in 
school, and the older the student, the 
greater the preference for reading in the 
evening.

Implications. The results suggest that 
reading programs for young children 
should provide tactual-kinesthetic re 
sources that enable children to move as 
they learn. Further, informal reading 
areas containing rugs, couches, and soft 
chairs would be particularly appropriate 
for students who need to move and 
change positions frequently when they

read. It is important to note that the 
overwhelming majority of students in 
the RSI study (86 percent) preferred to 
read in an informal area, a t least for part 
of the day.

Some people concentrate better when 
they can eat and drink. This was true of 
the youngest children in this research 
who preferred significantly more intake 
while reading than the older groups. But 
84 percent of a ll the students in this 
investigation liked to eat and drink while 
they read either some or most of the 
time. Therefore, it would seem advis 
able to make snacks available cither at 
specified intervals or throughout reading 
periods and note if student concentra 
tion is improved.

Although reading is often scheduled 
early in the morning, only 28 percent of 
the students in this investigation pre 
ferred to read at that time. Reading work 
should be assigned during a youngster s 
peak working time. For many older 
students, reading assignments that can 
be done in the evening may be most 
appropriate.

To summarize, children in the pri 
mary grades were teacher-motivated; 
preferred structure, movement, and in 
take while reading; and wanted to learn 
to read with their teachers and peers 
using their tactual and kinesthetic 
senses. Students in the intermediate and 
junior high grades tended not to be 
teacher-motivated and needed less 
movement, intake, and structure, but 
more choices of reading materials. They
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demonstrated greater visual and audi 
tory strengths than primary grade 
youngsters and preferred to learn alone 
and/or with peers. Most students pre 
ferred not to read in the morning and 
liked to read in an informally designed 
area with intake available.

Considering that most students enter 
school with an enthusiasm for learning 
to read and that many become progres 
sively less motivated to read, it is imper 
ative that educators continue to research 
this area and experiment with a variety 
of techniques for matching reading ma 
terials, methods, environments, and 
teaching strategies to individual reading 
styles.D

'See Rita Dunn and Kenneth Dunn. 
Teaching Students Through Their Individual 
Learning Styles: A Practical Approach. Res- 
ton, Virginia: Reston Publishing Company, 
1978 A 40-page annotated bibliography of 
books and articles on learning styles is avail 
able from the National Center for the Study 
of Learning/Teaching Styles. St. John's Uni 
versity, Grand Central and Utopia Pkwys., 
Jamaica, NY 11439 ($5).

;The Reading Style Inventor}' (Grades 1 — 
12) by Marie Carbo, diagnoses individual 
reading styles and lists methods, materials, 
and strategies that are most and least recom 
mended for each student, based upon com 
puter analysis Reliabilities for the B RSI 
subscales range from .67 to .77. A specimen 
set of the RSI is $11.50 (includes RSI test, 
manual, sample printouts). Available from 
Learning Research Associates, P.O. Box 39, 
Roslyn Heights, NY 11577

'The sample of 293 students was drawn 
from schools in New York City and its 
suburbs and included poor, lower-middle- 
class and middle-class youngsters, as well as 
an equal distribution of poor, average, and 
good readers. Research with larger and more 
representative populations of students is cur 
rently being conducted.

'See R. Dykstra, "Auditory Discrimina 
tion Abilities and Beginning Reading 
Achievement," Reading Research Quarterly 
1 (1966): 5-35; Anne Morency, "Auditory 
Modality—Research and Practice," in Per 
ception and Reading, ed. H. K. Smith 
(Newark, Del.: International Reading Asso 
ciation, 1968), pp. 17-21; Anne Morency 
and Joseph Wepman, "Early Perceptual 
Abilities and Later School Achievement," 
The Elementary School Journal 7 3 (1973): 
323-327.

'See J. Adams, "Visual and Tactual Inte 
gration and Cerebral Dysfunction in Chil 
dren With Learning Disabilities," Journal of 
Learning Disabilities 1 1 (1978): 197-204; 
D. J. Bakker, "Sensory Dominance in Nor 
mal and Backward Readers," Perceptual and 
Motor Skills 2 3 (1966): 1055-1058; H. G. 
Birch and L. Belmont, "Auditory-Visual

Integration in Normal and Retarded Read 
ers," American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 
34(1964): 852-861; Gary Price, Rita Dunn, 
and William Saunders, "Reading Achieve 
ment and Learning Style Characteristics," 
The Clearing House 54 (1980): 223-226; and 
J. R. Heckerl, "Integration and Ordering of 
Bisensory Stimuli in Dyslexic Children, 
Doctoral dissertation. University of Michi 
gan, 1971.

6See L. Bursuk, "Sensory Mode and Les 
son Presentation as a Factor in the Reading 
Comprehension Improvement of Adolescent 
and Retarded Readers." Doctoral disserta 
tion. City University of New York, 1969; 
Marie Carbo, "An Analysis of the Relation 
ships of the Modality Preferences of Kindcr- 
gartners and Selected Reading Treatments 
As They Affect the Learning of a Basic Sight- 
Word Vocabulary." Ed.D. dissertation. St. 
John's University, 1980; M. A. Donovan. 
"The Relationship Between Modality Prefer 
ences and Programs Used in Initial Reading 
Instruction," Doctoral dissertation. Univer 
sity of Hawaii. 1978; G. M. Ingersoll and 
F.'j. DiVesta, "Effects of Modality Prefer 
ences on Learning and Recall of Bisensory 
Stimuli," Perception and Psychophysics 1 5 
(1974): 73-78; "Modality Strengths and Ap 
titude-Treatment Interaction," Journal of 
Special Education 7 ( 1973): 5-13; P N. 
Daniel and R. S. Tacker, "Preferred Modal 
ity of Stimulus Input and Memory for CVC 
Trigrams." Journal of Educational Research 
67 (1974): 255-258; Karen S. Urbschat, "A 
Study of Preferred Learning Modes and 
Their Relationship to the Amount of Recall 
of CVC Trigrams," Ph.D. dissertation. Uni 
versity of Michigan. 1977; Joseph Wepman 
and Anne Morency, Perceptual Develop 
ment and Learning: An Experimental Study 
on Modality Reading Instruction Section 
II, Final Report. U -S. Dept. of HEW, 
1975, ERIC Document Reproduction Ser 
vice No. ED 125 164; Roberta Wheeler, 
"An Alternative to Failure: Teaching Read 
ing According to Students' Perceptual 
Strengths," Kappa Delta Pi Record (Decem 
ber 1980): 59-63.

7See Carol Chomsky, "After Decoding, 
What?" Language Arts ( 1976): 288-296; 
Marie Carbo, "Teaching Reading With 
Talking Books," The Reading Teacher 3 
(December 1978): 268-273 and "Making 
Books Talk to Children," The Reading 
Teacher 3 5 (November 1981).

"See Wayne Jennings and Joe Nathan. 
"Startling/Disturbing Research on School 
Program Effectiveness," Phi Delta Kappan, 
March 1977.

"See "Easy-to-Read Books Hurt Compre 
hension, Researchers Say," ASCD Update, 
February 1982, p. 6; Bruno Bettelheim, 
"Our Children Are Treated Like Idiots," 
Psychology Today (July 1981): 28-32 ff.; Dee 
Ann Spencer-Hall, "Smile and the World 
Smiles With You: A Comment on Basal 
Readers," Phi Delta Kappan ( November 
1978): 253.
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