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Letters

Emetic symbolism

The use of a caffeine-containing herbal tea
by the Jivaro tribe of Ecuador and Peru (“And
you thought you hated mornings,” SN: 1/11/92,
p.28) continues a centuries-old Native Ameri-
can cultural practice that once extended as far
north as the American Southeast. In The
Southeastern Indians (1976), Charles Hudson
describes a ritual beverage, called “black
drink” by Europeans and “white drink” by
Indians, made from the leaves of an indigenous
holly plant, /lex vomitoria, the main ingredient
of which is caffeine. He reproduces a 16th-
century engraving by Theodore de Bry illus-
trating drinking and vomiting by the Timu-
cuans of Florida.

You state that the Jivaro “vomit to rid
themselves of the excess caffeine.” Hudson
says that the Indians of the Southeast “some-
times used it as an emetic,” drinking repeat-
edly and vomiting each time. But he also
remarks that “Southeastern Indians were
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greatly concerned with purity” and that the

drink “was a necessary part of all important

council meetings” because it “purified men of

pollution” and “served as a symbolic social

cement.” In short, in the American Southeast,
emesis was ritual symbolic action.

Leonard B. Glick

Professor of Anthropology

Hampshire College

Ambherst, Mass.

Educated guessers?

Dr. Conway'’s claim that students can recall
cognitive psychology a decade after studying it
(“School memories endure as time goes by,
SN: 1/11/92, p.21) suggests that he has forgot-
ten a bit of it himself.

His claim rests on the fact that former
students score better than chance on recall
tests — but not necessarily better than control
subjects, whose cleverness or outside learning
might outperform a mere coin-flip.

Even people (like myself) without benefit of
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psychology lessons might notice that good
science emerges from comparing one’s test
subjects with control subjects, rather than
comparing them with hypothetical models of
maximum ignorance. Such a controlled study
might show whether university students re-
member well, or just guess well.
William Softky
Los Angeles, Calif

True enough, but before you dismiss Conway’s
findings or those of psychologist Harry Bahrick,
consult Conway’s journal article for examples of
the highly specific psychology items used in his
memory tests. — B. Bower

As a former high-achieving “A” student, I'll
chip in three comments on school memories.
First, after 20 years out of academia, I still
retain an unholy amount of trivia (“specific
detailed facts™), whether or not | ever devel-
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was in widespread use throughout Eu-
rope at the time.

In the early 20th century, U.S. educator
John Dewey called for “progressive edu-
cation”, which would foster learning
through social interactions, not isolated
study. And later, Swiss psychologist Jean
Piaget argued that children construct
categories of thought about the world —
from the nature of solid objects to printed
words — that often clash with adult ver-
sions of the world.

These ideas met reading theory head-
oninthe 1970s with the advent of artificial
intelligence research. Digital computer
models suggested that reading depends
on “hypothesis testing” about a text’s
meaning rather than visual processing of
parts of words.

Each beginning reader reveals his or
her hypotheses about a text through
“miscues” or errors made while reading
aloud, according to much of the research
— generally referred to as psycho-
linguistics — conducted by Goodman and
other whole-language theorists over the
past 25 years. In studies of small groups of
elementary school students tracked
throughout the school year, miscues fol-
low general patterns that reflect a child’s
anticipation of what is to follow in a story,
Goodman says. Young readers continu-
ously monitor what they read and revise
its meaning when necessary, he adds.

In his 1986 book What's Whole in Whole
Language: A Parent-Teacher Guide
(Heinemann), Goodman describes mis-
cue research and his notion of reading as
a “psycholinguistic guessing game” in
which the reader constructs meaning
based on prior expectations and cultural
background.

Other psycholinguistic research, such
as a 1985 study of third and fourth graders
conducted by Yetta M. Goodman of the
University of Arizona and Sandra Wilde of
the University of Oregon in Eugene, indi-
cates that beginning readers who regu-
larly write and read their own stories
without specific spelling corrections by
teachers nevertheless become good
spellers over time. Whole-language pro-
ponents refer to this instructional tech-
nique, which includes extensive collab-
oration on stories among students, as
“invented spelling.”

“Innovative [whole-language] practice
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is leaping ahead of research,” Goodman
notes. Perhaps one in 10 U.S. elementary
school teachers now takes a whole-lan-
guage approach, he estimates.
Goodman rejects Marilyn Adams’ cau-
tious endorsement of phonics integrated
into programs with whole-language tech-
niques. Adams reviewed only studies
that broke reading into words and pho-
nemes, while “systematically excluding”
psycholinguistic research, he charges.

generally accepted measure of read-

ing ability, says Jerome Harste of
Indiana University in Bloomington. The
focus on decoding of individual words
should expand to examine the number of
books actually read by nascent readers,
what children talk about while reading
and what they plan in their lives as a
result of reading, he maintains.

“We have to go beyond the kinds of
studies summarized by Adams,” holds
Harste, an education professor and
whole-language proponent.

But beyond the theoretical differences
of the phonics-oriented and whole-lan-
guage research camps, many teachers
employ some combination of these in-
structional methods with young readers,
Harste notes. Phonics rarely takes center
stage in reading classes — it shares the
spotlight with the reading of quality
children’s literature, writing exercises
and testing for overall reading compre-
hension, he says.

Indeed, most code-oriented re-
searchers express no misgivings about
many whole-language techniques and
concede that a fair number of youngsters
figure out the alphabetic code with little
or no phonics instruction. Still, the lack of
such instruction creates an ever-widen-
ing gap between good and poor readers,
they assert.

Educators must remember that lan-
guage revolves around phonology, a
small system of meaningless sounds that
can convey an infinite number of
meaningful messages in numerous lan-
guages, argues psychologist Alvin M.
Liberman of Haskins Laboratories in
New Haven, Conn. “In teaching children
to read and write, our aim must be to
transfer the wonders of phonology from
speech to script,” Liberman contends.
“This can be done only if the child comes
to understand the alphabetic principle.”

Teachers who build a love of reading
and writing among their students
through the whole-language approach
allow the “wonders of phonology” to
blossom naturally rather than wither
under a phonetic assault, Goodman re-
sponds.

For now, perhaps all reading re-
searchers can agree on at least one point.
In the diplomatic words of Marilyn
Adams, “Reading may be the most politi-
cized topic in the field of education.” O

I nvestigators have yet to develop a
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oped a “schema” (abstract framework to hang
these facts on) for a particular subject.

Second, developing such abstract frame-
works seems to me to be the pointof education.
Too bad the researchers found little evidence
of schema formation!

Third, my recollection begins from a time
long prior to my entering school. May not
excellent memory be a predictor of higher
grades, rather than the other way around?

Barbara Szabo
Borrego Springs, Calif

Virtual reality via PC

In “Looking-Glass Worlds” (SN: 1/4/92, p.8)
one gains the impression that virtual reality is
available only on expensive computer sys-
tems. An article in the February AMIGAWORLD,
however, suggests that the public may soon
gain access to these strange interactive pro-
grams using only personal computers.

Last October, at the “Amiga '91 Cologne
Show” (in Cologne, Germany), Commodore’s
booth demonstrated an experimental product,
“Virtuality,” from the British company W. In-
dustries, that involves the Amiga personal
computer and a “space-age helmet containing
dual miniature LCD displays, stereo head-
phones and a motion sensor” with additional
sensors for the arm and fingers. As in your
article, the user/wearer can move through and
manipulate the computer-generated, three-
dimensional objects and stereo sounds. Al-
though the computer graphics appear rather
simple at this stage, it shows that virtual reality
is not limited to large, high-tech research
institutions. And think of the consumer pro-
grams: Landscape design would include real
“walk-throughs,” while shoot-em-up games
would be awesome!

Richard C. Hertzberg
Cincinnati, Ohio

Consensus and correctness

It seems to me that the fundamental assump-
tion that several network elements arriving at
the same answer produces a correct answer is
optimistic at best (“Neural-net neighbors
learn from each other,” SN: 1/11/92, p.23). The
machines’ answers were judged correct only
because the researchers knew the correct
answers before they started the tests. This
merely puts the “teacher” in the backward-
propagation procedure in a different place, but
doesn't eliminate it.

Certainly humans often learn by techniques
other than backward propagation, and far too
often the “consensus” technique leads to dis-
astrous answers, much less merely incorrect
ones. Humans can usually find a way to check
their “consensus” answers, if only by the
results of acting on them. Nowhere in the
article does it tell us how these machines
check their answers independently, with no
researcher to look over their shoulders, as it
were.

K.A. Boriskin
Bellingham, Mass.

The machine’s answers were judged correct by
the elements in the network, not by comparison
to a preassigned value, as in back propagation.
In this network, there is no independent verifica-
tion of the answer. However, the researchers are
able to see whether the network’s answers are
correct, which they were. — E. Pennisi
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