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' The Problem of Teenagers Reading on Elementary Levels An Analysis of Approaches
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schools is a genuine one.

This paper first outlines the problem of teenapers reading
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The problem of elementary readers in secondary

many students in_ some schools,

reading from primer level to seventh grade level but attending grades 9 through 12.

These are our genuine illiterates.

In order to read neWSpapers and instruction

manuals, a’ seventh or eighth gxade reading level is required A eadability

count on the front page of the daily newspaper w1ll show that tho e levels are

. needed. If we graduate these students w1thout teaching them : ead,

| found guilty of producing illiterates as well ‘as soc1a1 dynamite. To

. Baird Shuman, "Continual failure is a h1ss1ng fuse,

‘the social dynamite ‘that repeatedly frustrated students irepresent. nl

As their teachers know,

a mixture of

ironmentally deprived, non-school oriented

these sﬁgdents are not all low IQ. They

disability, and ccasionally, untaught studeﬁ%s The latter, the unt

»

mnay be due to poor teachers.or to moving from school to school in the early . .- “

‘grades, or to paor attendance

There is hope for these students. The -

-

we Can be

quote R.

burning 1rrevocably toward

are rather

» Specific learning '

aught

-gréat

’ majority are capable: of learning to read at a functional level However, most

vill not do so in .a typical English classroom or in any- other classrodm composed

of one teacher and 20 to hO teenagers. Specific training 1s needed m

@

specific training than can be offered in most classrooms. -

v

However, 1n the eyes of ‘the teenager who cannot read the need to

" -of the group, like everyone else, not singled out, is the overwhelming

ore

\Qﬁ one
; !

need

-This psychological necessity is probably the controlling factor in whether the

program of choice will)work.
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The importance of peer approval is probably also the main difference
. between elementary reading improvement programs and secondary ones. Its
importance cannot be overemphasized. If you have & program that is

working, look for this factor. Betts, in Reading as a Thfnking rocess,

-states, "The older the child, the more his interpretation is influenced by

attitudes."2 ;Carl Smith and Leo Fay, in Getting Children to Read, state,

"To work successfully with this ‘age group, it is necessary to understand their

sense of pride, which they must protect to live with their peers and with

-

themselves."3
Several approaches and special influences on-each will be described
. These approaches 1nc1ude readlng labs, tutorial situations, resource teachers,

homogeneous groups in one-teacher classrooms, and heterogeneous groups in- one- _
. vy L :
teacher classrooms. - .

- ) Reading Labs L o
The reading lab is one popular approach. It is defined here -as.a room
p& _'or rooms with materials and equipment, staffed by one teacher/director and
one or more gides or co-teachers. The author is familiar with two organi-'
Zational patterns that work several labs in Pitt County, North Carolina, and
one in Lakewood Ohio, described in. the gournal of Reading,b There are.

,, —p ~——
undoubtedly others, but these are the\oniy two of which the author can write.

from personal experience or published reports. -

~

In both these situations, the entire lowest sections came to the .cading

roval Was obtained by having the entire

L3

lab twice weekly. The key peer
h

class come. In the North Carolina school system, class 'sizes of 20 to 30

meant that two teachers and the blassroom teasher and one paid aide and 07e )

or two student unpaid aides were needed and utllized Thus, every student /,//’




was checked every hour. Frequent checking as soon as possible, immediate

positive reinforcement is necéssary and was available.

-

+ In addition to entire homogeneous classes, both the Ohio and North
Carolina labs had other students Students from other Sections applied to work
in _the lab at their own level When a lower-level student'sees people he’

' knows to be really good students working in the lab, he knows that it cannot
be only for "dummies." And so, no stigma is attached to the reading lab.

. An-additlonal_pos;tive.fhctor in the North 8arolina situation is that
students truly choose their own levels., They may select levels 1, 2, and
3, ~and they choose for each class each year. Thus the student feels that
he has control--another important. fadtdr in dealing with teenagers. Rotter .
.and :Coleman have indicated ", . . the disadvantaged pupil's sense of control
g; his fate is - key factor in how weli he does in school.i'5 The Lakewood,
Ohio, lab had an = 3itional method of gaining acceptance: the entire-first~

semester of operation, it accepted only top students.

An advantage of a reading lab is.the awaiiability of non-print mediat?h') '

Usually, by the time the poor reader'has reached high school, he has turned_‘
off to books. He has had numerous’poor‘expeniences with books. By age iS,'
he will pretend to be bored o» at least uninterested. In reality, he is
‘probably frightened‘ For whatever reason,‘non-print media may be much more

- interesting,, He can manlpulate the machines h1mse1f ‘a pos1t1ve factor in

[N

maintaining his attention. He does not have cumulative . negative experiences
W <x

with machines. Furthermore first grade level words and stories appear little
different from ninth grade level ones on a machine. .The dasual observer does »
not spy child-like pictures, as1he would in a book. of course, reading o a
machiges do not constitute a reading program, but their availabiiity is a

positive aspect of reading 1lsbs. _ L
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Earlier research that found that reading machines were no more effective
than péograms without machines was.conducted with e;rlier, less sophisticated
eﬁuipment\and programs and was focused on reading Speed,\usually. More
sophisticated prégréms aimed'mofe at vocabulary and comprehension skills
develgpment, as Qéil as at phonic and sight word skills rather than at
speea reading, havé\been developed. Hafher and Jolly, in Patterns of

\

Teaching Reading in the Elementary School, state, '"Because the_teaéher is

\ ;
neither omniscient non\omnipresent, he needs the help that is now available
from advanced technoloéy.and i{s associated materials . . . . Alert educators
are familiar with the gréat advances that have been made in this field and

do not eqﬁéte the new féchnology with the rudimengary, unSOphiéticated «
/ o
technology of yesteryear."6

Tea/her roles vary from one type of reading program to another. The

reading/lab director has equal status with other faculty members. Of course, .
. W : ' ‘
- she must work more closely with other faculty than other teachers generally do.
~ < .

Thus,/the director's perspnality and ability to get along with colleagues are
_?ery/important. In addition, a high order of organizational skills is needéd

“to manage wisely the various materials.
W . s . : :

Optional or alternative schools where reading labs or skills labs can be
:found are one prgan;zational poséiﬁility. An advangage would be that }he student’
“could go to the optional;scﬁool without being singléd out by his peers for
uridigdle;, Generaily&}ho stigma is attached. AiSo, nore flexible écheduling
nay hl}pwjhim to spend far more tiie in reading. Turee Olsen, in "Alternattve

LEducatiOn‘Proggams," described an alternative school in' Englewood, Colorado,

T~

, ~ \
A 7
where stuJents made stiiking gains in reading.

An édﬁition to reading lab. materials can be computer-assisted instruction.
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Such instruction is, at this time, still, very expensive and limitig in that-
it must be }ocated near a computer or linked by telcphone lines: HoweVer, it
does offer individualizaﬂion. Ideally, it can be g part of 4 reading 1lgb

Program.

Tufbrial Programs : "

A tutoria]l approach is g second major possibility. The positive aspect of
this approach lies ip the one-to-one nature of instruction. - The negative aspect,

the overwhelming aspect thus far, is that in order to offer instruction in this

Anothér;problem arisesi from which class Can the student be removed--
 whic£ ones. can he afford to miss? The tutor-teacher relationship is g very
def?%ate oné, since Some ‘time when the teécher aoes 22§‘feei thé tuteé is
missing’Vital classwork mﬁst be,arranged. Many teachers find it'very frustrating
to adjust to students comihg énd goihg, thus missing'parts of the instruction

' -being‘offereqt However, th;’méin problem witp secondary students {is fear of -
Peer disapproval, 71 is seldom pqssiblé for the studénfs_to 80 to the tutop

R
- 14 : ’
due to this facton.‘ - . T

v
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The Milwaukee, Wisconsin, Public Schools initiated a before-and-aft¢r
school program of voluntnry reading instruction. "However, the program :hs
considerabiy hamnerédrby the difficulty in getting students to volunteer."8
The director of a tiitorial program must be skilled at selection of
haterials for use by relatively untreined tutors. He must be able to maintain
enthusia=zm in hisﬁtutors when little or no progress shows. - He must be adept
at ﬁorking with colleagues in a most sensitive area--scheduling Some people
would claim that tutorial prograns would be cheaper than laboratory programs
‘at the secondary level.. They should note that salari s of tutors must b/fﬂ
paid each month, year in and year out wh11e machines are not bought new' each
year and mater1a1s can be used many times. Of course, there are salaries

involved in reading labs, but the teacher-pupil ratio can be higher than a

one—to-one,ﬁutorial rétlo,
. i : A

“Resource Teachers
'The resource jﬁacher is another possible avenue of reading help _Resource
‘teachers may be defined sevéral ways (1) t;;:hZ?% who help regular classroom
Ateachers prepare materlals,’perhaps team teaching on occasion or demonstratlon
teaching, and (2) teachers who have .resource rooms to which students comé for
help. The latter one, the teacher in the resource room, could be described
Jas a mini -reading lab Mini-labs differ from the reading Iabs described above -
in that students-are’removed or singled out from their peer‘groups. Again,
very often these students do not w1sh to be removed from the group, and so the
“program begins with a negative attitude There may t be schoqys in which these
have worked, but a search ‘of the 11terature reveals only one 1n school example;
end in that case a lack of tutees was c1ted as a probleT '

The resource teacher working W1th other teac ' several disadvantages.

P
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The po,ltion is often 111-defined and pooxly understood by the teachers,
Fquucntly the administration hires a resource person to achieve curriculum
reform, primgrily to help secondary-trained teachers recognize the need for
teaching regding ski}ls and learn to teach the skills. Unfortsnatcly, many
teachers are fearful of "outside interference" or someone suggesting, even
by implication, that they are not good tcachers. In addition, such resource

teachers have no real aufhority. They are in a position that may need the

‘" "status of supervisor, with the support of the central office; but they are,

in fact, without the title, or the salary, or the prestige, or the clout,
of the central office supervisor Thus, their hands are tied.

Very often curriculum reform is needed, but the elementary level reader

- in the high school needs even more, specific training in basic reading skills.

Furthermore, he is psychologically unable to admit this need for basic skills
to his peers, often ewen to peers with the samevlearniﬁg needs. Thereforo,
a group.situation seldom works for him.

More than curriculum refgrm is needed. Reorganization so that reading

,skilis’can be taught in a non-ego-threatening manner is ﬁecessary.‘ A resource

teacher with little budget cannot—aohieve this reorganization. At best, she
can make the' classroom more relevant to the student's needs. This is no mean
acconplishnent, but 1t does,not, make the ‘individual.student literate.

In sum, a resource teachsr_oould, where the faculty gsnuihely wanted '
such a'person, help in making the classroom situation more relevant. However
- one ox_two resource persons in a high school do not constlﬁute a rsad1;§

program for elementary level readers.

Homogeneous Groups AR

Homogeneous groups in one-teacher classrooms are the fourth alternatlve

in many- high schools. The very Word homogeneous is m1slead1ng; of course.

-
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Such groups may hnvc.a narrowcr range than heterogeneous, but most often the
range of reading levels is still primer level through about eighth grade,
Before the monster of ability or achievement grouping is aroused, it
should be stressed ‘that the tcenager must seleet his ciass, his level,
himself. He should have guidance from his parents and pcrhaps his teachers
. and counselors. But in the cnd, he must decide two things: (1) what his
aspirations are--how hard he wants to work, and (?) what level he can handle,
no matter how hard he works. The authior has worked for three ycars in a
school system where the student sclected his level, and'itygggg work.
. However, after you get ‘the student in such a classroom, thenawhat
can you teacﬁ that will enable all students to learn? Remember

-

that wide range of reading levels, perhaps eight or nine years. What can

!

be taught depends partly on the size of this homogeneous class. To quote a

recent study, "Low achievers did best in classes with 28 or fewer students,

-

according to a two and a half year study of 2,000 Fhiladelphis/public school
étudent§‘by the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia. Class size over 31
reduced the achievement of all students.¥10

-~

Even 28 students seers too many to cope with individually with only one

LY

teacher and no outside help. Note ‘that individually is the limitimg word.

There are, of course, some materials that can be taught.to the g;pup;‘ However,
to teach reading skills to a group where Joe needs to know what,sound a makes

and Mary .needs to know how to find the main idea in seventh gfade level material

ve .

is not possible. When individualization can be effected, this skills instruction
is possible. But the author has never seen it accomplished wifll§S students

and one teecﬁer, and a‘éQgrch‘of the literaturé reveals no‘descriptioﬁ of such
. T e ¢ )

\_.a program, _

N\ ‘ ;o i T




Novcrth(ﬂl':i::,'n atudent cannot bie in a lab situation all day, nor should
he be. In the cor:t(-nt areas, duch s&s history or auto mechani (::;; adjustments
will have to be madeft}ﬂnrc the instructor necds to become trained in teaching
his subject with focus on (1) alternatives to rcading and (2) guided reading,
'whero the instructor can find or write materials at more nbproximately approe-.
priate levels. These solutlons are not idcal, but they are probably necessary
compfomises, since the public scems unwilling to pay for the 1 to 10 or 15 .
teacher-pupil ratio probably necessary to teach every child to function at
'his highest level. .

Hcteregeneous Groubs
The fifth alt¥rnative for elementary level readers in secondafy schools .

s 1is Heterogeneous groups in one-teacher classrooms. Uh}ortﬁnately{ this is

often what a teacher will Have to cope with. HeterbgeneouS'groue;ng means that

the teaehcr is 1ikely to have a range of reading levels frem fifth grade to

grade 14 or 16, and occasionally erimer level to grade 1l or 16. Pity the

poor teacher! And pity the poor student! If'tge'class is typical--25 or h
more students--the teacher working alone usually chooses one of two
alternatives: (1) he preberes the college-bound students, or (25 he hifs
the middle and hopes for the best. Obviously, neither of'these serves the’needs
of the poor reader. He wanders through high school slightly more lost than B
he did grade school--with no help in sight: He .often finds expression in
tal;ing‘back dr open defiance. Again, social dynamite. '

Articles describing some degree of individealization in a one-teacher

*

. /
classroom have been published, but close examination reveals that the students
. 4
B 1 . .
were not elementéry level readers but were close to or above grade level.

-

~

. Such étudents are more capable of working independently than their peers who
. Y

o

s
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do not read as well. The uuthor has not been able to find g Lroup of 25 or

more low level readers with only one teacher where the ntudcnts work indivi-

7

dually. ‘ s
School adminlstrators somctimes remaric, "We have almost no one in our

school reading below ,cventh grade level." The c¥ance score, which Pry calls

11
tho "orangoutang" (qiq) score, should be noted.  1p qomc tcsta used in

‘public high.schools today, the chance score in standardized tests may be as
. A ’

hiéh as seventh grade. This means that every student, even if he cjoses his
eyes, as long as he fills in a choice for each item, will score approximately
seventh grade. This is not essentially the test manufacturer's fault. 1In
neérly every situation, $he test manual states that the etudentrshould not

<

\ - ..
make a wild guess but 1d guess only when he can eliminate at least one,

preferaU!y two, of the four choices. Furthermore it always states ‘that thq

student must read each item before answering that item. However, studeﬁts,

by tﬂe time they gre in secondary schools, are a little more test-wise than
this. They know better than to leave a multiple choice blank, and they will
black in one choice fof)every itenm. And so, when the test sgores are retuined
it may appear that the students are not reading as lowW as‘“some people had
guessed. In reality, however, if @he lower level scores were checked,Xit

would be dispovered that sometimes the»scores were as many as six and seven
. 2v. _

- years lower then Indicated--that is to say, a student scoring as high as

sixth‘or seventh-grade reading level might actually be reading only on the:

\4
primer level. Improvements have been made recently, however, and newer tests

have much lower chan~e SCores, usuaﬂly around the third or fourth grade levels.

' SummagyA’

. In sum, to help an elementary level reader in a secondar?ygchool learn

.‘/‘. v | ‘ . 11



(Mar. 197&), Néwark, Delaware: Internathngl Readggk Association, pp. LL6-LY7.
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to read, (1) the program must, not be vﬁ()-ghxwuntnniiu:; It nust not undermine
the student 'y beer approval; and (2) it musl be indlvidunl[xud, in the

dlngnostlc—proucrlptivo mold. Any organizational plan that mects theso two

x

criteria should be worknblg. : ‘ f‘

Of course, in the finnl analysis, it.is the teacher who makos the .
difference. Eveﬁ tho best-equinped: 1ab will fail if tho lab director is not
a caring person. The leCCtOF muot accept each student as he is, never "
showing surprise, and he must expect the student to learn. Smith ﬂnd Fay
call for an "empathetic environment" and "help in a non-patronizing way. 2’
When such A persén is found and uuppliod with adequate\matorials, equipment,
and help for an individuallzed program, one socially qgceptable to the student;

"

Hhe needs of the €lementary level reader in the secondary school will be much
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