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Problems of teaching reading in content areas were investigated through
interviews with reading teachers, content area teachers, and reading coordinators.
Teachers were asked to react to a description of a hypothetical reading problem.
Study of interview data showed that reading teachers generally were negative about
the degree of concern for reading evidenced by content area teachers and that
content area teachers who were successful were concerned about the reading needs
of their students and were endeavoring to deal with them. Conclusions from the
interview study do not support those of earlier studies. According to interview results
there do not seem to be unidentified reading problems in secondary content areas,
nor does there seem to be a reaching out of reading teachers to content area
teachers. It is suggested that the work which needs to be done is to bring these
teachers together, since success depends on their cooperation. (MD)

Y G v b nC PR N s LA a2 A ARk San g B e, Sl tog e OO P LAl i e L SR T s i a2 e e AL B e Y Qag MirAara aenny i an WS T ™ 204 tie Jai Lides Lt Ao Ch Mt DL e B ML | ke o




2 SIS oo o o R - ’ "
} EREIIN R SR eI S Y., s e e L T S -~

I

Brother Lermard Courtney
Saint Mary's College

EDO}gégfl‘

E
WELFAR .
oM & winona, Minnesota
oephRME g oF €00 B8 REng%R 0P ON® International Reading Assne
¢pRODUCED ‘*{?mms ();F;\\é\e oF DUV Kansas Gity, Missouri
ot v BN TS oprol 5 April 29, 1969
0 PR
ANIZATCLRILY RE
CESS

MEETING SPECIAL READING NEEDS IN THE CONTENT AREA CLASSROOM

The principles of applying veading in the content-are¢a classroom have
been thoroughly detailed in the literature. In fact the considerable body !
of literature on this topic over the past fifteen years encourages the cone«
cerned observer to assume that there is wide spread acceptance of these prace
tices among subjectematter teachers. Normal pursuit of the ideal would then

logically dictate a careful investigation of what "special" reading needs

content area teachers find associated with their subject matter. That is,
what reading problems are o closely related to the content, the subject mat~
ter, the classroom itself that only the content teacher, rather than the special

reading teacher or consultant, may resolve them?

Not unexpectedly, the literature of reading in the content fields reveals

little on these so-called "special" reading needs. Most periodic offerings
are expository in nature, ¢utlining or elaborating on the reading practices
which may vitalize content-area teachings Other, more specialized investiga~

tions, provide little additional evidence. FEmans and Urbasl, for example,

yot
-
o studied the effect on underachievers in English resulting from reduced grammar




and essay writing with increased emphasis on reading instruction. Olsen and

Rosen, on:the other hand, conducted a muche-needed study of reading practices

Emans, Robert and Raymond Urkase. '"Emphasizing Reading Skills in an Enge
lish Course for Underachievers,' Journal of Reading 12 (February 1969), 373-6ff,

actually applied by contentearea teacherss Their survey included 585 junior
and senior high school teachers representing seven content areas who responded
to a check list of twenty practices relative to reading in the content areas.

As reported by Olaen,z the study seems to indicate that teachers generally feel

Olsen, Arthur V., "Attitude of High School Content Area Teachers Toward
the‘Teaching of Reading." (National Reading Conference, Tampa, Nov.30-Dec. %
1967), ED @15 851. :

they are adequately observing recommended principles which apply reading prac~
tice to content teaching. Although the investigators note some apparent con-
tradictions and discrepancies among the respondents, in gemeral as supported
by their sample, subject-matter teachers are aware of and concerned with sound
reading practice.

Neither of these more specialized studies, however, is concernad with
"gpecial” reading needs in content teaching as here defined. FEmans and Urbas
focused on underachievers in English, and the content teacher was not solely
responsible for the effort to meet the identified veeds, The practices sur-
veyed by Olson and Rosen are those most commonly recommended by reading author-
ities interested in subject-matter problems.

This author, consequently, set out to learn first hand what special probe
lems might exist and how they are resolved. The most reliable primary source
would appear to be the teachers themselves==both the special remedial and develop-

mental reading teachers and consultants, and content~area teachers alert to the




reading needs of their students. Over a period of several months, the author

visited schools and classrooms, observed tzaching, discussed the problems of
content-area teachers as noted, first, by the specialized reading personnel
and, second, by subject-matter teachers themselves. In the proces~, approxi=
mately fifty teachers were consulted, individually and in small groups. The
teachers ranged in sophistication from highly competent reading personnel
deeply involved with large school systems to relatively inexperienced teachers
struggling with subject matter in their early years of teaching. 1In level,

the range extended from the middle grades through the seniox high school years.
In all instances, however, these were teachers with an avowed interest in read-

ing problems associated with the content areas. Whatever results, conclusions

or implications may be drswn from these interviews, they do not speak for the
large majority of secondary teachers. The comnonality of reading practices
among secondary teachers may be adequately represented by the Olson-Rosen sure |

vey already cited.

To forestall possible misunderstanding, the following definitions will be

accepted throughout the discussion: (a) "specialized reading teachers' are
such as devote the majority of their school day to reading instruction as a
primary function, i.e., outside the classroom as remedial, corrective or develop-
mental teachers, reading supervisors or consultants; (b) "content-aica teachers"
are those teachers whose primary responsibility is within the classroom and ine
volved principally with accepted curricular subject matters. )
In almost all cases, teachers were asked to respond--sither orally or in

written formeeto the following hypothetieal situation.

Marion, age _____, has not been meeting the specific reading needs in

(content and level)., His test scores, however, indicate that
he has no particular reading difficulty which would require referral to
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the reading teacher. Rather he shows inability to deal with the unique
reading demands of this subject area, this content. It may be that he
lacks the experiential background necessary to deal with the concepts,
or he is unable to cope with the vocabulary or specialized comprehension
skills necessary., At any rate, despite generally satisfactory reading
scores, he just cannot read this subject matter adequately.
How would you identify Marion's problem more specifically? How

would you, the content teacher, deal with his problem? What techniques,

materials, approaches would you make use of to remedy his deficiency
within your classroom, without referral elsewlere?

The results of these interviews are surprising and revealing, in some ways
depressing and in others quite encouraging. The following remarks contrast
opinion and experience as reported by the specialized reading personnel with
the evidence of classroom practice observed by the author or as reported to him
by content-area teachers.

With few exceptions, specialized reading personnel were largely negative
regarding the degree of concern for reading evidenced by content teachers. Not
only did these specialized reading personnel fail to identify any significant
“gpecial™ reading problemg in the content areas, they were skeptical of any ccm=
siderable concexrn for the ordinary reading problems-~those consistently identi-
fied as requiring daily classroom attention=-by most content~area teachers.
These accusations of neglect were directed at all levels of teaching with sec=
ondary teachers being the most consiastent offenders.

inriafly. in the opinion of the specialized reading personnel interviewed,
reading in the content areas is characterized by the following difficulties.

1. Content teachers cannot identify the basic reading skills and seem-
ingly are aware of how these might effect classroom efficiency.

2. Content teachers are not aware of the reading demands of their own
subjects, even to the extent of assessing the difficulty of their textbooks;

this despite the fact that difficulty level of textual material has been widely




accepted by most subject-matter professionals.

3. Content teachers persist in making assignments without direction or
establishing purpose. As one reading teacher claimed, a student came to her
for help with the plea, "I was told to vead this for tomorrow. Where do 1
begin?" As another reading teacher remarked, "All the students have to know
is [supposediy] on the board."

4. Content teachers continue to emphasize content with extreme reliance
on facts, falling to appreciate the kinds of reading habits necessary for or
developed by such teaching. In one case familiar to thke author, the reading
specialist had taken great pains to help a student prepare for a major test
and was confident that the student knew the material thoroughly. But the test
consisted wholly of facts and details in contrast to teaching procedure and
directions which assumed broad understanding of principles.

5. Content teachers fail to provide any specific background in referring
students for special reading help. 1In one case, the reading teacher queted
the content teacher's referral as: "He (a seventh-grade boy) watches too nuch
television, is generally a discipline problem, and just can't read.'" Although
two~thirds of referrals for reading help come from content teachers, the recom=
mendations are usually vague énd general,

6. Content teachers are accused of ignoring the other obligations students
face during their normal school day; teachers tend to overemphasize the importance
of their own subject matter regardless of similar pressures endured by students
from other teachers. Special reading teachers do feel that content teachers
fail to give students a sense of success or to stimulate intrinsic motivation.

7. Even those content teachers who do come to reading personnel for as-
sistance broach problems which have long been assumed as "standard:'" kow to

lecture and take notes; how to use the library; how to use the textbook better.
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8. In general, the reading experts in a school or system find it diffi-

cult to reach content teachers for cooperative work with students. The two
groups cannot even reach agreement on such commonly accepted methods as SCR,

These special reading teachers consistently recommends

1. The intercession or intervention of the schocl administration as
necessary to bring together content teachers and reading specialists for ime
proved readirng in contentearea teaching.

2., The use of differentiated instruction to reach the various learning
modalities of the students. In one case a freshman student f£inding difficulty
with Shakespeare's Julius Cassax developed the skills essential for reading
his text after listening to a recording of the play which was provided by the
reading teacher.

3, The kind of patience and encouragement which provides the student with
a sense of success of at least of acceptance of his own limited rezding aptie
tude.

It is quite possible that these problems are more prevalent in larger
systems where special reading personnel are active and where it 1is simple for
content~area teachers to assume that all reading problems are automatically
refarable to reading personnel and, therefore, not the responsibility of the
content teacher.

On the other hand, pechaps the real picture is less pessimistic than the
above indictments presume. For, in visiting content-area teachers, the author
is convinced that truly responsitle and successful subject-matter teachers are
concerned with reading problems in their classrooms and are in many cases
uniquely meeting them, It is still txue, however, that "special reading needs

in content areas are no more successfully identified; the reading problems and




solutions specified by content-area teachers in this narrative are definitely

standarde Furthermore, the many teacheres visited and interviewed by the au-
thor are probably not representative of all content teachers. Primary interest
in the search here under discussion was for teachers who had manifested con~
cemn for reading as it related to their content needs. Such teachers would al-
ready be exercising the standard reading procedures and would be most likely
to identify “special' content-area reading needs. So, in spite of the generally
optimistic results reported (without total conviction} in the Olsen=Rosen study,
there probably exists & considerable 'grey" area of content-area teachers not
familiar with or not recognizing the normal content reading needs of their stu-
dents

For certainly the evidence gathered in this search does reinforce to an
extent the findings of Olsen and Resen. These teachers do recognize the read-
ing problams paculiar to their classes, their subject matter, their content.
Specifically:

1« They recognize conceptual and experiential deficiencies.

2« They contend with poor motivation and strive to develop and expand
student interest.

3. They difforentiate between general and specialized vocabulary needs,
and reach for the conceptual understanding beyond mere racognition of the word.

4s They extend outside reading.

5« They differentiate level in order to meet special reading needs.

6+ They find time for individusl work and seek materials to fit spacific
needs.

7, They use a variety of media to intexest their students,

8. They adapt work, teacher-student expectations, and are deeply sympathetic




to the plight of individual students.

But, as hgs been stated, they do not seem to recognize or identify the
Ygpecial" reading problems associated with content. The problems they signalize
are those gersrally substantiated in the literature, such as are usually conw
tested by the practices surveyed in the Olsen-Rosen study. Of interest is the
_t‘act that most of these teachers make use of a '"nmaster" vocabulary list for
their content-area subject; they attempt to grouwp to meet individual diffevences;
and,; somewhat strangely, nany favor "¢lose" techniques to assess comprehension,

Illustrative of some of the experiences encowntered during this survay are
the brief cases which fcllow, None are particularly startling or innovative. On
the contrary, they merely represent goode«normal, recommendede«practice. Nomee
theless, it is enlightening to examine them, and their recitation may offset some
of the negstive views expressed earlier in this paper.

1. This first cass illustrates what can be done by an interested and ime
aginative teacher who has no recourse to reading specialists, She noted one of
her sixth gradens«~in a non-departmentalized classroom-~who was having extreme
difficulty with all reading tasks. On investigation, she learned that he was
a fam boy with few reading incentives in the home (not evan a dictionary) and
demanding chores to perform. He had been retained in third grade as a remedial
stikiet. Hexr efforts at diagnosis revesled that the boy had forgotten most of

his sounds. She undertock intensive work in phonics (using Hay-Wingo), adsigned
reading from fourth-grade books which he found "comfortable", and smployed ex~

perience stories to develop intexest and practice. The teacher vecognizas that
the boy still has difficulty with sixth«grade science, geography and history

8o she continuas to use fourthegrade material with him whenever jossible.




2, This most heattening experience is best described in the words of the

teacher himself.

"Marion, age eleven, reads the words in the social studies text but doesn't
comprehend the concepts that are presented. In identifying the problem, I asked
him some questions about a series of pages that were assigned. 1 asked a few
specific questions and asked him to locate the answers in the text. This he
couldn't doe T helped him find the answers and asked Marion to read the para-
graphe aloude He did this very fluently., After he finished (the pages covered
the state of Iowa), Marion asked why farmers grow cropse When asked what pecple
and animals eat, he answered that the only thing an animal ate was graas, and
that people got all their food from stores."

"#han I discovered that Marion had never been on a farm and had never been
out of his own home town except to visit a sick aunt, I visited his home. Marionty
mothar agreed to allow him to visit my father's farm with me the following Sature
day. Marion was very excited that day when wa resched the farm. We did many
things including taking a bad of cattle to a nearby towm.

"Since then Marion has read every book he can f£ind on faxms because he now
undsrstands what he reads,"

3+ A thirteen-year old hoy hufl constant tzou@{gﬁwiﬁh geography, attributable
both wo his own limii:;d;anviromnt ind to little understanding of life outside
his jmmediate surroundings. To emphasize distance with him, the teacher grouped
him with other students of similar difficulty. They were to gather materials
for a unit by mail; they located cities, studied maps, found zip codes, and then
traced thelr own letters with colored markers on a map as they traveled to and
from the destimation. In a somewhat analogous case, & teacher in a remote rural

county discovered that his fifth-grade children scarcely knew their wwm county,
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let alone the state history yraagriﬁgd by the ayllabus. 8¢ the teacher cone
centrated on local background thoroughly and at length to develop motivations
He remarked wryly that the students enjoyed and profited from the experience,
even {f the principal was not particularly happy.

4« Por a sixtéenwyesreold boy, probably nothing is more important than
earning his driver's license; which requires textual mastery as well as "bee
hind«the-wheel” competences The driver-education teacher recognized that thie
‘was the only subject which had ever truly interested a particular student. Exe
cellent under rvad conditions; the boy could not master the text or pass ths
testes ﬁﬁuaaqamnnly the teacher grouped him with boys who read well so that
he could gainrfﬁvm,iiatiniag; rewrote the text in outline form and administered
é test based on theixﬁqplifigd_mttttialg The boy esrned his license; both
teacher and studani'wara happys |

5+ The bored, non-reading high school bay 1s a commonplaces In this case;
the boy posed daily diseipiiﬂat&-ptﬁbtamsg seeking only to get out of school so
that he ¢ould join the Alr Force and fly! Discovering this sole ambition, the
senlor English teacher g&tixewﬁ 8 variety of stories on flying to interest the
student--"Kicty Hawk," Lindﬁergh,“ Chutin' for Pun." As the teacher remarked,
nothing miraculous happened but thers were some evidences of improvement in

attitudes In another situation, an eighth-grade faym boy in English was "hos-
tile to litnxatumm“; ?k& teacher talked to the boy, learned that he was ine
terested in trapping. The teachey then located books on trapping fur animsls
for the student. Since thens "I have obsarved him reading books which he .
doesn't have to read for book reportse » » »At least he's reading now,"

6, Once again, this foy tenthegiade geometry, the teacher herself bast

explains the situvation.




"Marion has trouble following direc:im—m in daily assignments and in
tests. However, when asked questions duting class discussion he seems to
comprehend and answers intelligently. He has had a history of near failure
in wathematice classes when the solution of verbal problems was required,
but he has had moderate success with computationmal units. He has average
intelligence as shown in test scores, scores much lower on the verbal prob-
lem section than on the computational skills.

“Fortunately, much geometry ¢an be leared by drawing with straight-edge,
compasses, and protractors. Many exercises of this type are apsigned so he
and others like him can leamn scme geometric concepts without readings « o+ »
Geometric proofs (impossible for Marion) are assigned to everyone, but most

- of the §¥Mfs are mimeographed and handed to the students the next day. These
mineo proofs have “holes" which students like Marion can £ill and hand back
the following day. Thus, even though he ¢an not do & long proof on his own,
Marien can L1l in & few missing ideas and feel some degree of successe He
might eveén catch on to the idea of proof well enaugh,htmseif to do # short one
alone by the end ¢f the year."

The reader will note that the cases generally center-arownd social studies
and English, the secondary "reading" subjects, The few science teachers inter-
viewed in this study cempkined of lack of interest on the paxt of the studentse-
"rhey just don’t 1like it!“~-and found that students were unable to grasp the
canﬁcptual basis of the subject matter, These views agree with the masterful
analysis of reading problems in the sciences done by George Mallinsona who

noted that most difficulties occur in general science, general biology and
“ siavie
Mallinson, George G. "Science Learning and the Problem Reader,” in H. Alan
Robinson and Sidney J. Rauch (ede.), Corrective Reading in the High School Class-
room, Perspectives in Reading No. 6. Newark, Delaware: International Reading
Association, 1966, 88~101.
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! general physical sclence, studfes which lead to student discouragement because
of the complexity of the subject matter and often~time irnferior motivation and
aptitude on the part of studentss

What then may we conclude from such conflict of opinion and evidence as

has been sketched throughout this paper? Where is the truth gbout reading in
the content areas? In the reputable study by Olsen and Rosen, in the rather
negative views of reading speclalists whose interviews are cited here, or in
thrilling evidence from a few cases? Perhaps the truth is still shadowed,

still 1llusive. This author, however, hazatrds the following opinionswshardly

eonciusionse«from what he hes observed:

1. There is remarkably little evidence as represented in this survey

that uniquely special, as vet unidentified, reading problems exist in the sec-
ondary content areas. No doubt they are there, still ﬁb be ferreted out through
measures more adequate than interview, consultation and observationis ]
2. Accepting the integrity of the special reading teachers cited above, !
1t 1s possible that reading experts are largely talking to themselves, persuad= 1
ing the converted, but still not reaching the mass of secondary subject-matter
teachers. Obviously, tﬁis opinion is not consistent with the major conclusions
of the Olsen~Rosen study, |
3. Pleas must continue and new measures discovered to enlist administra-
tive interest in reading problems. As has been cited frequently elsevhere,
only the administrators atre able to bring the special reading talent of the ex~
perts and the special content talent of the classroom teacher together; without
trusting cooperation between these sectors, both reading access to and success in

the content f£ields will be negligibles




L. Perhaps eventual success in this endeavor will come only when a set

of reading "performance criteria" have been developed for every classroom sube
ject at every level, have been put in the hands of teachers who may be expected

to apply them because of their very forthrightness and easy, practical use.




