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SELECTED SECONDARY SCHOOL TEACHERS' SUGGESTIONS
FOR TEACHING EFFECTIVELY THE SPECIAL READING
SKILLS NEEDED IN SECONDARY SCHOOL
SOCIAL STUDIES

By E. Dale Davis
The purpose of this study was to determine practices or

methods that secondary school social studies teachers could

use to help their students master special skills needed.for

effectively reading and comprehending printed materials in

their classes.

It was the author's hypothesis that capable, experi-
enced teachers who had also received advanced training in
the teaching of reading could suggest specific pfactices or
methods which would be worthy of consideration by other

teachers working in secondary schools.

Significance of the Problem

In many school systems reading instruction in the
elementary grades is the only training received by most stu-
dents. The instructional program generally places emphésis
on the reading of narrative or simple factual material, and
it is often terminated at the end of the fourth or sixth
grade. Beyond the elementary school level, training in how

to read is mostly optional and dependent upon the individual

~teacher's recognition of his students' needs. For that reason

there are many students in the secondary school social studies

2



Aclasses who have had little, if any, instruction in the

reading skills needed for effective reading and study in this
content area of the curriculum.1

Many reading specialists state that it is safe to
estimate that at the tenth grade level, in a class where
I. Q.'s often range from 85 to 140 and where the average age
is 15, there will probably be eight grade levels of reading
ability represented in that class. The teacher is confronted
with the challenge of teaching these students sécial studies
often with only one textbook and a 1limi “ed amount of refer-
ence material. Thus, since most learning in secondary school
social studies classrooms is through the use of téxtbobks.
reading skills become the "common denominator” of learning
in such classrooms.2 Herber points out that maﬁy high school
students have difficulty in social studies, not necessarily
because they are unable to read, but because they do not have
the reading skills essential for reading effectively in that

content area or any of the major content areas.3

Definitions and Limita;iong

There are no unusual terms used in this study, but for
the sake of clarity the following commonplace ones are
defined. ‘

Methods.--The term methods is used in this study to
describe what the teacher of social studies can do to influ-
ence the effedtiveness of learning on the part of students,
especially the learning of reading skills in social studies
classes.

Secondary social studies teacher.--A person who teaches

social studies in a middle school, a junior high, or a high
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school is a secondary social studies teacher.

Social studies class.--In this study social studies
class means.a class in United States hisfory. world history,
government, civics, sociology, or economics taught in awﬂ_w
secondary schooi. |

ﬂﬁtThis feport is part of a study which was conducted in
the fall of 1976 by the author using & research grant given
to him by Southern Methodist ﬁniVerSity[ Dallas, Texas. The
study was limited to 91 teachers interviewed and to certain
printed materials found in Fondren Library on the Southern
Methodist University campus, the‘University'of,Oklahoma

Library, and the library of the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill. o

Resumé of Related Literature

Since this study was concerned primarily with the ideas
and practices of the selected teachers being studied, only a
brief summary of some of the more pertinent research of
outstanding educators in the field of reading will be pre- .
sented.

As was mentioned above, in many school systems basal
reading instruction is the only training given to most
students. After the elementary gradess training in how to
read is mostly dependent upon the individual teacher’s
recognition of students! needs and the teacher’s ability and
willingness to meet those needs.u It is otten the student's
reading ability which ultimately will be the crucial factor
to his success or failure in school. Every teacher in every
contgntwarea classroom is dealing with materials the student

DYy
must read. Therefore, each content area teacher is an
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instructor of reading materials, and thié means that the

social studies teacher will héve many opportunities to help
students who are reading the required printéd materials in
his course.5 ~

In times past many social studies teachers either felt
unable to help in the a;ea‘of reading instruction or that it
was not their responsibility. Fortunately, many of them now
believe that they can and must help students with the reading
skills needed in their classrooms. They attempt to make
reading instruction an integral part of their teaching.6

Ruth Strang believed that even profiéiency in general
reading skills was not enough for success in social studiqa;
claszses. She pointed out on many occasions that studenﬁé‘
needed a technical vocabulary and special skills in each of
the content areas.7 This, of course, does not mean that tﬁe
teacher is to abandon his major responsibility which is to
help students learn the content of the particular subject he
is téaching.- On the other hand, to teach content effectively,
the teacher must be aware of the varying needs and abilities
of his pupils and provide instruction in the reading skills
which are dgmanded by the content.

Marksheffel poiﬁts out that every social studies
teacher must accept the responsibility of aiding students
with the problems they encounter in tegxtbook reading.s’ While
special reading teachers might provide some assistance, the
responsibility for helping students read materials in the
content areas should not be delegated to the reading

specialist. With few exceptions the subject matter teacher

is the best qualified individual for giving reading instruc-
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tion in social studies classes.9 This is true because

‘through his interest, preparation, and education he is an
;expert or specialist in his field. It is he who has acquired
fthe background in the vbcabulary, cbncepts, and generaliza-

f tions which is necessary for intelligent instruction in this

area. The social studies teacher should be the most capable

of helping students learn to pronounce new words, to under-

- stand new concepts, to determine the crucial parts of material

which require slow, thoughtful reading and thosé areas which
need only skimming or a rapid'reading.lo

Research studies and reading Speciaiists have set forth
many strategies for improving the reading skills of students
in secondary school social studies. The following are some
of the ones most often stressed:

1. Help students master skills in locating, evaluating,
and using information and make certain that reading materials
are appropriate for the different reading levels of the
students.11 e

2. Provide knowledge of and pr;étice in using the

different parts of the social studies texts.12

3. Teach students how to use the survey SQ3R method.13

4., Teach pupils how to detect, understand, and retain

14

major ideas and relevant details.
5. Take time to help students acquire an understanding
of concepts of time and space, the chronology of eras and
events, the relationships between past and present, and
cause-effect relationships.15
6. Group pupils in the classroom and differentiate

instruction. Provide differentiated material when necessary.l6
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7. When possible, help students learn to use ideas and
information to deal with significant personal and'social
problems.17 .

8. Enhance the understanding and fetention of ideas
and concepts encountered when reading social studies maferials
by setting definite purposes for reading; for example, readipg
to answer a question, té find a specific detail, to evaluate -
a particular statement, or to determine the generél signifi-
cance of an article.18 o .

9. Teach students to 5;ply the higher level critical
reading skills when reading social studies material.

10. Hélp students gain knowledgé and skill in the use
of charts, tables, graphs, maps, globes, and other pictorial
or graphic presentations for aid in acquiring an understanding
of social studies concepts.19 .

11. Help studentsflearn to discriminate between fact
and opinion and to choose valid conclusions and make sound
inferences and generalizations.

12, Help students learn to deal with léngthy complex
sentences in paragraphs which are packed with concepts.

13. Teach students how to weigh the reliability of
different statements, make comparisons and contrasts, and
put an idea in one’s own words without changing the meaning

of the printed material.20

Research Procedures
The research plan used in this study involved the follow-
ing steps:
1. A brief survey of the recent-educational-literature —

dealing with the teaching of special reading skills needed
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in secondary school social studies.

2. Interviews with 91 social studies teachers who had
taught at least three years in a secondary school and who
had also taken at least two graduate level courses in the
teaching of reading.

During the course of the interview the teachers were

asked to complete the following short questionnaire:

THE SECONDARY SCHOOL SOCIAL STUDIES TEACHER'S
ROLE IN TEACHING EFFECTIVELY THE SPECIAL
READING SKILLS NEEDED IN SOCIAL STUDIES

1. Your school system is

2. Your Sexs Male Female

3. Number of years you have taught in secondary schools

4, Highest degree held

5, Have you completed two or more courses in reading

at the graduate level? Yes No

6. Do you have a master's degree in reading? Yes

7. Are you certified as a reading teacher? Yes ___ No

8. Are you now enrolled in a reading specialist
program? Yes ___  No ___

9. If you have a master's degree in an area other than

reading, please state the area.

10. Do you feel that it is the responsibility of the
secondary school social studies teacher to teach stﬁdents the

special reading skills needed in social studies? Yes No

‘ No

11, If your answer was no to number ten, would you
please state why you feel this way on the first blank page
attached to this questionnaire? If your answer was yes, would

e __you.take a few minutes_and state on the first and second blank

pages attached to this questionnaire the most effective
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approaches or methods you believe the secondary social studies
teachers can use to teach the special reading skills needed
in their classes? Try to list at least five promising

approaches or methods, but do not list over ten.

The teachers responding to the duestionnaire in the
interviews were from the following school systems:
Dallas, Texas 15 Augusta, Georgia

Fort Worth, Texas Columbia, South Carolina

Greenville, Texas Ardmore, Oklahoma

Houston, Texas. Norman, Oklahoma

Kilgore, Texas Oklahoma City, Oklahoma

Longview, Texas Cumberland County, N. C.

Nacogdoches, Texas Durham, N, C,

Richardson, Texas Fayetteville} N. C,

‘San Antonio, Texas Raleigh, N. C.

Sherman, Texas Robeson County, N. C.

ww N NN N v W O
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Atlanta, Georgia Wake County, N. C.

Analysis of Data

Analysis of data taken from the quesfionnaires revealed
the following information. There were 23 males and 68 females
in the population studied. The mean number of years of
teaching experience in secondary schools for the teachers
responding was 9.7 years. Seventy nine per cent“indicated
they held a master's degree, and 21 per cent stated they were
holders of a bachelor’s dégree. All of the teachefs studied

had completed at least two graduate level courses in reading,

Eighteen of the females and two of the males held a master's

degree in reading. Twelve of the females holding a master’'s

degree in reading were also certified as reading teachers.

9 o



 and summarize the responses, Number one was listed the

T T

None of the males were so certified. Eleven of the teachers

indicated they were now enrolled-in reading specialist pro-

- grams. Thirty eight of those studied had a master's degree

in secondary education, three in goVernment. seven in histdry.

and one in sociology. All of the teachers ‘studied checked

the yes blank to the question: Do_you feel that it is the
responsibility of the secondary schobl social.studies.teacher’

to teach students the special reading'skilIS'negded“in social Lo
studies? This is not surprising since 34 per dent of the a ]
teachers were members of either a state association of reading

teachers or the International Reading Association. It is

also true that the researcher studied only teachers who had

been recommended for the study byveither'a school principal,

counselor, consultant, or departmental head as a peréon who

. was an "outstanding" teacher and also a person who had taken

at .least two courses in reading at the graduate level. The
purpose of the study demanded such persons. ’

Question number eleven asked the teachers to statgmthe
most effective approaches or methods they believed the
secondary social studies teacher can use to teach the special ‘
reading skills needed in'their classes. The ten ;pproaches
most-often étated are'given below. The exact wording of each - __.
response was carefully studied, classifed. and then summarized o
into a general statement which would convey the meaning of the
various responses even though the verbatim wording of each

teacher'’s statements could not, of course, be given here,

" Three certified reading specialists helped the author clasgsify

greatest number of times; number two was the next most
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freguently stated on through numﬁer ten below. The results
were as follows: .

l. Help students learn the speci#l vocabulary and
technical terminology in social stﬁdies. Explain the new
vocabulary and concepts introduce& in new chapters and
units--listed 83 times.

2. Help students acquire skills in locating, ﬁsing}
and evaluating information for specific .purposes--79 times.

3. ‘Make assignments clear and reasonable; Use long
range assignments at times. Give students instructions in
the use of appropriate references needed to complete assign-
ments--listed ?0 times.

k. Help students acquire an understanding of the
relationships between past and.present and cause-effect
relationships-~65 times.

5. Early in the school year take time to introduce
the textbook and provide knowledge of and practice in using
the different parts of the book effectively--61 times.

" 6. Help students learn to’read for the main ideas,
supporting dgtails. different points of viéw. and to
identify causes--55 times.

7. Determine the reading level of your students and
of the textbooks and other printed materials ydu are using.
Provide plenty of materials for students who read below grade
level and for those who read on and above the grade level--
53 times.

8. Make sure the course is not restricted to a single

~_textbook. Encourage students to read materials. related to . .

major topics--47 times., — 11



11
9. Teach students to evaluate what they read, to
differentiate between factual and editorial wrifing. and to
jdentify false generalizations and distortions of truth--42
tiﬁes.
10. Help pupils become efficient in critical reading
by providing practice in idenfifying bias, prejudice, and

propaganda techniques--38 times.

Summary and Recommendations
The survey of related recent literature on teaching
reading skills needed in secondary school gocial studies and

the results of this researcher's interviews with selected

-social studies teachers and analysis of the responses to the

questionnaire used in this study seem to verifyvthe following:

1. Literature on the topic definitely indicates that
the secondary school teacher of social studies has reéponsi-
biiities in the area of teaching reading.

2. .The teachers who participated in this study all
indicated they felt that teaching special reading skills in
social studies classes should be an area of‘concefﬁ.for
teachers, .

3. The related literature and the results of the.
interviews indicated that the most effective ways for teaching
the special reading skills needed in secondary school social
studies are very similar and revolve around the following:

a., Help students grasp and retain main ideas and

relevant details. |

b. Help students master special vocabulary, termi-

__nology, and _social studies concepts. .

c. Help students use textbooks and references effec-
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d.
e.

f.

12

tively.

Help students set purposes for reading.

Help students learn‘to read critically.

Help students learn to use pictorial and -graphic
materials effectively in learning new concepts.

Provide materials which are appropriate for the

course and for the students' reading level,

The author believes his hypothesis, that capable,

experienced teachers who had also received advanced training

in the teaching of reading could suggest specific practices

or methods which would be worthy of consideration by other

teachers working in social studies in secondary schools, was

verified in this particular study with the specific.teachers

involved.

The author recommends that further study be done by

other researchers on this topic with other teachers and in

different geographic areas.

13



13

REFERENCES

1Emerald Dechant, Reading Improvement in the Secondary
School (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc.,
1973’0 P- .

2Robert C. Aukerman, Reading in the Secondary School
Classroom (New York: McGraw Hill Book Company, 1972), p. 7.

3Harold L. Herber, "Reading in the Social Studies:
Implications for Teaching and Research," in Reading in the
Content Areas, James L. Laffey, editor (Newark, Delaware:
International Reading Association, 1972), pp. 195-204,

uJoseph P. Canava and Mary Louise King, Developin
Reading Skills (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, Inc.), 1968.

5Dechant. op. cit., p. 6.

6Arthur V. Olson and Wilbur S. Ames, Teaching Reading
Skills in Secondary Schools (Scranton: Intext Educational

7Ruth Strang, "Developing Reading Skills in the Content
Area," High School Journal, 49 (April, 1966), pp. 301-302.

8Ned D. Marksheffel, Better Reading in the Secondary
School (New York: The Ronald Press Company, 1966), p. 49.

9Leo C. Fay, Reading in the High School, publication No.
11 in the series, What Research Says to the Teacher (Washing-
ton, D. C.: National Education Association and Asseciation
of Classroom Teachers, 1963), pp. 10-11.

loLou E. Burn2ister, Reading Strategies for Secondar
School Teachers (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley Publishing
Company, Inc., 1974), pp. 80-91.

11

Olson and Ames, op. cit., p. 101.

12Fay. op._cit., pp. 23-25.
1

3@ggilmprovement of Reading in the Secondary School
(Austin, Texas: Texas Education Agency, 1974%4), p. 31.
;uBurmeister. op. cit., pp. 76-77.

15Hayden B. Jolly, Jr., "Determining Main Ideas: A
Basic Study Skill," in Improving Reading in Middle and

Secondary Schools, 2nd Edition, Lawrence E., Hafner, Editor
dew York:s Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1974), pp. 162-
163.

16William S. Palmer, “"Teaching Reading in Content Areas,"
Journal of Reading, 19 (October, 1975), pp. 43-45.

14



,.iamWwwh_mm.

17Dechant, op. cit., pp. 268-271.

18pavid Shepard, “"Effective Reading in the Social Stud-
jes” (unpublished doctoral project, Teachers College, Columbia
University, 1954), p. 47.

197011y, op. cit., pp. 164-165.

20Laura R. Roehler, "Techniques for Improving Comprehen-
sion in Social Studies," Perspectives in Reading No. 18, '

Reading in the Middle School, Gerald G. Duffy, Editor (Newark:
International Reading Association, 1975). p. 145.

15



