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TEACHING READING IN THE JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOL
SOCIAL STUDIES

THE PROBLEM AND DEFINITION OF TERMS USED

Teaching reading in America's junior high schools has
been and continues to be a problem of considerable concern. In
fact, it is now widely recognized by both administrators and
teachers that reading instruction must be continued throughout
the junior high school. Such instruction applies to all subjects
taught in the junior high school and is especially true with re-
spect to the junior high school social studies.

Furthermore, it is held that the burden of teaching reading
is no longer the sole responsibility of the English teacher.
Therefore, since successful achievement in the social studies de-
pends upon the student's ability to read it is quite apparent that
there is a need for teaching reading in junior high school social
studies classes. It was with these and other views in mind that

this study was conducted.

The Problem

Statement of the problem. It was the purpose of this study

(1) to discuss the importance of teaching reading in the junior



high school social studies; (2) to show the relationship of
books, vocabulary, and reading skills to the understanding of
social studies material; (3) to present various developmental
activities to be used in the teaching of reading in the junior
high school social studies; and (4) to view the importance of
the proper teachers, as well as methods of teaching, to the

successful achievement of reading goals in the social studies.

Importance of the study. To a large degree success in the

social studies is determined by one's ability to read. The junior
high school pupil's range of direct experience in social studies
is limited; and so the pupil faces the necessity of gaining much,
perhaps most, of his social experiences through reading. Since
there is no possibility of changing this situation, the social
studies teacher must know how to help readers.!

Further evidence of the importance of teaching reading in
junior high school social studies is seen in the fact that at

least 50 percent of the children leaving sixth grade need both

developmental reading instruction and the correction of immature

lEdgar B. Wesley, Teaching Social Studies in High Schools
(Boston: D.C. Heath Company, 1958), p. 244.




reading habits.2 The student entering the junior high school
encounters the fact that more reading is required of young
people in these grades, and thus there is a greater need for
effective skill in reading. The poor reader, then is severe-
ly handicapped in his school work and may even dislike school.

If his dislike for school becomes sufficiently intense, he may
progress by easy stages to truancy, association with undesirable
companions, and juvenile delinquency.

The reading program in the junior high school studies must
be developmental, corrective, and remedial in nature. It must
be a natural continuation of the elementary school program and
must be linked to reading instruction in the senior high school.
Thus while there is a natural overlapping of reading instruction
in the other school levels, this study is designed to look speci-
fically at the improvement of reading in the junior high school

through the social studies classes.
Definition of Terms Used

Reading. Reading is the meaningful interpretation of verbal

2yilliam D. Sheldon, "The Nature and Scope of Reading Pro-
grams Adapted to Today's Needs in the Upper Grades and Junior High
School, " Better Readers For Our Times. ed. William S. Gray and
Nancy Larrick. International Reading Association Conference Pro-
ceedings, Volume I (New York: Scholastic Magazine Publishers,

1956), p. 30.




symbols and is an extension of oral communication and builds up-
on listening and speaking skills. It is a process through which
the reader tries to share an author's point of view, his ideas,

and experiences in order to communicate with him.

Reading Ability. Reading ability is comprised not only of

the more mechanical skills, such as word recognition and phrasing,
but also of the ability to comprehend, to interpret and to evalu-

ate the printed or written page.

Vocabulary. Vocabulary is the sum total of words used in

a language or in a field of knowledge that the individual has
mastered and includes an accurate understanding of the meaning of

these words.

Developmental Reading Activities. Developmental reading

activities are those in which the main purpose of the teacher is
to bring about an improvement in reading skills. The major skills

involved are skill in the mechanics of reading and skill in read-

ing comprehension.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

There is a large body of literature pertaining to the teach-

ing of reading and the application of methods for reading improve-



ment. This section, however, will be limited to a review of the
pertinent literature as it applies to reading and its relation to
teaching social studies in the junior high school. However, the

literature on teaching reading in the junior high school is limit-

Penty, working with 318 seventh-, eighth-, and ninth-grade
students, demonstrated that boys and girls can make very good
gains in reading ability if individual needs are diagnosed and
if methods and materials are provided to meet these needs.3 The
students selected for help and study over the two-and-a-half year
period were reading two or more years below their mental age;
therefore they were deemed to have potential for growth in reading.
Most of the children selected were also reading two or more years
below their grade level. For the most part, the students were of
average, or only slightly below average, intelligence.4

Work was undertaken in groups of six students, for an hour
period, two days a week. Although students were scheduled for
work in groups of six, much of the help given them was individual.

To reach each child through a method to which he would best respond

a variety of teaching methods were employed.

3ruth C. Penty, "Remedial Reading Pays in Junior High School, "
Education (January, 1961), p. 280.
Ibid, p. 277.



The range of gain, in years and months of reading ability,
made in twelve weeks by all 318 students was as follows: vocabulary,
.0 to 4.6; comprehension, .0 to 4.0; total, .0 to 4.3. Only 29
students out of the total number of 318 made no gains in a twelve
week period. The average gain, in years and months of reading
ability, of the 72 students who remained in the program for the
full two-and-a half year period was as follows: vocabulary, .8;
comprehension, 1.2; total, 1.0.°

Witt, working with superior students, gives attention to
means through which students can be stimulated to think critically
in the social studies. The experiment undertook to provide a pro-
gram of guided reading with a two-fold purpose: (1) to improve
skill in drawing conclusions from written material; and (2) to
develope other reading skills.®

A group of ten superior students, four boys and six girls
(median I.Q. 120), who had completed the seventh grade were se-
lected to participate in the study. A daily four hour program
over a six week summer period was provided with the classroom
periods used for instructional purposes and reading completed out-

side of class.

’gxbid, p. 280.
Mary Witt, "Developing Reading Skills and Critical Think-
ing, " Social Education (May, 1961), p. 239.




Witt concluded from her work in reading with superior

students that:

gains in reading as found through the use
of the Iowa Silent Reading Test can be made to occur in
a brief period of time by means of intensive instructional
procedures in the classroom. However, major outcomes of
critical thinking are difficuit to capture in objective
test items. They are to be found in certain behaviors
which ordinarily have no objective measure. However, an
over-all improvement in choices and expression of reasons
did occur.

However, time was a significant factor in this study and gains
over a short period of time might be expected to be small.

Frey, working with students in reading improvement in the
junior high school social studies, reported a successful program
with marked reading level improvement among slow readers. 1In
this reading improvement program the students were encouraged to
read on a voluntary basis for pleasure and self-improvement. To
eliminate the possibility that such reading would be done for re-
wards, Frey decided that no extra credit would be given to any
pupil who participated. It was Frey's opinion that:

The entire project be based on the idea that just as

a musician, athlete, typist, actor, or teacher, can im-
prove in his field by practice and repetition, a pupil
can improve in his reading by increasing the amount of

time he spends on it, providing it is challenging,
interesting, and self-motivated.

71pbid, p. 241.
Martin Frey, "Stepping Up Outside Reading in Social Studies."

High Points, 43:72, 1961.




Park, has explained the procedures employed in teaching
social studies to the poor readers in the Washington Junior High
School, Fresno, California. All seventh graders are grouped
homogeneously by standard reading test scores which are adminis-
tered during the latter part of the sixth grade. Seventh-grade
textbooks and materials are too advanced for these slow readers,
so they learn social studies concepts through three other
channels: (1) vision, (2) imagination, and (3) current events.?
The program is designed to let each pupil experience success by
learning for himself some new and understandable concept.

These studies and reports cited focus attention on the
efforts that are being made to teach and improve reading in the
junior high school, particularly through the social studies
classes.

IMPORTANCE OF TEACHING READING
IN THE JUNIOR HIGH SCHOOL STUDIES

It was stated earlier that to a large degree success in
the social studies is determined by one's ability to read. It
has also been shown thataithorities agree that social studies

teachers in the junior high school can, and should do much, to

9Francis H. Park, "Teaching Social Studies to Poor Readers, "
Social Education (November, 1956), p. 327.







