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CHAPTER I 

lNTRODUCTION 

One of the fundamental prinoiples of the demooratic phil osophy is 

a r espeot f or each individual, whose optimum development is one of the 

mos t important conearns of a democracy and a test ot the value of its inst i

tutions.l According to this philosophy, every child i s entitled to an 

education adapted to his individual needs, interests, and a.bilities, in 

order for him to receive the mos t from. and. contribute the most to the 

societ.y of which he is a member. 

No two individuals are alike . They differ in many 'Ways, one of which 

is in native intelligenoe. They also differ in what they learn, as well as 

in the method, the rate, aDd the extent to which they learn. It is this 

difference which determines to what degree an individual can succeed in the 

academic subjects, the most important of whi ch is reading, s ince all other 

academic work depends on the ability to read. 

One of the important groups in this democratic socie ty is comprised 

of the slow learners. 2 This group, which is found to some extent in every 

classroom, is impor tant because it makes up from one fifth to one fourth of 

the total school populati on. 
3 

1Harold Alberty, Reorganizing the High Sehool Curriculum, p . 52. 
New York: Macmillan Co. , 1949. 

2The term slow l earner is often used to refer to that individual who 
i s merely sloW' to learn because hi s reaction time i s slow, but for the purpose 
of this study the term refers to that individual who is slow to learn because 
he has less intelligence than does the average indi vidual. 

~arry J. Baker, Introduction to Exceptional Children, p. 244. 
New York: Macmillan Co., 1944. 
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One of the principles of modern education, 'Whi ch is based on the 

democratic philosophy, is that of providing for individual differences in 

order tha teach chlld may be developed to the optimum of his capacities. If 

this is to be accomplished, more attention must be given to the problems of 

the slow learner , particularly to his reading problems. Teachers and all 

others concerned must keep in mind the worth of these individuals as human 

beings and deal with them as fairly as with any other future citizens·. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE PROBIEM 

For twenty-six years the VJriter has been teaching in the elementary 

and secondary schools. Here she found one of the most important, as well as 

one of the most perplexing, problems to be that of teaching the slov-learning 

cilild to read to the best of his ability. Unless a child learns to read with 

a reasonable degree of success, he is unable to cope with most of his school 

problems; therefore, he becomes frustrated, discouraged, unhappy, and quite 

often a behavior problem. 

The problem is seriou8 at all levels, but it is at the secondar,y 

level that it becomes more apparent and mora ser ious, particular 17 in so 

many secondary schools whose curriculums have not been adjusted to mee t the 

needs and abilities of this slow-learning individual. Here he often becomes 

so fi-nstrated th8.t he is a dis cipline and attendance problem and eventually 

drops out of s chool into adult life to become a j ob h older Blld voter, and to 

marry and rear children without the reading ability necessary to meet the 

ordw.ry, everyday problems of an lunerican ei tizen. 

This problem takes on a still more serious nature when one considers 

that authorities agree that, as has been s tated before; the slo\l learners make 

up from OIle fifth. to one fourth of the total school population. This is ap

proximately the same number as those who have defec tive vision. Much money 

is spent each year to educe. te the campara tively small number who are menta.lly 

defective, but very l i ttle is spent for the 20 to 25 per cent of slow learners. 

Another tact which emphasizes the seriousness of the problem is that 

authorities also consider reading to be the mos t important problem in the 
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curriculum for the slow-learning child. 4 

It is because of experience with this problem and the importance 

attached t o i t by authorities in the field of educa.t ion that the writer has 

made this study. She hopes that it will enable her to understand and to 

help these o·rten misunderstood pupils learn to read to the best of their ' 

abilities and thereby become better edjusted students of tQday and oitizens 

of tomorrow, assets rather than l1abili ties to society. 

4w. B. Featherstone, Teaching the Slow Learner, p. 70. New York: 
Bureau of Publications, Teacher s College , Columbia Universi~, 1951 (revised). 
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CID"PTER III 

THE GENERAL PROBlEMS OF TEACHING THE SLOW LEARNER 

Characteristics of the Slow Learner 

Ment al Characteri stics 

The slow learner is most different from the average child in mental 

ability; however, Gesell points out that he is not a mental defective but 

a. low grade normal; he is not IIweak witted" but uslow witted.,,5 He is a 

little too bright to be placed in the experimental classes for the mental 

deficients but not bright enough to keep up with the average. 

Mental ability can be thought of as being quantitative.6 From this 

point of view, the slow learner is considered by most authoriti es to be that 

indi vidual whose I. Q. is between 70 and 90 ; however, no definite l i nes of 

demarcati on can be drawn. This means that the slow learner with an I. Q. of 

83 is not only below the average child of the same chronological age in intel-

lectual ability, but that as he grows older the difference will become greater. 

For instance , the child with an I. Q. of 83 and a Chronological age of six 

years has a ment al age of five. This does not mean tha.t he t-lil l continue to 

be only one year below the average. Since he develops at a slower rate, by 

the time he is twelve years of age--the normal age for entering junior hi gh 

school--his mental age will be only ten, that i s , t1,olO years below that of the 

5 Arnold Gesell , The Ret arded Child : HoW' to Help Him , p. 26. 
Bl oomington, Illinois : Public School Publishing Co. , 1925. 

6 
Baker, .QE. ill., p. 246. 
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average child. According to Kennedy-Fraser , these individuals not only 

develop mentally at a slower rate, but they also cease to develop at an 

earlier age-in some eases as early as twel ve instead of a.t f ourteen or 

sixteen; therefore, they are doubly hand1capped.7 

Thus can be understood the reason why so many of this type become 

seri ous problems at the secondary level, and why so many drop out at the end 

of junior high school or during senior high school. I s it an:y wonder that 

they hS.ve difficulty in the traditi onal secondary 800001? The 'vonder seems 

to be that they do as well as they do. 

Not only is the mental sbUi ty of the slow learner different quanti
g 

tatively, but it is also different qualitatively. His attention and concen-

tration span is shorter as is his retention span, and his reaction t ime is 

l onger. His powers of associ ation are poor; therefore, he does not recognize 

likenesses and differences as readily as does the average child. His powers 

of self -directi on 8l1d evaluation sre also inferior. He cannot f ind his 01m 

err ors; therefore, he must have his work caI'efully checked by someone else. 

I t is in the higher and more complex mental processes that the slow 

learner is most defieient. Hi s ~hjnking i s satisfactory in terms of the 

concrete, but he Gannot deal with abstractions and generalizations with any 

degree of success. He lacks general reasoning ability and the power of 

analysis; therefore, he often does not de tect the absurdity of an illogical 

'7navi d Kennedy-li're.aer , Education of the Backward Child , p. 25. 
New York: D. Appleton ana. Co ., 1932. 

B.aaker , .2l2. cit., p. 248. 
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statement.9 Since his mental ability i s less and 8~SO of an inferior qU8.1it y , 

it must be taken into consideration, and adjustments must be made to i t by 

those "iliose duty i t is to educate him. The attitude that he is "dumb" and 

nothing can be done about i t should not be taken, bu t every eff ort to give 

him the opportunity to make the best of his inferior a.bili ties should be made. 

Physical Characteristics 

Since it i s the whole child who comas to school and the 1\Thole child 

who must be developed to the best of his abi lities , characteristics other than 

the mental must be taken into consideration when one is trying to teach him. 

One of these i s the physical characterist i cs . 

Mos t authorit ies agree that in general appearance the slow learner i s 

not different from the average boy or girl ; but that, age for age, as a group 

they are a little l eas tall and a littl e less heavy; they learn t o walk and 

to talk a little later ; their bones harden more slowly; their teeth erupt a 

little lBter; and their muscular sldlls and motor coordination are a little 

less well developed. They seem to have more defects in speech, vision, teeth, 

adnoids and tonsils. Burt says that it is not 8~ one defect but r ather a 

plurali~ of defects which make for l ess phys ical stamina and general s trength 

than the average individual has. lO This results in more absences from school, 

% arry J. Baker, Characteristic Differences in Bright and Dull Pupils: 
retation of Mental Differences with S ecial Reference to Tee·eh 

ocedures, p . 19. Bl oomington, Illinois: Public School Publishing Go., 1927. 

lD:Featherstone , .2l2- ~., p. 5. 
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a condition wich only tends to retard still more e child who at best has 

a struggle to ttkeep up." 

Emotional Characteristics 

Because of the emotions of arty individual have an effect on what he 

does, they must be considered to an even greater degree when working with a 

slow l earner, s ince he has usually had so many unfortunate experiences whi ch 

affect his emotional stability. If he more often has unfavorable emotional 

traits, it is because he has had more unfavorable experi ences than the average 

individual. Over-sensitiveness, nervousness , shyness, feeling of inferiori~, 

truculency, unhappiness, fear, discouragement, end many other traits are often 

characteristics of this person, not because they are innate, but because or 
the effect of environmental conditions . 

SC0ial Characteristics 

Enviromnental condi tiona are also responsible for lI¥mY social charac-

ter i stica; however , authorities have pointed out some which are not due to 

environment. Baker lists one of the chief soci al Characteris tics or this person 

as his individualistic point of view, which accounts for his so often seeming 

disregard for the welfare of other s. 11 

Sull ivan has pointed out that the slow learner has a. very l ocal point 

of Vi ew, which accounts for the fact that he is not interested in remote t ime, 

places , or things, but in his immediate worl d and in the present.12 This also 

~aker, Characteristic Differences in Bright and Dull Pupils, p. 21. 

12gelen Bl air Sullivan, "Teaching the Slow Learner" Journal of the 
National Education Association, XL (February, 1951), 115. 
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explains his tendency to remain in the area in which he grew up. 

Cole and Morgan bring to the attention another Characteristic ot 

the slow-learning individual which has an ef fect on his social adjustment, 

and that i s his limited ability to think in abstract terms. This accounts 

for his being II amoral" ; that is , he often acts contrary to accepted moral 

st.andards, not intentionally, but only because he does not understand the 

13 
underlying concepts. The average ohild. does not reach the age of account-

a.bility until he is about twelve years old, the age at l-Jhich he can be 

expected to understand some of the moral virtues, such as pity and sympathy. 

A muCh higher mental abilit.1 is needed to generalize principles of behavior; 

and, as has already been mentioned, at least one authority says tha.t the mental 

growth of the s lov l earner often ceases at about welve years of age. As Cole 

and Morgan suggest, the slow learner may know that stealing is 'Wrong; but he 

may not understB.nd that acting as a guard while someone else steals is al so 

wrong. 

These three characteristics l argely account for the usually poor 

social intelligence which these individuals have, although Dolch suggests that 

some of them may have a special social abil ity, for example, leadershi p among 

other children. 14 

13Luella Cole and John J . B. Morgan, Psychology of Childhood and 
Adolescence, p. 314. New York: Ri nehart and Co. , Inc. , 1947. 

~dvard William Dolch, Hel ping Handicapped Children in School, p. 210. 
Champaign, illinois: The Garrard Press, 1948. 
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Procedures f or Loca ting the Slow Learner 

Precautions To Be Taken 

Every precaution should be exercised before classifying a Child as 

a slow learner. The mere fact that he is not making the kind of progress 

which is ordinarily expected of an individual of his age is no definite 

indication that he is a slow learner, s ince many other fa.ctors enter into 

the decision. He should never be considered as such until all other causes 

have been discovered and, if possible, corrected. 

Means To Be Used 

Featherstone suggests four s teps to be used in l ocating the slow 

l earner . In brief they are (1) s tudying his age-grade progress, (2) studying 

the past school achievement record for consi stently mediocre attainmen ts, 

( 3 ) giving tvo groups intelligence tes ts or two al terna te forms of the same 

test to those '..rho appear to be mentally S10H as a result of the first two 

steps, and (4) giving individual mental tests at least to those for whom the 

15 
above facts ara found to be inconsistent or non-conclusive. 

Caution must be exercised in studying the age-grade progress, since 

ooing overage for his grade may be a result of his having entered school later 

thGn is customary. If this is found to be true, the CB.use should be investi-

gated, since , as suggested by Kennedy-Fraser, this may indicate bacb'l1ard 

parents or the t act that the parents realized the child's slowness and h esi-

tated to send him to school. This condition is only more evidence of his being 

15:F ea thers tone , .2E. ill., p. 18. 
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a slow learner; however, same other reason which is not related to his 

16 
mental ability may be brought to light. 

If the individual entered school at the normal age and is still not 

doing as wll as expected, one should inves tigate his past school record for 

consistencies or inconsistencies of achievement throughout the grades. If 

thi s record is found to be poor, there is mOre conclusive evidence of his 

being a s low learner. Sl umps and their causes, however, should. also be taken 

into consi deration. These may be found to be the result of illness during 

which the child was absent from school and missed fundamental work which 8.c-

counts for his poor achievement and progress . 

Results of achievement tests, if available, should also be examined 

particularly for consistently low s cores in reading comprehension or arith-

metic reasoning. If the child has had several of these over ' a period of time 

8nd the mental-age s cores are reasonably consistent, these scores may be con-

sidered as a rough estima.te of his mental age, which from a practical point of 

view is of more value to the teacher than is the I. Q.
1? If this mental age 

is divided by the chronological age of the same date, a presumptive I. Q. may 

be found; but a leeway of at least five points , plus or minus, should always 

be allowed. 

One year overage should be a.11owed for an individual who is otherwise 

making acceptable progress . However, if he is mor e than one year overage, his 

l~ennedy-Frasar, .2:2. cit., p. 33. 
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progress is not what it should be, and his record is consistently poor, 

he i s probably a slow learner. 

For all the individuals who thus far appear to be slow learners, 

other studies should be made to determine whether or not other factors may 

a.ecount for the results. Health conditions including hearing, vision, and 

nutrition should be investigated. Home and connnunity environment should be 

considered. If any of these are found to be below normal, they should be 

corrected if' possible. If the child is not a slow learner, these corrections 

may sol ve his problems ; if he is, they will at least remove one more s tumbling 

bl ock from his pathway . 

If group intelligence tests cannot be given to all, they should be 

given as a screening process at least to all those who thus far appear to be 

slow learners in order to detect the ones to wham individual intelligence teats 

should be given later. Kirk and Johnson s tress that these should be power 

tests and not speed tests, since it is the ability to do rather than the speed 

which is of primary importance . 18 They also insist that the r esults or these 

tests should not be used as the basis for a diagnosis of retardati on, since 

many other tangible factors such as method of attack, ability to follow djJ-

rections, and real knowl edge have too much beaTing on the problem. Some 

suggested group tests ar e the California Test of Mental Maturity and the 

Kuhlman-Anderson Intelligence Tes ts.19 

p. 45. 
18 . 

Samuel A. Kirk and G. Orvl.l1e Johnson, Educc.t ing the Re tarded Child , 
Boston: Houghton Mif:fl in Co., 1951. 
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I t is advisable to give two tests or two alternate forms 'of the 

same test. If they are consis tent, the average of the two I. Q. '9 may be 

oonsidered as an approximate I. Q. If they are no t cons is tent, it is 

sugges ted that the one nearer that determined from the results of reading 

comprehension or arithmetic reasoning be chOSE'::l. If these scores are not 

available, the child should be given the benefit of the doubt, and the high-

est I. Q. considered to be oorrect. A variation of five points, plus or 

minus, should be allowed. 

If competent testing service is available, those individuals about 

whom. there is still doubt should be given individual intelligence tests. 

Kirk and Johnson consider group tests as a mere s creening process and indi-

vidual teats as a necessity before any person is classified as a slow 

20 
learner. They recommend both a verbal and a performance teat. 

According to these author s the Stanford-Benet is the most commonly 

used of the verbal tests, although the Kuhlman Tests or Mental Develoment 

are frequently used. The most frequently used performance tests, that is, 

those given with the fewest verbal di rec tions and answers possible, are 

Arthur Point Scale of Performance Tests and the Cornell -Goxe Performance 

Abil ity Scale. There are also combined verbal and performance tests of which 

the Wechsler-Bellevue Intell igence Scale is an example. 

Personality and social maturi~ tests, as well as any others needed 

to make a car eful diagnosis, such as readiness tests, mo:t'o~bility tests, and 

tests of vision and hearing, should be given l:f possible. This may seem to 

20 
~., pp. 45-46. 
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be a rather long and drawn-out process, but too much caution cannot be used 

in de termining the mental ability of the individual. If an incorrect diag-

nos is is made, it is possible that much harm to him may result. 

Obj ectives for Teaching the Slow Learner 

Once the s low learner has been identified, the next logical step i s 

to consider the educa.tional objectives for him. Wi thout these the problem 

will be an aimless and ha.phazard one, which it sometimes is a.t present. If 

the education of the slow learner is to be ba.aed on the democratic philosophy, 

then the s ame obj ectives apply to him as to any one else, and they might be 

those prepared by the Educa.tiona.l Policies Commission which are to develop 

(1) self-realization, (2) human relRtionship , (3) economic efficienC,1, and 

(4) civi c responsibility.21 The training and experiences he receives should 

develop these qualities in the mentally-slow child to the fullest extent of 

his capacities just the same as they should in the average or bright child. 
22 

There are some points, however, which should be given particular emphasis. 

One of' these is health information o,nd the forming of good health 

habits, since the slow learner often comes f rom homes in which litt l e stress 

has been placed on these. Mental health in particular should be developed as 

much as possible, since the s loy learner has usually had many experiences with 

failure, w 1ch make for poor mental hee.l th. These are in line with the first 

obj active listed above--self-realiza tio:;::·,c! 

21 
Nelson L. Bossing, Prinoiples of SecondarY Education , p. 297. 

New York: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1949. 

22.Featheratone, .QE. ~., pp. 37-42. 
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Another point of emphasis is vocational and occupational training 

or, in terms of the above mentioned objectives, economic efficiency. Devel

opment of attitudes and habits necessary for voca.tional efficiency can be 

emphasized in the elementary school. Later actual work experience should 

be arr~~ed through cooperation between the school and employers. The chil d 

should be helped to realizs his own limitations with regard to the york of 

the world so that he will be happy in an occupation in which he is able to 

succeed, instead of aiming at a vocation beyond his abilit,y in which he will 

only experience another f ailure. 

Training for home and family life--that is, human relationship--is 

particularly important f or the s low learner, s ince he often comes from :~loor 

family environment. 

A fourth important point to be stressed is training in personal 

development, which should include worthy use of leisure time. He needs to 

be taught the value of whol esome recre~tion and the use of playgrounds and 

parks. He should be taught how to select good movies and good radio and 

television pr ograms. He should become acquainted Yli th the l ibrary. A1 though 

reading will not often be of much recreational value to him, he should learn 

to use the library for practical purposes. Here again the objective is self

realization. 

Social competence, or civic responaibility, which should develop an 

unders t anding on the part of the individual of his pri vileges and. r es ponsibil

ities as a citizen must be developed. As has already been pointed out , the 

mentall y s low child has an individualistic point of view; therefore, particular 

stress should be placed on this objective if he is to be able to fit into the 
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societ y of which he is a part. 

Nor should the fundamental or basic skills and abilities of r ead1Dg, 

language usage, and simple arithmetic be neglected. Sullivan has -listed 

these in some de tail in her article on "Teaching the Slow Learner~ ,,23 

The point to be r emembered is that fundamentally the objectives for 

teaching the slovl learner are the same as those for teaching others ~ Are 

these objectives being realized to the extent to which they should be? If 

not, what can be done about it? 

Organizat ion for Teaching the Slow Legrner 

One of the things which can be done to facilitate the realization 

of the objectives heretofore set forth for teaehing the slov learner is the 

better organiza tion for teaching, either within the school or within the 

classroom, or, still better , within both. By organization i s meant the means 

of grouping for ins truct ional purposes, Whether it be placing this individual 

in a special class or teaching hi m in the regular class. 

In any discussi on of teaching the slow learner the age-old ques tion 

of segregation or non-segregation arises. Opinions of authorities differ fram 

one extreme to the other. 

Kennedy-Fraser very definitely favors segregation for the best interest 

of every one concerned, including parents, pupil, teacher, and community. 24 

A report on a questionnaire answered by the members of the Department of 

23 
Sullivan, .212. ~. , p. 116. 

24xennedy-Fraser, ~. cit., p. 37. 
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SUperintendence of the Na.tional Educationa l Association showed 1326 oi-

25 
tations in favor of segregation and 867 against it . The major problem 

of this group \<188 wat to do abou t the slow l earner. Or t leb very emphati-

cally states that segregation is necessary, since it is impossibl e to meet 

the educational, soc1a1, and emotional needs of these children otherwise. 

She maintains that i t will make for better personality traits and happier 

individuals.
26 

Featherstone takes the position that each school should study its own 

situation and act accor dingly.27 He points out a number of questions to be 

considered in determining the advantages or disadvantages of segregation. 

The ideas expressed by him are "Worthy of note . 

1. Is segregation democratic? This, he contends, is no argument. In 

a democracy every individual is entitled to the best education possible for 

his particular needs and interes ts. If thif; can be accomplished bet ter through 

segregation, then it is democratic. 

2. Is segregation possibl e? Segregation into absolutely homogeneous 

groups is not possi ble, of course; but if the school has as maQY as 500 to 600 

s tudents enrolled and f rom 20 to 25 per cent are slow learners, there will be 

enough to or ganize classes of slow learners of the same age group. Most 

authorities consider age as the best single guide for grouping, since a group 

of the same age level, even though the mental ages VB~, is more homogeneous 

25 
Baker, Introduction to Except ional Chlldren, p. 253. 

2~uth Ortleb, "The Needs of the Dull-Normal Elementary School 
Chil d, " School and Soci e ty. L (October 7, 1939), 460. , 

27 Faa thers tone, .2]2. ~. , p. 22. 
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than i s a group of the same mental a.ge but of varying chronological ages. 

3. Are qualified teachers available? Qualified means having a 

positive attitude toward the slow learner and h i s problems . It means being 

willing to take him were he is and go on f rom there at his own particular 

rate. I t also means having patience and, if possible, some special training. 

4. Are there any regulations or community sentiments against s egre

gation? Without the understanding and support of the pro-ents and of the 

community as a 'Whole , no school program can be successful. However , by 

careful pJanoing and cooperation with the parents before the plan is put 

into effect, these sentiments can be overcome. Any regulations can easily 

be cheeked an d possibly changed. 

5. Will the class be a. "ca.tch all" for students whom other teachers 

cs.nnot, or will not, handle? If other teachers are going to assume that thi s class 

is a dumping ground for all of their problems, perhaps it 'WouJ.d be better not 

to segregate the slo\o1 learners. 

The questions which Featherstone suggests to be considered for non

segregation are equally important. 

1. Can needed adjustments be made in regular classes? Are the teachers 

capable of carrying on an experience-~e program ~th activit ies of a range 

wide enough to provide for the satisfactory development of all students, in

cluding the sloW' learner? If so, then why bother to segregate? 

2. .Are the teachers willi ng to take each child where he is and go on 

from there at h i s own individual rate? 

3. Can a promotion, grading, and reporting s.ys t em be devised to prevent 

the slow learner from being a perpetual failure? 

lB
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4. Ju-e materials which are necessary for slow learners a.vailable 

in quant ities large enough to be dis tributed to all cl a s ses? 

5. Can outside activiti es f or all classes be arranged as often as 

needed for slow learners? This is especially a problem in the traditional 

secondary schools with class periods of one hour 's length. 

Kirk and J ohoson are of the opinion tha.t the slow learner can best 

be educated in the regular classroom.28 

Whether or not segregation is adopted, t..here are some other im-

portant problems which need to be considered . One of these is -that provision 

should be made f or moving individuals from one group to another whenever it 

seems for his best interests. Another involves the passing on of the slow 

learner to the secondary school when he reaches the age of thirteen or 

fourteen in the interest of his best social development. 

Dolch does not agree with the plan of sooial promotion.
29 

He is in 

favor of what he calls the "individual adjus'bnentn plan of promotion, which 

simply means considering ~at is beat for the child's future, even to the 

extent of demoting him if need be. He suggests that the child be allowed to 

have a voice in the decision. This plan appears to be the more democratic one; 

however, extreme caution yould have to be exercised in using i t, particularly 

in the case of demoting an individual who sJ.ready has faced many f ailures. If 

he can really understand that it is best for hinl and is not just another 

failure , it might be done. 

28nrk and Johnson, .QE. cit., p. 121. 

2%Olch, .2E- cit. , p. 211. 
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Again, as is usually the case, it is a problem of deciding what 

is best to do in a particular si tUB. tion. No rna tter what is done a.bout 

grouping and promoting, the problem 'Jill not be solved unless adjustments 

are made in the content of the cUrriculum. This is the next problem f or 

consideration. 

Curriculum Adjustments for the Slow Learner 

Often the so-called program for the sloW' learner ends 'With locating 

him and perhaps segregating him from the average and bright learner s. If' this 

is the end, still very little, if anything, has been done to solve his problem. 

Merely having him "go over" the same materia~ at a slower r ate with more 

monotonous drill is not adjus ting the curriculum. to his needs. Someone has 

so aptly said tha t he may be dragged over the ground, but very little of it 

will adhere to him. Adjustment of the curriculmn might briefly be described 

as teaching the individual what he needs and has the ability to learn in the 

manner and vTith the materials whi ch he can understand B.nd use. 

The objectives of education already mentioned should serve as a guide 

to curriculum a.djustment for the slow l earner. In other words, the curriculum 

should be centered in those experiences which will develop the slow learner 

to the fullest of his capa citie s in the 8xeas of self-realiza tion, human re

la tionships , economic eff i ciency, and civic responsibility jus t as it does for 

other students . These experiences must ~)e so arranged that he can participate 

at his own individual level of abilit.Y, needs, and interes ts . 

The earliest ad justments should come at the primary l evel with the 

postponement of formal instruction for a. semester, or perhaps Ii yeax. This 
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should be centered in those experiences which will develop the slow learner

to the fullest of his capacities in the e.reas of self-realization, human re

lationships, economic efficiency, and civie responsibility jus t as it does for

other students. These experiences must ~)e so 3rranged that he can participate

at his O'WD. individual level of ability, needs, and interests.

The earliest adjustments should come at the primary level °th the

postponement of formal instruction for a. semester, or perhaps a ye~. This
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time should be spent in a r eadines s program similar to kindergarten activi-

ties in order to develop better social habits and to build an experience 

background , "'hich is so often l acking among slow learners. 

Cole and Morgan are of the opinion that at the el ementary l evel , as 

f ar as academic york is conoerned, all a slov l earner needs i s the abilit,r 

to read newspapers e~d magazines, to write simple letters , to make a personal 

budget, to keep a cash account , and to solve simple arithmetic problems. He 

shc.~).ld devote mos t of his t ime to physical tasks and learning to take his 

place in societ.y. 30 Featherstone would have ever,y child acquire these funda

mental processes , not through f ormalized drill, but through purposeful am 

meaningful experienees.31 Dolch would incl ude more hand work and stress those 

things which are immedi ately practical, as well as those ha.hits and attitudes 

which are necessary for vocational success.32 Particularly at the high sChool 

level stress should be placed on explora.tory, enrichment, vocational, and work 

experienee courses. Here the experiences o.f the slow learner should place 

particular emphasis on his personal, social, communit,y, and econamie problema 

from a practical viewpoint. Cole end Morgan have pointed out five necesaar,y 

elements of the secondary pr ogram for slow learners. It should include a r eview 

of the fundamental skills acquired in the elementary school by direct applica-

tioD of them to practical adult problems . Preparation f or earning a l iving 

30 Cole and Morgan, .2l2. ,m. , p . 315. 

3~eatherstone , .sm. ,m., p. 70. 

3200100, ~ .• ill., p. 197. 
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and direct preparation for living should be emphasized. Training i n the 

wise use of leisure time and moral training should be included.33 

On the whole, the problem of adjusting the curriculum to the slov 

learner seems to have been solved much better in the elementary school than 

it h as been in the secondary school, although it can be done at the secondary 

lavel as well a.s at the elementary level. Adjustments can be made in the 

regular classes of the tradi tiona 1 high school by organizing the subject 

matter into large units of wor k including a variety of activities which are 

suitable to different mental abilities. The reorganization of the secondary 

school along the core curriculum idea offers another possibility of ID8k1ng 

adjustments for the slow learner. In this type of organization the core is 

usually considered to be that part of the curriculum. which is basic for all 

s t udents and consists of learning activities organized without regard to sub-

ject lines . In this way large time blocks are provided which make possible 

the scheduling of' f ield trips and other types of first-hand experience yhich 

the sloY learner needs. A larger v ariety of activities which help to take care 

of individual dllferences can be provided than usually can be provided for in 

the traditional secondary school . The s tudents are under the supervision of 

one teacher for a longer period of time which is impor'~:,ant for the emotional 

stability of the slow learner. 

Me thods and Materials for 'reaching the Slow Learner 

Not only must the curriculum. be adjusted to the slow learner but also 

the methods and materiels for putting it into. effect must be adapted to him. 

33 Cole and Morgan, .2]2. c1 t., p. 3l6. 
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His mental characteristics must be taken into consideration when these are 

determined . 

Short, simple, carefully planned units of work with much repetition 

in different settings, frequent reviews, and a judicious use of drill are 

important. There should be as much concrete and first-hand experience as 

possible , since the slow learner learns best by making and doing. Much 

freedom of moving about should be allowed. 

Materials selected for the slow learner should be in accord with his 

mental level . and his interest level. Less stress should be placed on books 

and l inquistic material, and more use should be made of recordings, movies , 

pi ctures, excursions , models, and dramatizations. Work. tables and shop 

corners should be provided. 

Summary 

The general problem of teaching the slow learner includes several 

impor t ant f actors . The s loy learner must be i dentified; his mental , physical, 

social, and emotional characteristics must be studied; methods for locating 

him must be devised which include a study of his achievements and progress eo 

far, as well as of his health and environmental condi tiona; and his mental 

age and I. Q. should be determined through the use of standard group and indi

vidual tests. After the slow learner is located, objectives for his educat i on 

must be set up as a guide to curriculUl1l adjustments and to the selection of 

methods and materials . These objectives should be based on a democratic 

philosophy of educ8 tion. Organiza tion for teaching must be considered from 

the standpoint of what is best for the individual and what is best in the 
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part icular situation involved. Curriculum, methods, and materials must be 

adapted in accord with this philosophy and with the particular characteristics 

of the slow learner. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE SPECIFIC PROBLEM OF TE ACHING THE SLOvl LEf-JlNER TO READ 

Introducti on 

Impor tance of Reading 

The society of today is a reeding society, and in order to live i n 

it successfully even the slow leaxner must be able to read as well as pos-

sible. From the unskilled laborer to the prof essional man, reading is 

34 necessary, regardless of social status. It is essential to the wise use 

of leisure time , although the slow learner may not spend as much of his 1ei-

sure time in reading as the aver age person. It is also essential to good 

cit izenship, since in a democrati c society reading is necessary in order to 

keep well enough informed to vote intelligent ly. Other forms of communica-

tion have challenged the importance of reading, but a ccording to Harris, 

there is a gr eater demand f or reading material today than ever bef ore. 35 

Not onLy the society of today is a reading society, but also the 

school of today is essentially a r eading s chool. To be successful in school 

the child mus t l earn to rea.d.36 In the pr:iJnary s chool more time is spent on 

reading, and more money is spent on r eading material s than on any other phase 

of the program. 37 

p. 4. 
3~ay Adams, Lillian Gray, and Dora Reese, Teaching Children to Read, 

New Yor k : The Ronald Press Co ., 1949. 

35A1bert J. Harris, How to Increase Reading Ability, p. 1. London: 
Longmans, Green and Co., 1948. 

36 Adams, Gray, and Reese, £e. ~., p. 6. 

37Harris, .Q.B. ~. f p. 2. 
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Reading is unique in that i t is considered to be a subject of 

ins truc tion and at the same time it i s a t ool for learning other subjects. 

However, in a true sense reading has no subject matt er of i ts own but draws 

it from all other fields. It is a case in the school of tod.ay of "reading 

to learn,n rather than "learning to read . n38 As Arnold and Gesell have said, 

reading should be the accompaniment to aJ.I other phases of the curriculum. 39 

I t is the most basic tool in the elementary and in the secondary school . It 

i s the first and the most important of the three R's, the avenue to an ade-

quate education in school and in adult l ife. It is nece ssary to occupational 

efficiency and to the enriChment of life.
40 

The f arther the child advances i n school , the more necessary the abil-

ity to read adequately becomes to success. Bond found in a study involving 

three hundred ninth grade students that r e ading ability was importa~t to success 

i n the secondary school, al though more s o in some fields than in others . 41 

It is important that everyone attain his maximum reading ability in 

order to reach his maximum in self-realization t human relations, economic 

efficiency , and ci vic responsibili~. This includes the 20 to 25 per cent 

of the total school population which is made up of slow learners. They will 

very probably never read as well a s the average child, but usually they can 

38 
Adams, Gray, and Reese, .2]2. cit ., p. 7. 

39Ibid • 

40Guy L. Bond and Bertha Handlan, Adapt ing Instruction in Read ing 
t o Individual Differences , p. v. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1948. 

41Harris, ,2E. ,m., p. 7. 
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be taught to r ead bet ter than they do. Since reading is so important, is 

it not important that every effor t be ma.de to help the SlOlv learner, who 

at best will have a difficult time, to read to the very best of his abil i ty? 

Na ture of Reading 

It is important to consider the nature of reading in unders tanding 

the problems involved in teaching the slow learner to rea d. Reading is an 

active, selective process by which ~he reader interprets the s,ymbols on a 

printed page . 42 The firs t s tep in learning to read is the di scovery that 

t he printed symbols say s omething; that i s , the recognition of words and groups 

of words and the fac t that they have meaning. Reading is not a natural proces s 

but must be l earned. It is not only a complex process, but als o a continuous 

and developmental one. 43 I t is a skill in which ~h8 level of possible achieve

ment is very highly correlated wi~h mental ability .44 

Bond and Handlan have defined reading in this manner: 

Reading includes not only the abilit.y to pronounce the 
words of a passage an d to reproduce the i deas presented, but 
also the ability to grasp the f ul l import of these ideas 
af t er ref lection, consi deration of their worth, and clari
fication of their meaning.45 

Since , as has already been stated, the level of possible achievement 

42James L. Mursell , Developmental Teaching, p. 157. New York: 
McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1949. 

43Guy L. Bond and Eva Bond , Developmental Reading in High School , 
p. 30. New York: Macmillan Co ., 1941. 

44aond. and Handlan, ,2E. cit., p. v. 

45 ~., p. 2. 
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depends on mental ability, the extent to which the above definition vdll 

apply to that of reading of the slow learner depends upon the level of his 

a bili ty as wel l as up on his training. 

Reading is a. total 8i tuation Vlhich involve,s the person and his envi-

ronment. To be effective it must be meaningful; therefore, it depends on 

experience. It should be an aid in solving life's problems in school and 

outside of school. It should be a tool t oward better citizenship, since a 

46 democracy cannot function unless its people are kept informed. 

Harr i s divides reading into several stAges, the first of which is the 

recognition of common famili8~ words, or sight ~ords , and gradually of famil-

iar phr8ses. The next stage is that of learning ways and means of figuring 

out other words by configuration, structure, sound, and context clues whiCh 

gradually become automatic. Gradually reading becomes more and more complex 

with more unfamili ar words and longer sentences, and incl udes different kinds 

of reading for different purposes. At its highest level it is a reflective 

47 
and evaluative prooess. It is this highest level in part i cular which is very 

diff icult for the s l ow learner to attain because of his limited ability to 

think in abstractions and to recognize relationships. 

Problems in Teaching the Slow Learner To Read 

As has already been stated, the most import ant problem in teaching the 

46 Adams, Gray, and Reese, QE. cit., pp. 12-16. 

47Harris, 2.l2. ill. , p. 79. 
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slow learner is that of teaching him to read to the best of his ability. 

Center and Persons found that the reading problem in the secondary school 

48 is largely the probl em of the slow learner. Featherstone says: 

The rea.l problem in teaching slow learners arises from 
the necessity of keepii,"J.g reading a highly functional experi
ence closely tied into, if not centered in, other fea tures 
of the curriculum, and at t,"J.e s ame t ime pr oviding needed 
systematic and cumulative development of basic skills and 
techniques. 49 

There are, as Kirk points out, really t wo problems or two aspects of 

50 . 
the same problem involved. One is that of preventing the child ' s becoming 

a problem, and the other is to teach those who have sometimes been promoted 

as far along as to the secondary school without having learned to read as well 

as they can and who cannot keep up with their classma tss. Al though they can-

not be expected to reach the level of ef f iciency t.mich can be expected of the 

average child, most slow learners are capable of reading better than they do 

if they are given an adequate foundation in the primary grades and appropriate 

instruction for increasing efficiency as they advance through the upper grades 

and into high school . 51 In other ~ords, if a developmental program in reading 

were carried out beginning with the primary grades and continuing through the 

secondary school, the number of reading problems would be greatly decreased. 

48
Kirk . 17 , ~. c~t . , p. 7. 

49reather stone, .2l2. ~. , p. 70 . 

5°Kirk, +t 178 .2l2. ~., p. • 
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Principles Involved in Teaching the Slow Learner To Read 

There are at l east two guiding principl es for teaching the s low 

learner vnich must be considered in solving his reading problems. One is 

that the slow learner should have a mental age of at least six and one-half 

yee.rs before he is ready to read. The other is that he can normally be ex

pected to develop in reading ability at a. rate which is comparable to his 

rRte of mental growth. 

The best indicator as to when the child is ready to read is his 

mental age. This indicates the child's mental ability at a specific t ime, 

while the I. Q. indioates the rate of mental growth. The mental ages of two 

individuals of the same chronological age will vary proportionally as their 

I. Q.'s vary. F or ins tance, the child with an I. Q. of 100 will have a men tal 

age of six years and six months when he is six years and six months old 

chronologically, but the child with an I. Q. of 80 l.ull have a mental age of 

only five years and ttolO months and will not be six years and six months old 

mentally until he is about eight years and two months old chronologically. 

This child should not be introduced to 8. formal reading program until he is 

mentally old enough, but should spend that time in a reading readiness program. 

The slow learner can normally be expected to read at the same level 

as does an average child of the same mental level, but he cannot be expected 

to continue reading at t he l evel of that parti cular child, since his rate of 

mental growth is l ess. In o ther Yords , the child who is eigh t years and two 

months old and ha.s an I. Q. of 80 can be expected to read at the same level as 

the child with an average mental ability and is six years and six months of 

age. However, two years Is. tar the child vi th the low I. Q. will be ten yeaTs 
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of age dhronologieally but will normally be reading at the level of an 

average eight yea.r old child. A t this time the average child who was six 

and one-half years of age two years. ago will be eight and one-half years of 

age and will be reB.ding at the mental level of eight and one-half years. 

Therefore, the slow learner cannot be expected to advance at the same rate 

as does the average child. 

If, as has already been mentioned, the slow learner 1 s mental ability 

does cease to grow at an earlier age than does that of the average Child, 

not only does he need to begin at a later chronological age and advance at 

a slower rate, but his ultimate reading ability can be expected to be pro-

portionately less. According to Harris, 8. chUd with an I. Q. "between 80 

and 90 is doing well if he attains a sixth grade reading ability by the time 

he is fourteen years of age, and one with an I. Q. between 70 and 80 is read

ing up to capacity at a fourth or fifth grade level. 52 

Methods of Teaching the S low Learner To Read 

l,fuen one is teaching the slow learner to read, some attention must 

be given to methods used, although they are essentially the same as those for 

any child except that each s tage must extend over a l onger period of time and 

more attention must be given to certain phases. 

Kirk and Johns·on state that ltan adequate method of teaching reading 

should be basad on some sound theory of psychological function. n53 They 

52a · · t 484 arr~s, ~ • ..2:!:..., p., • 
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further state that biological studies show "that the organism reacts first 

as a whole, and th8t later it becomes individuated. 1f According to the Gestalt 

psychologists, the child perceives wholes first and details later. 54 Upon 

these principles Kirk and Johnson base their method of teaching reading. 

This method includes seeing wholes first, leter learning details, and finally 

r eading without being a.ware of de tails. 55 Accordingly, the child should first 

learn to read the sentence as a whole, then the individual vords, and final~ 

8_S a thought unit wi thout awareness of details . 56 

Featherstone takes the position that there are no particular me thods 

for teaching reading t o slow learners. Since they learn to read in the s ame 

way that other children do, any good method may be used as long as reading 

techniques are system8tically and orderly developed. 57 Featherstone advocates 

the child's experiences as a basis for his reading experiences.58 Kirk and 

Johnson also stress the fact that r eading should be taught by a systematic 

experience method. 59 This includes f irs t a readiness and desire to read 

f oll owed by stimulation through experience to te11 a story. The story is 

wri t ten on the board by the teacher and the next day on a chart f rom which the 

child reads the story until he r eads it partly from memory and p8.rtly from 

configuration. 60 In this manner a sight vocabulary of words which are f~iar 

54Ibid • 55Ibid. 

57Featherstone, ~. £!1., p. 71. 

58Ibid., p. 72. 
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to the child IS speaking vocabulary is bull t through much experience with 

the words. 

It will take many times as much experience with a word in natural 

context for the s l ow l earner to make a 'Word his own as it will t ake for the 

average child.
61 

This does not mean forced, monotonous drill, but it means 

alertness on the part of a teacher so that these words which are taken from 

the child' s own experience are adequately developed. Kirk has suggested 

several ways of using these exper ience stories in different settings for the 

s low learner, since each step in reading must be continued over a longer 

per iod for him than f or the average child. 62 The experience stories can be 

made into "movies." They can also be mimeographed and t.:' iven to the children 

to make their own books 'Which they can read and illustrate. Lanter n slides 

can be made and flashed on the wail with a proj e ction lantern. Use of the 

stereopticon can also be made. These more or less novel me ans of presenta-

tion and repetition t end to make interesting the drill which would otherwise 

be tiresome. 

The next step is teaching the chi l d to recognize individual words. 

This can be done by pointing out individual words on the board, charts, and 

mimeographed sheets, and cutting the chart first into sentences and then into 

words to be put back together. 63 

The slow learning child must now be taught independent means of recog-

nizing new wor ds . These children do not just "pick up" words as do the brighter 

children. One method is that of tec:whing them to recognize words by configuratial 

6~eatherstone, .2J2. ~., p. 72. 

62Kirk, ,2E. ~., p. 88. 

63 
~., p. 91. 
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or physical characteristics.. Since this method requires the recognition 

of likenesses and differences, a. men tal chara.cteris t ic in which the slow 

learner i s l imited, i t may lead to guessing on his part if used to the 

exclusion of other methods. 

Another method which Featherstone says the slow child should be 

taught to use as well as possibl e is that of context clues, although he can-

not lise it to the extent that the average child can. This method can be used 

only with yords which are in the child ts known vocabulary. However, the slow 

learner is l imited in his ability to make inferences and is of ten likely to 

make wrong guesses; therefore, this method should be used as an aid, but it 

is not too dependable as a method of word r ecognition for this ehild. 64 

In view of the l ind ta tiona for the slow l earner of thes e methods, it 

seems that a more dependable one is needed for him. Harris considers the 

whole-word method to be better than the phonetic which calls for the making 

of generalizations and associations, although he admits that a certain amount 

or phonetic training may be helpful to older children. 65 Fernald advocates 

the use of a kinae sthetic procedure--tha.t is , the writ ing and tracing of words

as an aid to word-recognition .66 Mos t authorities agree with Kirk thE',t some 

phonetic training is essential for the slow learner, although it should not be 

64 Ibi d. , p . lll . 
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67 
used excessively and must be properly taught. It is important that 

phonics not be taught until after the child has acquired a sizeable sight 

vocabulary, at least fifty words, which he can read with a fair amount of 

eHsa. 

Kirk has outlined a modified method for teaching phoni cs to the sl ow 

learner which will be summarized briefly here.68 The sounds of a few consonants 

are taught first, then the short sound of a vowel, preferably~. Words are 

formed by using these letters and pronouncing the words by sounding the let-

ters. Graduall y more consonants are taught along 'With the short sounds of 

the other vowels . The double vowels like ~, .Q2 , ~, ai , as well as such 

s ounds as 1m, ank, ~, ound , ~, all, are taught as con:riguration. Non-

phoneti c words are taught as wholes. 

Rules have no place in the teaching of phonics to the slo'W learner, 

since one of his mental characterist i cs is a l imited ability to make generali-

zations. It must also be remembered that phonics is not a method of reading 

and should not be taught during the reading period. It must also be borne in 

mind that the English l anguage is not al together a phonetic one; therefore, 

the child will need to use this method in connection with others. 69 

Another question for consideration in teaching the slow l earner to read 

is ;Nhether oral or silent reading should predominate. One authority, Kennedy

Fraser, emphasizes s ilent reading for content as opposed to oral reading. 70 

67Ib ' d _ _ l._., p. 113. 

68Ibid., pp. 117-122. 

69Ib "d 17 _ J._ ., p. I • 

70Kennedy-Fraser, .2E. cit., pp. 158-163. 
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However, most authorities are of the opinion that more oral reading over 

a longer period of time, at least through the primary grades, is better for 

the mentally slow child. 

Several reasons are given for emphasizing oral reading. The childls 

natural method of expression wi~h which he comes to school is that or oral 

language.?1 The first step in silent readi ng is what might be called in-

audible reading; that is, the child uses the ,same mechanism in reading as he 

does for oral language except for his voice. 72 This is the reason for lip 

movement, \.,rhich some author! ties say should not be disco1..l!'aged to too great an 

73 extent among slow learner s . Oral reading helps the child learn words more 

quickly, since hearing the words as well as seeing them helps to make a firmer 

impression upon his memory. It has been shown by research that articulation 

?4 mBkes for more rapi d learning . Oral reading also helps the teacher in 

checking on the child 's progress. As has been discussed before, the slow 

learner does not readily recognize his own mistakes; therefore, oral reading 

gives the teacher the opportuni~ of correcting the pupil's mistakes before 

they become habits. She can also determine his comprehension as yell as his 

methods of 'Word attack or, perha.ps, discover his lack of word attack methods. 

7~eatherstone , .2E. ci t ., p. 73. 

73Ibid . , p. 128. 

74xirk and Johnson, ~. ~. , p. 267. 
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Ma.terials for Teaching the Slow 

Learner To Read 

Selection of Materials 

Materials for the slow learner must be selected in accordance with 

his mental abili~ and his interest level. According to Featherstone, the 

slow learner t s reading in teres ts are as broad and as varied as are those of 

the average chi ld.75 Harris says that the interests of the slow learner are 

slightly ~ture for his age, but that they are more mature than are the 

interests of younger children of the same mental age.76 The slow learner 

is interested in the same kinds o:f things as are average children of the 

same chronological. age; this creates a problem of suitable reading materials 

for the slow child. 

Reading rna terials must deal with subj ects which are interesting to 

a child -with 8. certain chronological age but must be written in a style and 

with a vocabulary suitable for a much lo~er mental level. Therefore, the 

problem of material s cannot be solved by simply giving fifth grade books to 

the child who is twelve years old chronologically but has a mental age of ten 

years, because his interests are more nearly like those of an average seventh 

grade child. This kind of material will not only be uninteresting, but the 

slow-learning child. is quite sensitive about being given books which he knows, 

or suspects, are for younger children. 

75 
Featherstone, ,2E. ill., p. 79. 

7~arris, .2E,. cit., p. 409. 
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Featherstone has outlined a procedure \~ereby the teacher may 

determine the suitability of a book for a slow learner. 77 He suggests 

leaving the book on the reading table for a few days and then calling 

a.ttention to it by asking a feu children to r ead parts from it and tell 

what they think of it. If they are interested, the style and content are 

probably all right. Then ask ~~ree pupils whose reading ages 8~e known--

one low, one average, and one high--to read f rom i t orally. If the poorest 

one can read it \.ri thout too much dif'ficul ty, the book is probably suitable 

for all the group. If the average child can do this~ it can be used for ~o 

thirds of the class; but if only ~he best one can succeed, it will be suit-

able for only one third. 

Vocabulary is not the only factor to be considered in choosing mate-

rial for the mentally slow. Sentences must be short and s imple. Compound, 

complex, and inverted sentences 8re too difficult for them. The style should 

be simple and direct.78 An~er import ant consideration in selecting a book 

for the sloy.! learner is the format or general make-up. Again Featherstone ha.s 

pointed out some important things to be consi dered. 79 The larger the type, the 

greater the white space between the lines shouJ.d be. Overcrowded pages and 

narrow margins should be avoided. Too many decor2tions along the margins 

which distract the a ttention of the reader are not good. Functional illustra-

tions are good, but not pictures lor the sake of pictures. The ~e should 

77Featherstone, QE. £!1., p. 80. 

78Ibid • 

79Ibid ., p. 81. 
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be plain and not too large in lines of about four inches in .length. 

Preparation of Materials 

Although more material suitable for the slow learner is nov! avail

B.ble than formerly, it is not always easy to find what is needed. The 

teacher may often find it necessary to prepare material for the slow child; 

this is a difficu1 t task. However, Featherstone has suggested steps which 

are helpful in doi ng this. 30 First, the teacher must decide on the kind of 

ms.terial l..Jhich is needed and then write it in her best style. Next, revise 

it Oy f irst checking sentence structure and eliminating compound and complex 

sentences wherever possible, as "lell as all inverted sentences. Now, check 

the voce.bul.a.ry against Ga.tes r primary word list or the basic word l i st in 

good basal readers. Allow only one or two new words to each running hundred. 

In time , provision should be made for twenty to thirty repetitions of each 

new word in order for the slow learner to master it. The material should be 

tried out in the manner previously suggested for new books. If it is found 

to be suitable, it is ready to be duplicated, but C8re is necessary to avoid 

errors, smudges, crowding, and anything which will detract from its read

ability. 

Suggested Program for Teaching the Slow 

Learner To Read 

In order to solve the two problems already mentioned in teaching the 

slow learner to r ead, it is evident that the reading program for him. must do 

two things. First, it mus -:·; build 8. good foundation in the primary grades; and 

80Ibid• 
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second, it must increase his ability to read as he advances through the 

upper grades. 

Kirk has suggested a four-year primary program. This would include 

an intensive readiness program during the f i rst year whi ch would be extended 

over a longer period of t ime with more repetition in a variet.y of settings 

than f or the brighter cllild. The fact that the s low learner is not r eady to 

read at the same time 8.S are average children haa already been discuss ed. 

Hm':'ever, many of them enter school before they are ready. Authori t i es agree 

that it is futile to begin these children in a formal reading program. In

stead they should be given an intensive readiness program for most of the 

first year. This should include an adequate experience and language back

ground which slow learners usually lack . More opportunities to speak freely 

concerning first-hand experiences should be given, and a greater varie~ of 

games and excursions must be provided. Training in memory of sentences e.nd 

ideas through dramatization and simple memory work should be emphasized more 

th3n usu.a.1. 

The development of visual memory and discrimination must be stressed 

by pointing out likenesses and differ ences in objects and pictures, and b,y 

matching words with pi ctures and later words with t.,rords. 

Greater emphasis must be given to the development of auditory memor,y 

and discrimination than is needed for the average child. This can be done b.Y 

affording much experience in usa of r hyming words, recognizing different s ounds , 

and carrying out oral directions. 

Pronouncia t ion and enunciat ion must be stressed . The teacher must 

first be a model and then correct the child 's errors at once. Repeating rhymes 
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matching words with pictures and later words with t.,rords.

Greater emphasis must be given to the development of auditory mem~

and discrimination than is needed for the average child. This can be done Qy

affording much e:xper~ence in usa of rhyming 'Words, recognizing different sounds,

and carrying out 0 al directions.

Pronounciation and enunciation must be stressed. The teacher must

first be a model and then correct the child's errors at once. Repeating rhymes
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and jingles, and engaging in choral speay~ will help. Marked speech 

defects should be referred to a specialist. 

Every e~fort to develop an eagerness to read should be made. For 

this child, success in reading will be the most powerful motive; theref ore , 

reading must no t be introduced until the child can succeed from the begin

ning. All activities must be presented much more s lowly than to the average 

child, and the transition :from simple to complex made more carefully. During 

the l atter part of the first year, instruction in beginn j ng reading with 

experience charts may be gi ven , provided the child is ready_ 

With this adequate beginning, the second year should be given over 

to reading many books on the first and second grade l evel. Ability in word 

recognit i on should be stressed in the thi rd yeax and many books on the first 

and second year level should be read. These must be on the child IS mental 

leve~!_ and also on his i nterest level. T'ne fourth yeax should be spent in 

learning to read fluently in third grade and, perhaps, fourth grade books. 

Kirk is of the opinion th8t if the slow learner is given an adequate 

foundation as has been described, he will be able to enter the fourth grade 

at the beginning of his fifth year in school and do successful work. He 

suggests thr:tt possibly the s l ower ones will a l so need f our years in vlhich 

to do fourth, fifth, and s ixth grade work. 

It 'Will be noticed that this four-year plan can easily be carried 

out in the s o-called j unior-primary or ungraded primary s chool where each 

child progresses at his O'Wn rate through the primary grades 'Without being 

cons i dered a failure even if he needs four years to complete the primary work. 

If the slow learner is t o be sucaessfnl, even though he has had an 
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adequate beginning , continued s tress must be given to reading instruction 

in the upper grades and in the secondary sehool s. Materials at this level 

must also be suited to his mental and interest levels just as they are in 

the primary grades. This is a point which is too frequently overlooked, 

particularly by secondary teachers. 

Kirk has also given some suggestions for increasing the efficiency 

of these children in the upper grade s and in the high schools. Here the 

teacher should study each child and his needs in order to give appropriate 

instruction and materials just as the primary teacher should. A special 

effort should be made to develop a desire for l eisure-time reading by dis

cussing books and helping the child select interesting ones. Reading should 

not always be synonymous with work and study. Book reports should be done 

away with. Ability to read in different fields should be developed. The 

slow learner should learn to skim for main points, to organize what he r eads , 

and to think about what he reads in as cri tical a manner as he can. He must 

be taught hOt>l to study. Attention should be given to increasing his vocabu

lary through experience units and by using the dictionary. Continued use of 

the methods of word recognition should also be made. 

If the alow l earner has r eached the upper grades and has not had an 

adequate beginning, provision for remedial instruction should be made in order 

for him to learn those skills which he has failed to acquire. However, caution 

must be used in determining those s l o1o' learners lIDO need remedial 1,,J'ork, since 

one who i s reading up to his mental age should not be considered a remedial 

case. Aocording to Harris, a child whose reading age i s definitely below his 

mental age should have remedi al work similar to that of the normal child with 
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particular a.tten tion to methods of word recognition. In this case he 

advises the use of the kinaesthetic or phonetic method, or a combination 

of both, instead of the whole method which h~ ordinarily recommends. After 

developing me~~ods of word recognition, attention should be placed on vo

cabulary and comprehensi on devel opment. It is not wise to s tress speed ,vi th 

slow learners, since this only tends to confuse and upset them. 

If this type of program. were developed and carried out f or the slow 

learner, fewer of them would drop out of school , since they would be happier 

and more successful in sch ool . 

Summary 

The abili ty to read to the best of one' s ability is the most im

portant a.cademic skill to be developed in the school . It is equally as 

important :for the slow learner as it is for the average or bright child. 

In order to do this, it must be unders tood that reading is a highly compl ex 

skill which must be continuously developed at all levels. 

The problem of' teaching the slow learner to read is two-fold; that 

is, preventing the child ' 3 becoming a problem and re-teaching those who have 

already become probl ems. In order to solve t~is problem, it i s important 

that the child does not begin formal reading until he is six and one-half 

years of age mentally. He must be a.llowed to advance at his own rate Yhic.h 

is indicated by his I. Q., and he cannot nOl'T.aJ.ly be expected to attain a 

reading level much above his mental level. 

The method u sed should 00 based on experience and should probably 

include a modified phonic pr ogram carefully taught. Attention ahou~d also 
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be given to the recognition of words by configuration and context clues. 

Much experience vi th the same words in many settings is important. More 

oral reading over a longer period of t ime is advocated for the slow learner. 

Reading materials must be selected in aocord with the Child's 

interest level as well a s With hi s ability level. The teacher may f ind it 

necessary to prepare same of the material herself. 

The reading program for the slow learner should include an extensive 

readiness period with pr ovision f or the child's comp:'eting the primary level 

in four years without a feeling of failure. Continued attention must be 

given to the slo\o1 learner I S reading problems in the upper elementary grades 

and in the secondary school, if he is to succeed. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLITSIONS AND P~COMMENDATIONS 

1. Since modern education is based on the democratic philosophy 

vhich recognizes the worth of each individual and the necessity for his 

optimum development, provision must be m8.de for the education of the slow 

learner in accord with the characteristics and abilities peculiar to him. 

2. Extreme caution should be exercised in determining who is a 

slow learner. A careful study should be made of his mental ability, age

grade progress, past school achievements, and his personal and s ocial 

maturity. 

3. Objectives for the education of the s low learner in a democratic 

society should be the same as those for any one else ; that is, they should 

am at the development o.f the individual to the full est extent of his ability 

in self-realization, human relationships, economic efficiency, p~d civic 

responsibility. 

4. Parti cular attention should be given to both physical and mental 

health developnent, vocational training, training for home and family l ife, 

and the development of s ocial competence . 

5. The answer to the question of segregati on or non-segregation 

must be determined by the factors involved in each individual situation after 

a careful study has been made . 

6. Curriculum adjustments f or the s loy l earner should inclUde adjust

ments in materials, methods, andachievement expectancy. The teacher should 

s trive to find materials taken directly from the experiences of boys and girls 

as a basis for instruction rather than abstractions taken from a textbook. 
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7. Since the ability to re~d is necessary to successful living 

in a complex democratic society, it is important that the slow learner's 

reading abil ity be developed to the fullest extent possible. 

8. In order to teach the slow learner to r ead to the best of his 

ability , it is necessary that the nature of the reading process be under 

stood. Reading is a highly complex, active, selective, and developmental 

process which includes these stages: development of a sight vocabulary and 

means for recogni zing unfamiliar words, B. gradual development of the ability 

to read more complex ma.terial, and finally the development of the ability 

to critically evaluate -what has been rea.d in the light of i ts purposes and 

vtllue to the reader. 

9 oil The solution to the problem of teaching the S10vl learner to 

read must inelude means whereby the child is prevented from becoming a 

problem through a carefully planned and developed beginning-reading program 

wi th particular emphasis on an extensive readiness program. Plans must also 

be included for using similar methods in r e-teaching the slow l earner who 

has already become a problem. 

10. The s low learner should not be introduced to formal reading until 

he has reached a mental age of at leas t s ix and one-half years , nor should he 

be expected t o progress at a rate faster than his menta.l development would 

indicate. 

11. Reading materi als must be selected in a ccord with the mental 

level as well as with the interest level of the slow learner. Particular 

attention should be given to simpl ified vocabulary and sentence structure . 
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12. In the absence of appropriate materials, it may be necessary 

for the teacher to prepare reading materi8~S for the slow learner. 

13. A reading program for the slow learner which will be a solution 

to the two aspects of the problem involved should provide for an extensive 

readiness program includi ng more repetition in a varie~ of settings than 

usual. Much attention should be given to the development o~ a rich experi

ence back~ound, visual and auditory discrimination and memory, correct 

pronounciation and enunciation, and a desire to read. 
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