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OVERCOMING PRIMARY READING DIFFICULTIES.

T. M. DEAM, ASSISTANT SUPERINTENDENT,
Joruier TownsHIP HIGH SCHOOL.

What are the mental processes of a child in learning to read?
This is the question which the writer of this paper, who has been
a high school teacher, undertook to answer two years ago when
the first of his own two children at the end of her first school
year encountered some reading difficulties. As a parent, where
could he find the information that would throw light upon an
unexpected problem in his own home with his own child ?

While some anxiety existed in the mind of the parent, never-
theless he felt his child’s difficulties were corrective and with
this hope in mind he set himself to two tasks: first, to read
what psychology has taught regarding the difficulties of a child
in learning to read; and second, to try his art of teaching with
his own child. As a vacation job, at neither loss of time to him-
self or child, what ecould be more interesting, and perhaps more
profitable, than such a eourse of study ?

As a parent, he could not be expected to set up the apparatus
or take the time necessary to carry on an experiment such as the
analysis of the steps given by Starch’, for instance, entails. He
could at best but make make observation of his child while read-
ing under his own careful attention and supervision, and then,
if necessary, turn his child over to a clinie.

The parent was made somewhat happy when he learned from
his readings that the wigglings of the body—movements of the
hands, the feet, and the trunk were neither hindrances or assists
but were the efforts of the child to adjust herself to this more
or less artificial form of behavior involved in reading.

It was some satisfaction again, to learn, that reading is a
complex process, involving at least three major difficulties, ac-
cording to Buswell?: (1) acquiring ability to pronounce words,
(2) recognition of meaning of words, and (3) interpreting sen-
tences or paragraphs. It was probably one or all of these pitfalls
that had been causing the trouble.

In observing the child it was found that she did not seem to

1 Starch, Daniel, Educational Psychology the Macmillan Co., 1922, p. 261.

2 Buswell, Guy Thomas, Fundamental Reading Habits: A Study of their
Development. Supplementary Educational  Monographs, The TUniversity of
Chicago, 1922, No. 21 p. 4



418 ILLINOIS STATE ACADEMY OF SCIENCE

relate the printed word with the spoken word. With her eyes-on
one page she was pronouncing by rote what was printed on the
opposite page or in other parts of the book. Her associations in
the home had developed in her ability to pronounce and use
some words quite beyond her years. Illness of the mother, occu-
pation of the attention of the father in the supervision of pupils
on the high school level, together, had worked at a disadvantage
to the advancement of one in their own family. They had not
put themselves on the level of the child in their leisure and play
life. For that matter, that particular year, they had had very
little leisure or play.

Securing from the first grade teacher, five books—three
primary readers and two first readers, the child was set to a task
against which she at first rebelled. The easiest of the three pri-
mary readers was given to her first and she was required to read
fifteen pages a day, with the reward of one dollar if she com-
pleted the book by the end of the first week. Her storm.of pro-
test, at what she #elt was a ponderous task, was overcome by a
threat of punishment. Having her attention drawn to the pie-
ture and glancing at the work below she caught an association
that began to work wonders. She began to feel that she could
read. Within five minutes she had read the fifteen pages. Be-
fore a week she had read the book, and received her dollar. She
needed no punishment. She was given another primary reader,
with the same reward offered her. Within a week she had com-
pleted the second book. She was then given a first reader, but
required to read but five pages a day. In order to restore con-
fidence, after completing the first reader, she was again given a
primary reader. A second of the first readers was given her as
the last of the group. She was then ready for her vacation. She
had her five dollars and the joy that she could read as other little
girls. '

The author of this paper doés not offer this method as a solu-
tion to all cases. He is conscious that he violated more than one
psychological principle in teaching. He only knows that his
method worked. At the end of her third school year, which hap-
pens to coincide with the time of writing this paper, the parent
is glad to report that his daughter is reading on the average of
more than one book a week and is ‘among the very best in the
third year class. She has made the reading adaptation, reading
story books, children’s magazine’s, funnies with great enjoyment.
She is healthy and in every way normal.
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Lack of attention in the home, and perhaps, gsomewhat the
temperament of the child, may be given as the causes of the read-
ing difficulties. The child had built up a defense attitude, al-
though but seven years old which might have developed into a
real problem case. As a teacher of more advanced pupils, the
author wonders if many problem cases do not have their origin
in conditions not unlike that in his own home.
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