How to teach
reading
successfully




How to Teach
Reading
Successfully

John D. McNeil

University of California, Los Angeles

Lisbeth Donant

Atascadero Unified School District, California

Marvin C. Alkin

University of California, Los Angeles

Little, Brown and Company

Boston
Toronto



Copyright © 1980 by John D. McNeil, Lisbeth Donant, and Marvin C. Alkin

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced
in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means
including information storage and retrieval systems
without permission in writing from the publisher,

except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages
inareview.

Library of Congress Catalog Card No. 79-88441
First Printing

Published simultaneously in Canada
by Little, Brown & Company (Canada) Limited

Printed in the United States of America



Preface

How to Teach Reading Successfully is for elementary school teachers
and for those aspiring to be teachers. Throughout, the focus is on
helping the teacher acquire methods by which children can learn
useful strategies in the perception and understanding of written mate-
rials. Theory and research findings have been incorporated in the dis-
cussion as they bear on reading instruction.

The text is comprehensive and eclectic. It features topics that both
novices and teachers of teachers expect from a methods book. The
chapters dealing with motives for reading, diagnosis, meeting special
needs, and teaching reading in a multicultural context introduce con-
tent previously unavailable in textbooks for the teaching of reading.

The scope of the content is unusual in that it systematically offers
methods appropriate for a range of approaches to the teaching of
reading — basal, technological (competency-based management sys-
tems), language experience, and individualized. In addition, there is
extensive description and explanation of the teaching of reading at four
levels — readiness, beginning, middle, and upper. Hence, those using
the book can acquire more understanding of ways to teach reading to
different age groups than is allowed in texts devoted primarily to a
given level.

A unique feature of this book is the inclusion of self-instructional
exercises at the end of each chapter. These exercises aid in developing
teaching competency rather than just relating information about some
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aspect of reading. The exercises both reinforce the content of the
chapters and introduce additional methods for successful teaching.

An instructor’s manual has been prepared to provide suggestions
and activities for teaching with this book, questions for discussion
and tests, and additional source references.

Writing this book was a cooperative venture. Each author contrib-
uted suggestions to the others. Responsibility for the chapters, how-
ever, has been placed: Marvin C. Alkin for Chapters 8 and 11; Lisbeth
Donant for Chapters 3, 7, and 9; and John D. McNeil for Chapters 1, 2,
4,5, 6, and 10.

Appreciation is extended to reviewers of the manuscript: Ruth N.
Hartley, California State University, Sacramento; and Hildegard Kuse,
University of Wisconsin, Stevens Point. Special thanks is expressed to
Professor Dorcas Cavett of the University of Nebraska at Lincoln, who
made many valuable suggestions and shared much of her own experi-
ence in the teaching of reading. Through the arduous process of con-
verting our manuscript into a book, we were pleased to have the
extraordinary assistance of Elizabeth Schaaf, our book editor. We are
indebted also to the editor who helped in planning, writing, and pub-
lishing the book — Mylan L. Jaixen.

J.D.M.
L.D.
M.C.A.
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The Importance
of Reading

Teachers give many reasons for teaching reading. Some want children
to experience the joy of reading as entertainment; others want pupils to
be better informed or have a deeper understanding of the human ex-
perience. Leaders in totalitarian societies believe the teaching of read-
ing will help them exercise control. In Revolutionary Cuba, for exam-
ple, the literacy campaign not only enabled nearly a million former
illiterates to read posters, poems, and songs, it achieved the political
goal of uniting farmers, workers, and students and built close ties
among generational groups and between urban and rural populations.!
Cynics in our own society have tied the teaching of reading to a desire
to create avaricious consumers. (Conspicuous consumption is a char-
acteristic of our culture. Even children’s primers have illustrations that
feature supermarkets, toy stores, and pet shops and show children
stuffing themselves with cones, hot dogs, and other goodies.)] Neil
Postman, in fact, has said that a minimal reading competence is neces-
sary for people to develop a keen interest in the many products that
must be sold. He does not believe the basic purposes of reading instruc-
tion are to open the pupils’ minds to the wonders and riches of the
written word, to give them access to great literature, to permit them to
function as informed citizens, or to help them experience the sheer
pleasure of reading. Instead, Postman holds that the teaching of reading

! Jonathan Kozol, Children of the Revolution: A Yankee Teacher in the Cuban
Schools (New York: Delacorte Press, 1978).
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is a sinister political scheme to develop the minimal reading skills
people need to follow the instructions of those who govern and to
transmit the myths and superstitions of society. By myths he means
views slanted to show only the nobleness of our history, the justice of
our laws, and the strengths of our institutions.? Although we do not
fully agree with Postman’s condemnation of the teaching of reading as
a sinister activity, we think he is right in having us ask, “What is
reading good for?”” and “What are our motives in promoting it?”’ before
we consider the techniques of teaching reading.

Without a sense of purpose, teaching is mindless. Thus it is impor-
tant for teachers to clarify their reasons for teaching reading. If they can
see how their teaching of reading serves encompassing and noble pur-
poses and that the acquisition of reading skills is not an isolated and
ultimate end in itself, they will make reading instruction worthy of
their best efforts. Also, in understanding the goals of reading, teachers
are better able to order experiences in the classroom to contribute to
these ends.

This chapter will help you examine your reasons for teaching
reading by encouraging introspection of your own experiences with
reading, by reviewing motives for reading, and by showing how par-
ticular national attitudes have influenced the teaching of reading at
given times in the United States. Finally, through the self-confirming
exercises at the end of the chapter, you will have the opportunity to
acquire the competency to relate specific instructional activities in
teaching reading to desired objectives and to the larger purposes to
which the activities and objectives point.

Why Read?

Most of us underestimate the very large part reading plays in our lives.
Much of our reading we take for granted: reading information on the
side of a cereal package; glancing at the newspaper; reading letters or
postcards; reading TV guides, timetables, advertisements, menus,
street names, and a special magazine. To tease out your arguments for
teaching reading, you might ask, “What would my life be like if I
couldn’t read?”” This may remind you of the instrumental uses of
reading like helping you solve problems. Has reading also helped you in

* Neil Postman, “The Politics of Reading,”” The First R: Readings on Teaching Read-
ing, ed. Sam Sebesta and Carl Wallen (Chicago: Science Research Associates, 1972), pp.
28-39.
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dealing with vocational needs? With perplexities about health? With
relating to others? With orienting yourself to the universe? Has it
influenced you to behave in a certain way? What authors and writings
have had a significant impact on your life? Has reading provided intel-
lectual inspiration for you or has it caused you to participate vicari-
ously in the experiences of the characters you read about?

A report of how adults perceive reading in their lives appears in a
study by Beverly Miller and Frances Pollard: What Reading Does for
People. Two findings from this study support beliefs about the need for
directed teaching of reading in the early years. Those adults who value
reading had the reading habit established in early childhood and their
initial stimulus to reading came through the efforts of another person
rather than as a self-initiated activity.?

Your Role as a Reader

Shirley Fehl has studied the roles persons assume when they are read-
ing and has identified several categories of readers: observers, those
who externally evaluate what they read; participators, those who
affiliate or identify with what they read; synthesizers, those who create
new images of self on the basis of the encouragement and ideas found
in reading; and decision makers, those whose reading has influenced
them to make particular choices of action.*

It is doubtful that you have been only an observer or participator
while reading, or that you have adopted only one of the four basic roles.
Instead you probably have reacted by assuming more than one of these
roles depending on the book. For instance, we believe many readers
responded as decision makers to Silent Spring but as participators to
Roots. Also whatever responses you now make to what you read may
result in part from the way you were taught. Perhaps your teacher
asked questions that led you to identify with certain characters and
situations, to look at yourself from another’s point of view, to weigh
consequences of courses of action, or to link decisions and actions.
Two important reasons for examining adult experiences with reading
are to show the variety of uses to which reading can be put and to lay
the groundwork for the argument that methods of teaching affect
reading roles in adult life.

# Frances M. Pollard and Beverly Miller, What Reading Does for People (Charleston,
I11.: Eastern Illinois University, 1977).

* Shirley L. Fehl, “When Does Reading Make a Difference?”” Reading Between and
Beyond the Lines, Claremont Reading Conference, 37th Yearbook (Claremont, Calif.:
Claremont Graduate School, 1973), pp. 93—103.
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Learners’ Motives for Reading

No discussion of the importance of reading is complete without con-
sidering the personal needs of learners that can be satisfied through
reading. Too often teachers accept the teaching of reading solely on the
assumption that learning to read is a most important element in
learning how to learn, and that without this instruction, pupils are
unlikely to fulfill their potentials in school and in society at large. We
believe that teachers will be more successful in teaching reading if they
attend to the learners’ own motives for reading as well as to the reading
demands imposed by school and society.

Learners are motivated to read by a variety of needs and desires.
Their motives, then, are the expected satisfactions that cause them to
act — in this case to read. The desire to feel good about oneself and the
need for friendship are examples of motives. A prestige motive for
reading is seen in pupils’ desires to put themselves in the place of those
characters in books who do things that win admiration. Children’s
self-esteem may increase as they envision themselves as the real or
unreal heroes of their reading. Other expressions of the prestige motive
are seen when pupils seek prestige or anticipate praise because they
have read a recommended book.

The need to understand is another motive for reading. The sheer
satisfaction of understanding can be rewarding. Using reading to an-
swer one’s questions about mechanics, animal life, and human nature
is a case in point. The need to understand is often related to a funda-
mental desire to control. Many specific motives, in fact, are built upon
the desire to control one’s environment. Hence pupils sometimes want
to understand people in order to control them.

About forty years ago, Douglas Waples and others labeled a group
of motives respite motivation. Respite motives imply a search for
writing that will diminish anxiety or boredom by intensifying aes-
thetic experiences, supplying vicarious adventures, or merely diverting
the reader’s attention from personal worry. Unlike other motives, the
effect of respite reading tends to evaporate as soon as one’s eye leaves
the page and is almost never followed by overt behavior.?

The need for security constitutes another motive for reading. To
read pseudoscientific articles on psychology and health, for example,
may be seen as stemming from concern about mental and physical
security. Pupils with personal problems, such as lack of parental affec-
tion, an impending divorce, and overprotective parents, sometimes

* Douglas Waples et al., What Reading Does to People (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1940).
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find it helpful to read materials that deal with these problems.®
Teachers who learn about pupils’ attitudes toward themselves, par-
ents, and friends often are able to put these pupils in touch with
materials that may help satisfy their need for security. Books can be
helpful in moments of sadness and tension. As teachers learn what
pupils cherish in their attitudes toward themselves and others, they are
able to tell what pupils will find in a writing and how they are likely to
respond to it.

The following are some of the most important reasons why pupils
learn to read. The ordering of items does not imply priority and there is
some overlap.

1. Tobe accepted by parents, teachers, peers, community, employers,
and religious and other groups

2. To help others through reading, for example, reading to the blind

3. To participate more fully in the religious experience and to seek
spiritual understanding and inspiration through reading

4. Tosolve problemsrelated to obtaining food, shelter, and other basic
needs

5. To engage in intellectual study, hobbies, and other interests

6. To attain a satisfying economic level by holding a job that requires
particular reading skills and to improve one’s performance through
reading

7. To escape psychologically through fairy tales, plays, short stories,
and the like

8. To find pleasure through the written word, including an apprecia-
tion of fine writing, and to seek knowledge for the pleasure of know-
ing

9. To expand one’s views and satisfy one’s curiosity through reading

10. Toimprove oneself by finding specific information, new oppor-
tunities, and new studies in reading

11. To protect one’s political and economic interests by understanding
through reading the forces that are affecting one’s life

% Thebasicidea thatliterature has therapeutic properties is an old one. Guidance in
the solution of personal problems through directed reading is termed bibliotherapy. Such
guidance is practiced by many librarians, educators, psychologists, social workers, and
others. A fine collection of articles on bibliotherapy appears in Rhea Joyce Rubin’s
Bibliotherapy Source Book (Phoenix, Ariz.: Oryx Press, 1978).



