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Dimensions of Interest Inventories and Their Implications for Reading

Classes:

By Jacquelyn W. Stephens

"Knowing of the child's habitual hosts of thinking and acting

as well as his own evaluation of himself are essential to the full

understanding of the child and his problems."

Gertrude HUdreth (1934)

The term disadvantaged has held various connotations for people of

diversified professions over the last century, however, the term remains too

ambiguous to have any valuative meaning. All of us suffer some aspect of

deprivation, whether it be cognitive, psychomotor, or affective.

Unfortunately, in our "McWaspian" society the term disadvantaged refers to

the lower socio-economic echelon. At the same time the only instrument

employed to measure the degree of the disadvantage "ism" has been the

amount of financial aid offered various programs for the betterment of the

lower socio-economic class. Such programs are Head Start, social welfare,

and the like. Consideration of the disadvantage syndrome, however, should

not imply that a lack of family cohesion exists. Although a lack of family

cohesion may affect some disadvantaged homes, it may also affect other

classes of our society; therefore, it may be assumed that a disadvantaged

home is not merely one suffering from economic liability but one suffering

from emotional or psychological decadence.

Many educators pay lip service to the fact that we must respect the

disadvantaged child, in that this respect might be the key to his education.

However, to respect someone you must know not only his academic assets

and liabilities, but also his behavorial strengths and weaknesses.

Unfortunately, too many people who talk of respecting this type child see

nothing to respect.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of of this study was to determine the direction of reading

interests of a group of third and fourth grade pupils in order to determine

how their reading abilities could be improved. These children resided in a

southeastern inner-city school area. Out of three elementary schools fifty

disadvantaged youth who were to be assigned to special reading classes were

selected as subjects.

Procedure

In addition to the Metropolitan Reading Tests and the California Short

Form Test of Mental Maturity, an interest inventory was given to detect the

variables that may influence one's interest in reading. The interest inventory

was divided into three main parts. In part one the main emphasis was family

life which included: sibling relationships, attitudes toward parents, and

homes in which they lived. The topics in part two were concerned with

special interests and hobbies; such as reading, swimming, and painting. Part

three dealt primarily with the educational system which referred to their
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positive or negative attitudes toward the teacher or school and their plans for

higher education.

Smith and Dechant (1961) found that when reading ability and

scholastic aptitude were low, the advantage of listening over reading was
greater. Therefore, the items on the inventory were reading by a reading

specialist, and the students were required to respond verbally. These

responses were then recorded on the inventory form.

Results

The findings revealed that the children from a disadvantaged

environment generally expressed favorable attitudes toward important

authority figures, such as teachers and parents. Despite economic and

cultural handicaps the "so called disadvantaged children" had virtually the

same attitudes toward occupations, parents, and school as other children.

Similar evidence has also been reported by Riessman (1962), Sears, et al.

(1965), who investigated the attitudes of children from a disadvantaged

environment towards achievement-related concepts and found no significant

variation in attitudes toward school as possessed by the disadvantaged youth.

Results of the interest inventories used in this study showed that 97% of

the students planned to go to college, and 80% liked school; however, the

literature generally implied that these children lacked the necessary

experiential background for success in school. Adler (1968, p. 16), states

that, "culturally disadvantaged children are characterized by narrow

experiences outside the home". Gordon et al. (1966) allude to the fact that

disadvantaged children's culture has not adequately provided them with the

experiences that are "normal" to the kinds of children the schools are

teaching.

Eighty-three percent of the sample have been to a fair, on a picnic, or to a

museum. Fifty-five percent went on a trip the previous summer, and 83%
played m their spare time. These students certainly have had experiences

valuable toward the launching of future learning; that is, learning through

experiential background. Children can tell, record, and write many
interesting stories about their adventures at the fair, on a picnic, at the

museum, or on a trip. However, these reactions cannot effectively take place

without meaningful individualization in the classroom. These experiences

contributed to their apperceptive mass, which is one of the primary

components of effective reading. On the other hand, we should never try to

force all children to become interested in the same reading material.

At this point it might be interesting to look at the data collected

concerning family life in relation to reading interest. Seventy-two percent

have over five siblings. Sixty-four percent liked to participate in activities

with their mother (including helping her at home) and 48% enjoyed activities

with their father (including helping him work). On the other hand, 33% of

the sample would like to change their homes by planting flowers or by
painting it.

In the main, the data repudiate tlie fact that because large numbers of

disadvantaged children come from matriarchial homes they have negative

parental attitudes (Ohlson 1970). Even though it is apparent by the

percentages that some negative attitudes do exist, they do not to the extent

implied by much of the literature.
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A low socio-economic status was a common element with the majority

of these children. According to the standards of the larger American culture,

these students were economically disadvantaged. Only 17% of the sample

belonged to a club (Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts), and only 2% took special

lessons (piano and dancing, etc.).

Conclusions

We must form an awareness of the backgrounds of children from

depressed areas realizing that all disadvantaged children do not have negative

attitudes toward school and authority figures. Many disadvantaged children

have had some meaningful experiences that the school should build and

enlarge upon. The present study did reveal, however, that many
disadvantaged children do not take special lessons or belong to clubs.

Consequently, since a significantly high number of students indicated that

they plan to go to college, communicative skills must play a vital role in their

education. In reading classes an experience approach should be implemented

to foster greater gains in reading.

Limitations to the Study

Although it is apparent, that the findings of this study are significant,

there are certain rather obvious limitations in the design of the study. It was

based on a small non-random sample. Because the reading consultant was not

in the capacity of a classroom teacher, students should have been candid in

their answers; but some students may have wanted to be impressive and

therefore, did not reveal their iimer feelings. The interviewer did not report

all of the items found on the interest inventory, but only those revelant to

the study. Those that were extraneous were recorded but were not reported

in this study.

Recommendations and Implications for Future Research

Teachers must learn to respect the child's cultural heritage, in order to

prevent the teacher from viewing the students ethnocentrically. Teachers

should also aviod accepting "myths" concerning the disadvantaged child and

his family structure, being cognizant of the fact that all children may be

disadvantaged in some aspect; whether it be psychomotorly, affectively, or

psychologically. It is also apparent that greaterconsideration could be given

to the effect that the lack of proper nutrition has on intellect, or some

other aspect of deprivation and learning.
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