
22 PRISON SERVICE JOURNAL 

A Reading Course for the Adolescent 
and Adult Slow Learner 

H. C. GUNZBURG, M.A., ph.D. 

TilE PROBLEM presented by the 
illiteracy of a considerable propor­
tion of delinquents has become 
more and more manifest during the 
last 10 or 20 years. It has even been 
said that a good deal of emotional 
maladjustment and the social inade­
quacies shown by the delinquent 
may be due to educational 
incompetence which cannot be 
explained in terms of lack of 
intelligence. Practically all young 
people going through the prisons 
have enough intelligence to acquire 
the mechanical skills of reading, 
writing and arithmetic and even 
though, in many cases, dull intelli­
gence sets a ceiling on the adequate 
and flexible use of these technical 
skills, there is no reason why these 
skills cannot be acquired. Whatever 
the reason which led to educational 
under-functioning, there is little 
doubt that something should be 
done in the educational field to give 
these people a higher degree of 
literacy which may in some ways 
even help to make them more 
settled and more responsive to the 
pressures exerted by society. Over­
coming illiteracy is, therefore, not 
only important from the point of 
view of giving people a better skill in 
tackling ordinary practical life 
situations, it also contributes sub­
stantially to the therapeutic efforts 

which have to be made to overeo.me 
. tlOn the consequences of depnva 

and maladaptation. 
This has been recognised for d 

long time. Many prisons. anal 
borstals have developed edueat~nto 
provisions which are inten~e ce 
give some extra help and asslstan 

to learn the basic skills required t~~ 
education at a comparativ~ly aas 
stage in peoples' lives. Readtng "'/1 
practically always attracted the ~a~n 
attention and classes have eter 
instituted whieh have tried to ea Iy 
for the needs of the complete 
illiterate to the semi-literate .reade~: 
One of the main difficulties e t 
countered in teaching is the. fa~s 
that very little reading matertal at 
available which would appeal, o~he 
least not disturb and upset d.be 
adolescent and adult woul 'ng 
reader by childish content. Be~he 
faced with having to return ~o to 
school desk and to start learnmJ-ng 
read with the help of rea I'te 
materials which, as he knowS qU~g 
well, are used for very ~ou ot 
children, the adult illiterate IS J1 r' 
in the least stimulated or encoUbY 
aged by having to tackle these"ba IY 
books" which provide the on d 
reading matter which he. co~Id r~~11 
at this early stage. ThIS slt.uat~hc 
creates a major obstacle tn lid 
illiterate's desire to learn to read a 
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in Consequence he may develop a 
Very ambo I re' Iva ent attitude towards 
s adIn?, wanting at one and the 
ame ttme to learn to read but being 

repelled by the fact that this would 
mean a return to childish reading 
matter. 

d' The new series of reading books 
d IS~Ussed in this article has been 
e~lgn.ed to overcome this particular 

objectIOn and to provide a reading 
cour~e which would give a useful 
readIng skill to the ilIiterate in the 
~ery first stage. It is generally 
t ssumed that learning to read has 
t~ start o~ .a.n "easy" stage, even so 
~ acquISItIon itself at that time 

~Igh~ be pretty useless from the 
e~:cttcal point of view. For 
ballmple, the fact that Tom plays 

I Or Ruth caught the ball as 
earnt· s. 10 the first books of the usual 
renes of childrens' reading books 
:~resent~ scarcely reading matter 
ad ~h IS recognised by the 

o escent illiterate reader as 
:orthy of extra effort. A more adult 
Pproach is required. 

~ In this reading course, designed 
s~r adole~cents and adults, the first 
a e~ conSISts of "reading" by sight 
th umber of words known as 
w e social sight vocabulary. These 
u~~ds are of immediate social 
h. e ulness because they convey .. arn· 
tio lngs, e.g. DANGER, admoni-
"1J~s, ~.g. NO SMOKING, advice, e.g. 
Wor~' Information, e.g. SALT. These 
sYst s are a type of shorthand 
f)r e~ Used by the community to 
in ~~~de guidance and orientation 

I e by being shown on notices 

and labels, and they are an extreme­
ly helpful first acquisition in reading 
skill. 

Very often it is impossible to plan 
a course of reading instruction 
extending over a considerable time 
and it will save time and encourage 
the beginner if a reading skill can be 
acquired from the outset which is of 
immediate practical usefulness and 
adult in outlook. 

The words of the social sight 
vocabulary which have been chosen 
for this series are no more than 45 
in number. These words have 
nowadays been generaIly accepted 
as the most important reading 
possession for people who will not 
acquire an advanced reading skill. 
They are being taught even to 
severely subnormal people in 
training centres and hospital 
schools and are now taking the 
place of the more formal reading 
instruction based on books for the 
junior school. For people with 
limited intelligence who will either 
not be able to acquire a more 
advanced technical reading skill or 
people who have not the necessary 
intellectual resources to understand 
what they read, the possession of 
those words is not only useful 
because their recognition provides 
guide-posts in daily life, but because 
it gives the illiterate a feeling of 
security by apparently having 
acquired a working knowledge of 
reading. From that point of view 
teaching the sight vocabulary might 
be considered a therapelltic measure. 

The words of the social sight 
vocabulary are usually best learnt 
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rising the words of the social ~i¥ht t 
vocabulary and assist in acqUlrillg; 

with the help of flash cards· which 
display the word on one side and a 
picture or significant clue to the 
meaning of the word on the other 
side. The flash cards which have 
been developed for this reading 
material provide not only help in 
recognising the word as such, but 
attempt also to convey the fact that 
many of the words have a more 
general meaning and are not neces­
sarily only tied to one particular 
meaning. For example, the words 
"ON" and "OFF" which are part of 
the social sight vocabulary are 
obviously the words usually found 
on switches of gas and electric 
apparatus. They are learned in that 
context but, obviously the words 
"ON" and "OFF" have a more 
general meaning. This is illustrated 
in the flash cards by showing as the 
cue-picture for ON a boy riding on a 
horse whilst OFF is illustrated by the 
same boy falling off the horse. Such 
"off key" clues for remembering the 
social sight vocabulary could assist 
considerably in the general language 
development which should be part of 
a general social education pro­
gramme. 

It is important that the social 
sight vocabulary should not be 
learnt mechanically even if 
pleasantly, but that the words 
should convey the appropriate 
meanings. Two packets of flash 
cards provide opportunities for 
playing games such as "Snap" and 
"Remember". Many other games 
can obviously be invented by the 
teacher. 

Other games which help in memo-

, d 'th tpe f· comprehensIOn are playe WI ;' 

"Word Situ~tion Cards" ?f .t~~ l 
SEFA Teachmg Sett. The pnnciP t 

involved in these cards is to shO~! 
the same situation on two differellrf 

.. nO' pictures where only recogmtiO 1i d 1 
the social sight word helps to ."is f 
the right answer. In other words ~t II- f 
only possible to decide whic? Slt·

S 
t 

ation is "right" and which J t . ter-' "wrong" by reading and In t. 
preting the social sight vocabulafY ~ 

d r war. . p 
The acquisition of the so~la ii 

sight vocabulary words by US1/l!; 
cards, games, etc. (there is ~ls~pe ~ 
bingo-type of card game 10 e­
SEFA Teaching Set) should be frc ' 
inforced and made far, mOor 
mea~ingful by using a senes tPC : 
readmg books known as re i 
"Clumsy Charlie" series. There a d 
four books in the series caIl~,: rs , . 
"Clumsy Charlie and those 000 f', ; 
"Clumsy Charlie at War d' 
"Clumsy Charlie at Home" all ; 
"Clumsy Charlie at Large."~ r' 

dO' The books present the wor S jll 
the social sight vocabulary of 
different sizes and different type;'cb 
print, in the context of a story W !/lg 
illustrates the usefulness of rea~~cb . 
and understanding the words Wk'ts, ; 
are seen on doors, boxes, pac e Ild ; 
etc. Recognising these word~ a jS . 
associating them with meamng Vi 
important and the stories shoW h~y , 
Charlie could have avoided ~~1I" 
frustrating and embarrassing SIt tid 
tions if he had looked for a 
responded to these words. 
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The books consist of a story part 
read by the teacher, and the words 
of the social sight vocabulary which 
are read by the pupil. The method of 
presenting these books can vary. 
Generally the story part is read to 
small groups after the relevant 
wO:ds have been taught and ex­
plained by using flash cards and 
blackboard techniques. The teacher 
p.auses at each word of the social 
~Ight Vocabulary which is then read I the group or an individual pupil. 

he response will depend on a lively 
and well acted presentation by the 
teacher and this can help much in 
~vercoming wandering attention. 

ext parts can be shortened if 
necessary, comments interpolated 
~nd stories be acted out. It is 
Important to draw the pupils' 
attention repeatedly to words of 
the social sight vocabulary seen 
Outside the classroom and to make th . 

elr responses as automatic as 
reactions to coloured traffic signals. 

. Once the words of the social 
SIght vocabulary have been mastered 
~nd. the pupil has acquired the 
eehng that he has learnt something 

WOrth while, this knowledge of 45 
Words can be used for learning to 
read. For this purpose the 18 books 
of the series "Out with Tom" §have 
been deSigned which extend gradu­
ally the vocabulary by adding a few 
W~rds in each book until a reading 
skIll of about age eight to eight and­
a-half years has been obtained. 

. Well-known words of the social 
SIght Vocabulary such as "PULL" 

and "PUSH" are now read in new 

forms by adding the simple endings 
"ing", "es", "ed", etc. forming the 
words "pushing", "pushes", 
"pushed", etc. By the addition of a 
few new words, sentences in a 
continuous story are presented in n 
very simple manner. There is much 
repetition and pictorial material to 
support the understanding for words 
which so far have not been encoun­
tered. Though the techniques used 
are those of children's reading 
books, the difference in content and 
approach is quite marked and there 
is not much likelihood that the 
adolescent will be offended by the 
childishness of the material even 
though it is presented in such a 
simple form. 

Tom is first encountered as a 
chap who paints a wall in a factory. 
He mixes with other people, goes to 
the canteen, has a smoke, has to pay 
for cigarettes and for the food 
from the canteen and leads, 
generally the normal life of an 
adolescent working class lad . 
Gradually new experiences are 
added such as a youngster of his age 
would encounter-going to the 
cricket match, the pictures, having 
his trouble with the telephone and 
on the bus, and many other 
ordinary every day occurrences. 

Though Tom himself is a fairly 
serious lad who sports a modern 
Beatie haircut, the lighter side of 
life is provided for by the appear­
ance of Charlie of "Clumsy Charlie" 
fame, who quite involuntarily pro­
vides all those silly adventures for 
which he has become notorious in 
the preceding series. He tears his 
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bus ticket apart in the bus, walks 
out by the wrong door when at the 
pictures and is unable to find his 
way back, gets himself into trouble 
at the cricket match, and is generally 
an example of how not to behave. 

Whilst the series is primarily 
designed to help in teaching the 
illiterate reading skills on a modest 
level of word recognition, the books 
illustrate social incidents with which 
the adolescent should be thoroughly 
familiar to avoid embarrassing and 
frustrating situations. Looked at in 
this way the series provides inci­
dental social education and much 
opportunity for discussion and 
widening the reader's understanding 
at the level with which he is 
superficially familiar. 

This theme is continued in the 
series "Spotlight on Trouble" II . 
This series does not really need any 
introduction. It has been discussed 
in a previous issue of the Journal ~r 
and only a summary of that dis­
cussion will be given here. Generally 
speaking, the eight books of the 
"Spotlight on Trouble" series are 
intended to give the semi-literate 
reader practice in reading at a level 
of approximately eight to eight-and­
a-half years. At the same time, the 
books tell him about the world 
around him-the difficulties one 
may have with the landlady, with 
the foreman, the wage packet, 
clerks behind the counter, when 
shopping, when going to the pic­
tures, to the dance, to an outing. 

George is a dull, well-meaning 
youth whose difficulties in life are 
mainly due to his social ignorance. 

In this respect he is rather different 
from Charlie who makes avoidable 
mistakes simply because he is verY 
young and does not care to us~ the 
knowledge he has actually acqulre~. 
Whilst the average illiterate or se~~ 
literate reader tends to look W.I~ 
amusement at the antics of sll Y 
little Charlie in the same way as he 
would look with a patronising 
smile at the frolics of a younger 
brother, George is a different ch~P' 
He is the one the reader can identifY 
himself with. George is a chap whO 
encounters the same difficulties as 
the reader himself has experienced 
and who goes through similar 
embarrassments and disturbances. 
It is well known that many people 
like to hear about their own liveS 
in reading, to compare and to learn 
from the experiences of others. ~he 
illiterate delinquent is no exceptiOn 
to this and the George of "Spotlight 
on Trouble" may well help to thr.oW 
some light on many social ddfi­
culties for which academic educa­
tion fails to prepare. George'~ 
adventures are based on actU~ 
occurrences as encountered In 
interviews and conversations with 
dullards who have troubles in 
ordinary day to day experiences. 
To the original four "Spotlight on 
Trouble" books, four new oneS 
have now been added which include 
George's girl friend and, of course. 
Charlie who is George's younger 
brother. 

It has been the aim throughout 
the course to offer reading matter 
for adults which would not offend 
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~r childishness, be useful in pro vi-
~ng relevant social knowledge and 

gIve the beginner, right from the 
st~rt, the feeling of learning some­
thmg of importance. The point of 
departure, namely, the use of an 
ad~l.t social sight vocabulary re­
qUJrtng apparently advanced reading 
skill, i~ unusual and perhaps unique. 
txpenence has shown that there is 
no difficulty whatsoever for an 
adolescent or adult slow learner to 
recognise by sight the various 
~ords of the social sight vocabulary. 
. ecognising these words and know­
Ing .th~ir meanings is far more a 
gratlfYmg, rewarding and exhila­
r~ting experience for the illiterate 
t ~n learning the simple words of 
~hlld~~n's books, "dog" and "cat", 

ball ,even if he learns to analyse ihem phonetically. It must not be 
orgotten that by the time the 

adolescent and adult begin to 
le.arn reading he has been thoroughly 
~1~apPOinted and disturbed by his 
pallure ~o learn to read at school. 

resentmg the task of learning to 

read from a completely new angle 
and with a new type of material 
will help considerably to make him 
accessible to teaching, and the easy 
initial success obtained by simply 
"barking" at adult words, makes 
him ready to try the reading course 
which follows the traditional and 
well-established pattern of learning 
a few words, with frequent repetition 
and with phonic exercises, etc. 

Combining the easy reading ap­
proach as far as the technical skills 
of reading is concerned with a 
primary of social know-how i.n 
disguised form should make thIS 
series doubly useful to those teachers 
who look at their work not merely 
in terms of conveying the three Rs, 
but wish also to help the illiterate 
who is generally also socially sub­
marginal in mastering the skills of 
living required for avoiding many 
of the disturbing and unhappy 
events which have often reper­
cussions completely out of pro­
portion with the insignificant size of 
the original cause. 
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