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Chapter Four

Citizenship Education

and the Slow Learner
Charles K. Curtis
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classifying students according to the criteria implied by these cate
gories could be developed (see Nimnicht & Johnson, 1873, classihica-
tion systems are part of the educator’s tool bag; they conunue 1o exist
because, if properly used, they have a certain utility for curriculun.
planning.

Nevertheless, it is with some reservation that the students with
whom this chapter is concerned are described as “slow learners” a
term popularized by, among others, Abramowitz (1929, 1963, 1968,
1970), Ingram (1960), johnson {1963), Abraham (1964), and Shelion
(1971). Generally these students are characterized as possessing below
average intelligence, as experiencing difficulties with conventionatly
taught subjects, and as having poorly developed reading skills. Addi-
tionally, as a group, these students may record a greater number of
absences from school and may be more subject to breaches of school
discipline than students in academic programs. Furthermore, contin-
ved failure to achieve academic success may have resulted in lowered
self-esteem and a decreased sense of worthiness, pariicularly in the
school environment. '

According to some estiates (for example, Tansley & Gullitord,
1960, p. 6; Teiford & Sawrey, 1967, p. 196), perhaps one-fifth of the
school population might be categorized as stow learners. The propor-
tion of slow learners to reguiar program students in a particular
school population may vary depending upon the nature of the com-
munity from which the student population is drawn. There is a ten-
dency for the number of students manifesting the characteristics of
slow learners to be higher in schools whose students come from low
socio-economic areas and to be lower in schools located in affluent

middle-class communities. Presently, both in the United States and
Canada, slow-learning students are enrolled in special work-oriented
programs, in classes of the regular program especially composed of
low-achieving and reluctant students and usually designated as
“adapted,” “modified,” or y” courses, and, though perhaps less com-
monly, in integrated academic classes. When enrolled m integrated
classes, slow-learning students tend to be somewhat older than their

classmates.

Objectives of Citizenship Education

Citizenship education has long been considered by special educa-
tors to be an important aspect of the social studies program for slow
Jearners. The primary goal of the citizenship education program tor
slow-learning students 1s in accord with that for the regular social
studies program: to prepare students for responsible, involved citi-
zenship in a democratic society. Despite this common aim, however,
the characteristics of the “model” citizen described by social studies
educators bear lirtle similarity to the qualities of good citizenship de-
scribed in the literature regarding the slow learner.
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Ze;lx}lfexaamr1ap:on 'c;f a nltf_mber of 'fa.rliclcs and books? relating to citi-
! ip education and written during the past half-century revealed
{im{ the attribute most frequently ascribed to the model c:itiyc:rfiﬁ.:s
;;2;(1;;_01 Sh_.e_ 11)()53(:‘55‘ a reasonable knowledge of his community’s
cconor t1c, g().cld , and .culturai problems and that he or she be com-
gndgvgdu{; EtS Z::drffsglﬁzg-ﬁ;l;?aiiidhe;ence to a belief in the equality of
: n of a con ieuti
rights of alﬂi c_itizens ranked second in thceolisi:i)nf ifi)};:;;gstsigtugok?af
characterizations of the good citizen, in order of frequency xS t e
s;;ect for law and order in society; open-mindedness to tEZc-’: ;;};Ei;r?s:
(;; E:hersdand receptiveness to new fz?cts; appreciation for both the
Sign fn ar;. resson&blhn-es of citizenship; and possession of the deci-
son ;r;?egsss. ills requisite for effective participation in the demo-
bt of Bood cizenship wes that he or e b gl cnploped e
or
possess alcceptable work habits. The seci)nilgri::)lj? ]gem;}g:;lyed o
uon.ed criteria were that he or she respect and obey the lgw andyhmen-
rudlmentgr?f knowledge of local statutes. A third commonl s?vtefi
charafzt?lstlc was that the slow-learning adult should share in );h e
sponsibility” for the quality of life in the local community. Res t;:orf(?-
bxi;t}y’ was varlogsly interpreted to include: accepting respor.asibiii fSl-
:Jtm;: s ofwn fa‘m:}y; maintaining the house and furnishings in a gm;)(;
iﬂaaec(())u rtepaxr, respect.ing a‘nexghbor’s property; treating neighbors
rteous manner; helping to keep the neighborhood clea i-
er, and orde{"ly; and, returning borrowed articles. A
Coitrt;c;n.panson of_ the two sets of de.scfriptions suggests a marked
o in expectations. Whereas the citizen educated in the regular
E.- it}ior ;;1[: ;sr:)% liéfnsso(c)?}slzc?{:;ir? ;(_)lphistic??ed‘and capable of dealing
y» while manifesting a mature, uns lfish
concern for the welfare of his fellows, th 8 e
slow learners is to demonstrate goodt c?tgzzill:a?;e;f zli:afi;ogram -
gioyed, igw—abiding, non-disruptive member of the )((:ommgnziltn elmn_
Offjt,i Cwihdri:l lcizigcm;.)rttl‘c)gs of the model cﬁti:@n ir.nply a faith in Lheyciem—
Cmectation of Sfme 1ciipat10n, by implication it would seem that the
Expectarion of som € ucatc;lrs has been that the slow learner not be-
come nce on the rest of society. This position was suc-
mctly e‘\‘(pressed‘ by Kolstoe (1970, p. 28) when he wrote that d
citizenship for mildly retarded adults would be exercised “iargeig; (l))y

not becoming burden i
. $ O soclety, T S it L
ties.” y, rather than by positive civic activi-

!.F - ” .
or example: Washburn (1933, pp. 124-138); Quillen & Hanna (1948, p. 60); Crary

(1951); Carpenter & Spiesek 5 /
Rosell (1ot pieseke (1953, pp. 1-18); Wesley & Wronski (1958, p. 78);
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Citizenship Education Programs

A somewhat similar contrast was disclosed when the course content
of a variety of high school citizenship education programs® for both
groups of students were compared. As Newmann noted in Chapter .
One, citizenship education in American schools (and, 1o some extent,
Canadian schools also) has been organized around a variety of ap-
proaches. Among the most frequently described programs for achiev-
ing the goals of citizenship education have been those consisting pri-
marily of a study of the growth of democracy in the United States.
Programs centered on the historical study of the evolution of democ-
racy are based on the assumption that the appreciation of democratic
ideals and the comprehension of democratic institutions and process-
es are promoted by the knowledge of their historical development.
Occupying a position of importance in citizenship education similar to
that of history are the traditional civics programs in which the orgamni-
zation of municipal, state, and federal governments, the election
processes and the responsibilities of elected representatives, and the
domains of the several levels of government are studied.

The influence of Jerome Bruner was reflected in many social stud-
ies programs developed during the last decade. Though citizenship
education remained a primary cOncern of social studies educators,
social studies was defined to include instruction in the concepts and
inquiry modes of history and the several social science disciplines.
Lately, values education programs have begun to make an impact on
citizenship education.

Little concern for the latter approaches to citizenship education
could be found in the writings of special educators or social studies
curricula for slow-learner programs. In addition to simplified history
and government curricula modeled after the aforementioned
courses, slow-learning students in secondary schools have been of-
fered a fare that included lessons on patriotism, national symbols, hoi-
idays and traditions, and famous citizens. Furthermore, studies con-
cerned with inculcating the student with a sense of responsibility for
himself and his family, with making and keeping friends, with accept-
ing community responsibilities, with the use of leisure tme, with the
role played by religion in society, and with occupational preparation
have been common occurrences in classes for slow learners. In one
large metropolitan arez, the students in a secondary slow-learner pro-

gram were taught to “dispose of their garbage properly,” 1o turn oft
light and water faucets, and to “feed birds and help protect their [the
birds’] needs.”
Comparisons such as these suggest that a sizable number of educa-
tors. doubt that most slow learners will play any more than a passive

2References available from the author upon request.
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1p ol participatory citizenship to intelligence.
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¢ " . .
o Many Citizenship Education Programs for Slow Learners
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s in their ¢ iy, idi ‘ con
Chagiengﬂielilnc[cl)mIil_lumty. The validity of this belief has seldoriieecn
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O ense Cratur I part, it results fro
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060 913, (;etf:, for example, Dimitroff, 1965, p. 188; Frerichs
S()u;]d p.ra{\[i{,‘e tU omF 1965, p. 8/ Curtis, 1972). Whether or not it is:
sound p c 1 0 mE er future citizenship behavior from students’ atti
oward social studies is i .
! ‘ open to questi 153 ;
s toward social su q on. H, however,
adt affs: ev 1?.“;11} identified as slow learners do accept a passive rzar}y
irsof t ity, i ons
s Goas of © e f:oglmun:_ty, it may be that the limited expectations
N therz in 1th.ez ;1mpllﬁed, often childish curricula they ex
: chools inhibit their desir ili ]
47 v e i
fectively as democratic citizens el ablly to funcrion ef-
A second ass i .
sumption that seems implicit withi
o econd U _ piicit within the description
the mcribute s(;)F good c1tu,f:'nsh1p tor siow learners is thar {heypare nzf
S()Cidv. P}'hi: ! t;) :;mke rational decisions about the problems of their
: citel presumnes that slow lear
e : ow learners lack the intellectu:
Sonabget; zlnde'rstdnd the nature of such problems and to makzc;u‘il
une ea-
>0 ameﬁoratea&ons of Qroposed courses of action that might be taken
o ametorate | em. It is relevant to note here that there is little evi
e o ggest that slow-learning adults (if, indeed, they ma bl-
O 2 ?
ooy iihsuch.(?nce they leave school) are any less ableythanythz
maor [}}]e mbler cmfzer}s o co.rnprehend and form sensible opinions
bmadcastspin Vems acing society. After monitoring radio “hot-line”
proadcasts in dancouver, British Columbia, for a number of vears, I
u i
e e un; that when no particular scientific expertise fvas ::e
B ammadica erstand a specific problem, and when syntactical and
errors were overlooked, the opinions expressed on th
3
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air by many interested, knowledgeabie, but uneducated persons were
not essentially different in quality from those expressed by many obvi-
ously bright and articulate persons.

American and Canadian societies purport 1o prize rationality. Par-
ticular emphasis is placed on intelligent decision-making behavior at
the polls. Although we may often assume that, as adults, slow learners
will be less competent and qualified voters than will average and
bright pupils, sufficient evidence to support the argument that slow
learners vote less intelligently than the great majority of the popu-
lation could not be found in the titerature. Indeed, is there anv empis-
ical data that imply that the patterns of voting behavior for slow
learners are in any way different or unique? Again, my experience
with the “hot-lines” suggests that, during any provincial or federal
election in Canada, persons who (as indicated by the quality of thetr
speech and the manner in which they express themselves) might ear-
lier have been in classes for non-academic students will, depending
upon the nature of the issues being discussed, express opinions that
indicate support for an array of programs that range from the politi-
cal right to the left.?

Certainly, one may question the assumption that slow learners as
adults are any less able to deal with the complexities of societal prob-
lems (at the level at which citizens are reasonably expected 1o handle
the issues involved in the problems) than are graduates from regular
programs. With the possible exception of two studies reporied thirty
years ago (Gates, 1946 Pace, 1949), large-scale political socialization
research has continually failed to produce evidence that graduates
from high school programs are adequately prepared to rationally
consider problems and issues in contemporary society (Melbo, 1936;
Wilson, 1938, pp. 84-89; Langton and Jennings, 1968: Bagby, 1874
Sanstead, 1975). Following a study of the research conducted prior to
1963, Newmann (1963) concluded thar few citizens are interested in,
or have any knowledge of, their community’s affairs, that a large
number of voters fail to “perceive the candidates’ stands on various
issues,” that a substantial percentage of the adult population does not
exercise the franchise, and that politically concerned persons tend 1o
associate with groups that “reinforce” their views. And there is some
evidence that suggests that intelligence might not be a significant fac-
tor in this area. Price (1951) reported research studies conducted with

its brief period as the Government of British

s{¢ is interesting to note that during
owed support of the blue-

Columbiza, the socialist New Democratic Party had the av
collar unions while at the same time it had a greater number of universitv-educated
members than the other four parties collectively. Quite obviously. education was less a
factor in party selection ithan other variables. Qnly to the extent that a generat lack of
education affects the kinds of vocations open to slow Jearners, with the possible result
that many slow learners may have similar economic and potitical concerns, is it probabie
that education (and, perhaps, intelligence} has any effect upon voting behavior.
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;:;g::) %;(;ug:ncﬁl::zj b{l;gh't to superic_)r secondary school students that
€ o the condlusio ata great majority of the students possessed a
s lack of social sensitivity concerning community problems and
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O_n_e mlghi. also question whether there is reason to b.eliev th
goslltlc\;e reiatxo_nship exists between intelligence and attitudeetowz:r;
Ufiﬁ:ierf;iloc;?nc freedoms. Investigatio_ns conducted at Northwestern
. y {Mack, 1956) and Clark University {Nash, 1959) disclosed
that a large measure of disagreement about fundamental rights exi
ed among supposedly bright college students. In what ma \%ell bemlsf-
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“dul]-qorfaai” students (enrolled in the senior secondary grade )esr'oh
tzrferig)rh students, no significant difference was notgdgin thse ‘}:’:t-
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i(\));dt:scéo-rgg'(;r; ;L;Iijli)osmons for which we have insufficient ei’api;ilélagl
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" _ . ices otfered to slow learners in the
E;h{ez:n:?sag sst?gizlo?vepzﬁﬁﬁgms V;\ht:out dactia that give credence to
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ities of citizenship that have been advocated for slow learners. The
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ge ;tti ;:;j;l;rblﬁitpr;:parat}on ?m'd the development of citizens who ac-
AN 1); or maufuammg them-selvgs and their families, and
mendable objectiv:spff)z:‘CZl!uiltiggﬂz th"fllr oo o o are com
nendable objectiy nts. My contention is that unti} th
citizenship qualities of slow learners are enlarged .
characteristics now reserved for th g then deseribod o 'the
t%)ey fall short of an acceptable goa(;. 111203(: Iaf":ifs I;rcri*eisrfr:)bed earh'er’
tions for slow learners, it seems more in keeping with ourur o
democracy to aim too high, rather than too low. concept ot
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According to comments made in the hterature (Dy, 10T €Xdlllpic.
Featherstone, 1951, p. 43; Magnifico, 1958, p. 129; Ingram, 1960, p.
217; Johnson, 1963, p. 312; Karnes, 1970), social studies presented in
special education classes should be organized into small, concise units
of study and taught in a fairly structured classroom environment in a
manner that provides for numerous concrete, firsthand experiences.
Moreover, some special educators have contended that social studies
is most successfully taught when a wide diversity of learning experi-
ences is utilized and provision is made for practice, repetition, and
review. The importance of making instruction concrete through the
extensive use of field studies, community resource persons, and
audio-visual materials as means for encouraging active student partic-
ipation has often been mentioned. Classroom teaching techniques
such as role-playing, creative dramatics, socio-drama, and debate
have also been suggested in the literature as being suitable and el-
fective methods for involving students in a particular study. Further-
more, using group and committee work as means for furnishing dem-
ocratic experiences in group leadership, in the acceptance of respon-
sibility, in the resolution of differences of opinion, and in group
planning is also widely advocated.

Again, certain basic assumptions have been made concerning the
nature of the slow learner. As a group, slow learners are portrayed as
living in a world of concrete objects, rather than abstract ideas
(McFeely, 1944, p. 64; Heck, 1953, pp. 399-347: Nickel, 1957, p.
373). Because of this, they are seen 10 possess a greater faculty for
learning by “seeing” and “doing” than for learning through the devel-
opment and application of abstract generalizations. In the same veln,
they are described as learning best when they are active, involved par-
ticipants in the study (Conovitz, 1959; Schmidt, 1942; McLendon,
1965, p. 246), rather than passive observers, the role oo often re-
quired of students in regular classes. Additionally, slow learners are
considered to have limited powers of concentraton (Tansley & Gulli-
ford, 1960, p. 169; Garton, 1961: Northam, 1961), and this quality is
said to be manifested in an attention span—at least in the classroom—
that is decidedly shorter than that of their peers in the regular pro-
gram. As a consequence, slow learners are said to become restess,
bored, and uninterested, and to misbehave as they quickly tire of the
activities of a particular class period. The literature also characterizes
the slow learner as having a narrow range of interests (see Utley,

1961). .

Suitable content for the social studies program in slow-learner
classes has also been described in the literature. Generally, educators
have recommended that the content should be selected from the con-
temporary scene, should have a “here and now” quality, should pro-
vide direct contact with reality, and, at least during the initial stages of
the study, should be related to the everyday experiences of the stu-
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dents (Wi
1972 {\\é?te;boum, 1944, p. 165; Waite, 1971, p. 103; Schwartz
e [ﬁg.soci)a.l Si:r}(;gps Webster’s (1966, p. 586) comment that conteng
udies program should not be “
th al st e “far removed £
o . 3 oved from the
reatities oti hctl"e in bgth time and space” best describes the criteria that
e o etermine suitable course content in social studies pro-
grams | r s}ow l.earners. In addition to the plea for content thgt s
currer . a‘u‘t 1entic, and topieal, it should be relevant to the needs and
i ue.n}i_e;oi the students (Carl, 1970; Harumann, 1970)
5 WIL i J i i1 , :
o ]ear;_ € previous assumptions, the validity of these assumptions
aboutle: le;ng needs to be examined. Presently, our knowledge of the
jnds o lez ;pmg} expeleefnces that are appropriate for slow learners
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Cati(.),n o cal thinking) that require extensive repetition and appli-
caton | tOoeylarelto be learned, even at an elementary level. Third, to
3udi0_vi5uafc osely to these suggestions may result in the overuse’ of
i rr;atelgalskand the near total exclusion of newspapers
. and other kinds of pri i i ’
mage: print materials from the social studies
Despi I i
reasonplgeE the impoverished state of research in this area, we can be
reaso ably c-onﬁdent that slow learners—and, indeed pe,rhaps most
n _ - - i
suden 1rtlsth w;ll pr(?ﬁt from instruction that attemnpts to actively involve
phem in & I;e earning experiences. Additionally, selecting content that
nas meant gto (tihedstudents and that they can accept as being relevant
es and education should be 1
an effective approach wi
5]0:1 lﬁarn;rs and academic program students o with bort
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address ftself” & f [hz !SSuEe;. Indeed, he c.ontended, the social studies program shoui:ld
provide instructi pro lem,. and social studies teachers should feel obligated
struction designed to increase the reading skills of all their studenz%a e
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instruction for slow learners, a study reported by Rosenberg {1762)
has some bearing on the topic. Following a rather extensive investga-
Gion of adolescent self-image, Rosenberg concluded that a relation-
ship existed between self-concept and interest in public affairs. On the
basis of this relationship, Rosenberg postulated that people with low
self-concepts tended not to discuss public affairs as often as those withs
high self-concepts. Such a condition was probable, he suggrested, be-
cause of the “threat” posed by the possibility that one's opinions might
be scorned or ignored, and because people with low self-concepts are
«doubtful that they have anything worthwhile to contribute.” Con-
cern for the development of satisfactory self-concepts has long been
espoused by special educators. This concern has particular signifi-
cance for social studies teachers of slow-learning students. In order
for citizens to function effectively their community to exercise any
control over their existence, they must be aware {(at least {0 some e€X-
tent) of the problems of their society. Attempting to change self-con-
cepts by utilizing learning strategies designed to provide students with
successful experiences would seem to be appropriate pedagogy in
slow-learner classes.

The Investigation of Contemporary Community Problems

If we return for a moment to the qualities that characterize model
citizens, inferences can be made about the specific skills and attitudes
they probably possess. Reading skills, for example, are implied in the
statement that each “possess a reasonable knowledge of his commu-
nity’s . .. problems.” Although television will probably continue 0
play an important role in informing us of significant events as they
oCCUr, NEwspPapers, magazines, pamphlets, and so forth often provide
a greater variety and depth of information, and they have an advan-
tage over television in that they can be read and pondered at one’s
leisure. Moreover, in order to deal intelligently with all the mforma-
tion that they receive, and o make rational decisions on the basis of 11,
citizens must possess, at least to a rudimentary degree, the skills of
critical thinking. If, as described, model citizens are commitied to the
resolution of societal problems, they should know of the various ac-
tions one might take to effect change in a democratic manner. Among
the attributes our citizens ought also 10 possess are a belief in thelr
own worthiness and a degree of confidence adequate for discussing
their points of view with others, a receptiveness to the opinions of
others, and a tendency 1o espouse basic democratic rights for all per-
SOMS.

If we direct our instruction toward the development of these skills
and attitudes that (along with others) help to define the model citizen,
then our claim that we are concerned with educating slow learners for
effective participation has more substance than if we limit our prima-
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nation of social problems appiy- Interestingly, the strongest positions
taken by special educators writing in this area have been rebuuals of
the charge that students in special programs for non-achievers lack
the degree of sophistication necessary to deal satisfactorily with social
problems. The arguments that they have presented are relevant pri-
marily to slow-learning students in “disadvantaged” schools.

In responding to the comment that including social problems i
special education curricula is not good practice, Gross (1952) insisted
that where students have been helped to understand the relationships
of particular problems to their lives, they have “managed successiul-
ly” to investigate them. Papero (1970) contended that since dis-
advantaged children encounter poverty, drug addiction, crime, and
discrimination daily in their environment, the school has the obliga-
tion to assist them in understanding the issues involved in the various
problems. Ornstein (1966, p. 287) suggested that including the exam-
ination of societal problems within the social studies programs for
these pupils indicates to them that the school is “aware of the prob-
lems” and is concerned about their amelioration. He believed that by
ignoring community problems in the classtoom, the school "enters into
a tragic conspiracy of irresponsible retreat from reality.”

An additional argument for including the study of contemporary
problems in classes for slow learners is related to the nature of such
studies and to assumptions of what constitutes good pedagogy in spe-
cial classes. Certainly, the investigation of community problems satis-
fes the criterion that content in slow-learner classes should have a
“here and now” quality. The investigation of these problems provides
the student with a “direct contact with reality,” and, if properly se-
lected by the teacher or if chosen by the students, the problems may
have particular relevancy to their lives. Moreover, through the use of
feld studies and resource persons, the students can be furnished with
a variety of concrete, firsthand experiences.

Returning to a consideration of the questions posed previously, one
effective strategy for developing the slow learner’s awareness of so-
cietal problems is to include the study of such problems in the social
studies curriculum. This comment is not as obvious as it first might
appear. It is entirely possible that a group of students might thor-
oughly investigate several problems in their community and still be
relatively uninformed about others equally as significant. Some evi-
dence, however, can be provided {Curtis, 1977) that suggests that the
study of a single problem over a period of several months can have a
startling effect on student awarencss. Prior to an investigation of
housing as a social problem, the students in several non-academic sec-
ondary classrooms were asked to identify important problems in the

community. The combined lists for the classes contained only four
topics: jobs (but not the problem of unemployment), inflation, pover-
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ty, a_nd housing. When a similar request was made following the com
p_ieu-on of the study, most students’ lists identified at least ngine or ¢ -
significant problems, while the combined lists totaled twent '—fmf:
{The students in these classes manifested an awareness of comrynunit.
problems that I have not yet witnessed in the senior academic rades})/
Furthermo‘re, each of the ffty-four anonymous respondef{s to .a
guestionnaire administered subsequent to the completion of the proj
ect study expressed the view that studies of these problems wer}: ig_
portant to _their education and should occupy a prominent role in th-
social studies program. Whether this awareness of and apparent inCi
terest in comrnunity problems led to a commitment to their resolution
Is unknown. At any rate, during the period of the project, students
were heard to remark that these problems—particularly the lack of
adequate housing facilities for middle- and low-income families—
threatened the quality of life in their community and hi
should be done to resolve them. ' Tomerne
”_Fhe study of c.ommunity problems provides a vehicle for devel-
oping lessons designed to teach critical thinking skills in slow-learne
cla}sse_s. The perusal of a large number of articles dealing with critica?
thinking revealed the existence of a general consensus among the a
thors that content for teaching critical thinking skills shoug:i be su-
Ee.cted from contemporary societal issues and problems. The pa zﬂ
digm most often recommended for investigating comm-unit prcr)b_
Egms anq f9r developing critical thinking skills was the inquir Ymp d l—
\«;z;l;s\fanan?ns by Dimitroft (1965, p. 194), Chernow a?ld ghel?n:u;
(&)r . I; 1/2)‘,_ ?md C.UI‘I’_.IS (1974). Appropriate materials suggested
eaching critical thinking are those that are commonly mentioned
for study'u?g contemporary problems: newspapers, magazines, radio
apd television programs, questionnaires, and inter\:iews with C(;mrn
nity resource people. Critical thinking could be encouraged most f .
quently during the analysis of data phase of the inquiryg model “
f“-\lthough a paucity of research exists in this area, there is .some
e\f.ideflce to support the claim that slow learners can b;e taught critical
thinking skil_ls {Case & Fry, 1973). To what extent the%e car 1(;’1
taught remains unkr-aown. (Nor does it appear that anyone has yei
3t£3mpted to determine what _ciegree ’of critical thinking is suitable for
Berstandmg _th.e data associated with community problems.)
ore ;y;;];i ;)If:i)\;dmg a sgltabie model for investigating contemporary
prob! or teaching and practicing critical thinking skills, an
inquiry approach has several other advantages when used with slo
learners. In one sense, each step of the model may be viewed b st:—
dents as a short unit of study, even though the investigation of; a
nc‘uiar pmbl?m may continue for several months. To some extz.r:;
this may satisfy the criterion that acceptable pedagogy with SEO“:
learners involves arranging the content into brief units. The clearly
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defined stages or steps of the inquiry model provide a structure or
framework for presenting certain activities at specific points in the
study in a logical sequence that can be understood by the students.
Discussion and evaluation of the evidence relating to 2 particular
problem provide an opportunity for argument and debate, while
dramatics may be an effective method for encouraging the students 1o
examine the feelings of people involved in the problem. In addition,
an inquiry approach offers opportunities, both at the collection and
analysis of data stages, for group and committee work.

The kinds of materials usually available for studying CoOmMunity
problems may be suitable for encouraging interest in reading and for
developing reading skills in stow-learner classes. There seems to be a
general consensus among special educators that a successful reading
program for adolescent slow learners in the secondary school de-
pends less on the teaching of phonics, the broadening of sight vocabu-
lary, and the refinement of word analysis skills than on the devel-
opment of proper attitudes toward reading (Johnson, 1963, p. 209;
Tanstey & Gulliford, 1963, pp. 140-141; Weber, 1974, pp. 80-81).
Strategies for changing negatiye attitudes toward reading have been
described by several educators. Weber (1974, p. 83), for example,
suggested that slow learners’ attitude toward reading changes when
the need to solve a problem provides them with valid purposes for
reading. Williams (1970, p. 69) argued for the importance of provid-
ing slow-learning students with reading materials that had “functional
significance,” while Hawkins (1972) developed an individualized
reading program for an undereducated black youth that combined the
use of interesting materials with the need to learn. Certainly the study
of contemporary problems can furnish numerous opportunities for
encouraging students to read, for increasing vocabulary, and for
teaching reading comprehension.

It is difficult to suggest a minimum level below which the students
cannot handle the reading associated with contemporary problems.
On the basis of experiences with such studies, 1 suggest that most
students whose reading ability falls somewhere between the middle
and top elementary grades will be able to read most newspaper and
magazine articles. It is interesting to note that an analysis of several
selections from the British Columbia Hansard {the provincial form of
the Congressional Record) revealed reading levels that varied from
grades seven through nine.?

The study of contemporary problems also provides opportunities
to employ strategies designed to modify student attitudes. Auempting
to change attitudes through classroom instruction 1s, at best, a very
difficult matter. While a number of articles and books have focused

sThe reading levels of these passages would have been rated even jower had the
members given more attention 1o the length of their sentences as they spoke.
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on the many variables that may affect one’s sense of worthiness or
degree of closed-mindedness, surprisingly few authors have reported
research completed in these fields. A thorough review of the litera-
ture relating to self-concept is not appropriate here; however, several
comments that are germane to a discussion of controversial problems
with slow learners bear mention.

Several authors have suggested that presenting a challenge to stu-
dents’ academic abilities is an effective strategy for affecting self-con-
cept. Coopersmith and Silverman (1969) argued that the student
must be “challenged” in order to help him gain self-confidence, a po-
sition also taken by Purkey (1970, p. 50). Investigating community
problems, with particular attention to the development of reading
and critical thinking skills, will present such a challenge to most classes
of slow-learning students. An awareness that these skills are increas-
ing, coupled with an understanding of the amount and difficulty of
the work being accomplished, might also positively affect student atu-
tudes toward themselves.

Other factors associated with contemporary problems that might
affect self-concept relate to the nature of such investigations. By
studying community problems, the slow learner is removed from the
simple studies oo frequently offered him in the secondary program;
instead, the student enters the “real” world and deals with matters
commonly the domain of adults. It is not unreasonable to anticipate
that when interest is generated by an investigation of a particular
problem, students may find occasion to discuss the study with their
parents and other adults. Should such discussion take place, it may
serve to reinforce positive attitudes toward the study with a possible
“spin-off” effect on student self-concept. Moreover, the interaction
between students and adults that often occurs during the collection of
data, in which students are usually not treated by the resource per-
sons as slow learners, may also positively affect self-concept.

There is some evidence that supports the contention that degree of
closed-mindedness can be affected by classroom instruction (Ehrlich,
1961; Frumkin, 1961; Pannes, 1963). Presently there appears to be a
negative correlation between amount of schooling and degree of dog-
matism. Kemp (1663), Weir (1963), and Mouw (1969) concluded that
open-mindedness was encouraged in classrooms where students were
allowed to express their opinions freely and where a variety of views
was tolerated. The study of contemporary problems necessitates the
examination of divergent positions and should be conducted in a

classtoom atmosphere in which students feel free to express and ar-
gue their views. If this atmosphere can be maintained in classes of
slow-learning students, it is reasonable to assume that degree of stu-
dent dogmatism will be affected.
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Slow-Learning Students Examine a Contemporary Problem

Recently, the preceding strategies were employed with classes of
slow-learning and non-academic students in a number of Brisish Co-
lumbian secondary schools (Curts, 1977). These schools were located
in a variety of environments ranging from the large metropotitan
Vancouver region to small rural communities. In each class. students
utilized an inquiry approach to investigate housing conditions in ther
community. During the period of the project, interest in, and knowl-
edge of, community problems increased (noted earkier); self-concept,
critical thinking, and reading comprehension skills improved; while
the degree of closed-mindedness among the students decreased.®

The investigations, lasting in several classes for almost half a term,
were initiated with an exercise requiring teams of students to go into
the community and, with the assistance of local realtors and newspa-
per advertisements, locate and describe housing facilities available for
particular income groups. As the investigations progressed, hypothe-
ses were formulated and examined by the students. These hypotheses
were concerned with the adequacy of existing facilities, the factors
affecting the costs and availability of housing, and the actuions that
might be taken-—especially by the several levels of government—io
encourage the construction of additional housing and to make exist-
ing accommodations more accessible for low-and middle-income fam-
ilies. Among the many topics that were studied during the investiga-
tions were: mortgages; lending rates; building regulations; building
materials and methods; the role of unions; property, import, and ex-
cise taxes; housing problems of large families, families with children,
and of people with divergent life styles; subsidized housing programs,
alternatives (e.g., mobile homes, condominiums} to traditionat hous-
ing, renting, and rental legislation.

Newspapers, magazines, political brochures, governmen: publica-
tions (including selections from the debates of the provincial Legisla-
tive Assembly), along with other materials readily available in most
communities, provided sources of data for the investigations. Critical
thinking lessons’™—based upon the skills described by Ennis (1964)—
were developed from tapes of radio “hot-line” programs and the pub-
lications of various citizen and special Interest groups.

Both field studies and interviews with resource persons played an

$The assessment program consisted of the pre- and post-test adnunisirations of The
Newspaper Headlines Test (see Oliver & Shaver, 1974, pp. 282-284), the Coopersmith
Self-Esteem Inventory, the Cornell Critical Thinking Test. the Dogmatism Scale, the
Reading Comprehension Subtest of the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test, and the Free-
doms Scale (developed by the author for the study).

"Copies of student worksheets for several lessons are available from the suthor upon

rcquest.
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important role in the housing investigations. Not only were they addi-
uongl sources of relevant information, but they served to make the
studies more concrete by furnishing the students with direct, personal
contacts with persons involved in specific aspects of the housing prob-
?em_ in their community. Furthermore, these activities often permitted
mndividuals and groups of students to be working on their own away
from the direct supervision of the teacher, providing them with nu-
merous opportunities to practice responsible behavior.

While lack of suitable housing accommodations was determined to
be a major social problem in each of the communities studied, because
of c.iiffering conditions among the communities, the treatment of the
various aspects of the problem varied with each class. As a con-
sequence, although some field studies and interviews were common to
most investigations, all of them depended to a great extent upon the
particular community in which they were conducted. Some of the
ﬁeid studies—in several instances actually planned by the students—
mch'xded surveys of apartment dwellers’ opinions of recent rental leg-
1513[.10!1, visits to factories and building sites, and tours of housing
projects for low-income groups and nursing homes for the aged.
Some of the interviews conducted by the students were with bank and
mortgage company managers, realtors, builders, developers, manu-
fac_zur.ers of building materials, local and provincial politicians, trade
unionists, city managers, operators of mobile home parks, managers
of apartment blocks, and workers in social welfare agencies.

Surveys of student and parental attitudes toward the housing study
and toward inciuding the examination of contemporary community

'prol_}!ems in the social studies curricula were conducted after com-
pletzon of the studies. As noted earlier, students’ responses favored
including these studies in the social studies program. Generally, the
students’ arguments centered around the need 1o be informed in a
democratic society. Responses from parents contained a similar
Fheme. Additionally, some parents expressed approval for the hous-
ing study by describing their involvement with it. The following state-
ments were selected from the comments of several parents:

I'he s.m({y this year was of interest to the students and parents as well.
Questions asked at home were in-depth, and a lot of research was done at
home as well as in the school.

My daugheer found the study interesting and relevant. We discussed it at
tength within the family, and all gained a little by it

My son discussed many aspects of the program with us. I think it made him
much more aware of his own future requirements and concerned over
what the housing problem will do 10 him and others in his age group.
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This study was not intended to provide answers to all the questions
previously posed in the chapter. It did, however, support my previous
experience that with adequate teacher and pupil planning—and the
support of people in the community—slow-learning students can in-
vestigate community problems. Furthermore, the study provided
support for a number of teaching strategies with potential for impact-
ing closed-mindedness, critical thinking, self-concept, and reading.

Concluding Comments

In this chapter, several assumptions that seemed to be implicit in
the lists of characteristics indicative of good citizenship for graduates
of slow-learner programs were examined. Criteria that might be em-
ployed to select content and learning experiences for slow-learner
social studies classes were also discussed. The study of controversial
community problems was suggested as one approach to citizenship
education that might be suitable in social studies courses for these
students in the secondary grades. Additionally, a recent study in-
volving slow-learning and non-academic students in the investigation
of a contemporary problem was described briefly.

Much remains unsaid. The investigation of contemporary prob-
ferns is not recommended as the total social studies program in the
secondary school. Instead, it seems more appropriate 1o integrate
these studies within the regular program and initiate the investiga-
tions either as student interest suggests or as the teacher deems neces-
sary. Moreover, citizenship education cannot be considered the sole
domain of the social studies program. If we broaden our concept of
good citizenship, it is probable that a program will be developed that
requires all the teachers of a special education program in a particular
school to plan their instruction cocperatively.

The discussion of values has been postponed for another time. This
is not meant to imply that such discussion is irrelevant Lo a consid-
eration of citizenship education or the study of community problems
by slow-learning pupils. In fact, as the investigation of a problem fo-
cuses on the consideration of what should be done about i1, it becomes
obvious that the values held by the students assume a significant role
in the discussion. Although more work with slow-learning students is
needed in this area, I suggest that during these discussions the stu-
dents be made aware of the values implicit in their statements and of
any inconsistencies or value conflicts implied by their arguments.

Public education in a democratic nation is committed to preparing
all students with the skills necessary for accepting the responsibilities
of citizenship. Slow learners, however, probably require a greater
amount of assistance than other students. Earlier, reference was made
to comments over “hot-line” broadcasts by persons whose diction and
grammatical usage betrayed a general lack of education. 1t was no-
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ticed that when these people managed to inform themselves about a

particular problem, their opinions seemed no less valid than those of

persons w:ho appeared to be better educated. There is, unfortunately
another side to this coin. The same “hot-lines” have ai’so carried con‘};:
ments by similar persons whose ignorance has resulted in vulner-
ability. Too often they seem to be victims of situations they do not
comprebend, and they appear not even to know where they can go to
ﬁn(:i assistance. The wide variety of experiences involved in thég ex-
amination of contemporary problems may reduce the degree of vul-
nerability and increase a sense of where to go to seek help.
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