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child’s adjustment or mental health can and usually does 
influence his achievement of educational objectives*

One educational objective of the elementary school 
is the attainment of proficiency in reading* Many consider

othis one of the primary responsibilities of the school**
The plethora of writing on this subject by both educators 
and laymen in recent years bears witness to the importance 
attached to learning to read*

Failure to learn to read has been frequently
3attributed to emotional problems* Conversely, research 

indicates that many of the adjustment problems of children 
are created and/or aggravated by failing to learn to read<A 
Thus, the interaction of these forces may become a vicious 
circle in which the child not only develops serious 
emotional difficulties but also fails to make satisfactory 
progress in the important task of learning to read.

It is an interest in this interrelationship between 
mental health and reading retardation which prompts this 
study.

%iles A. Tinker, Teaching Elementary Reading 
(New York: Appleton-Century-cJrofts, Inc., 19i>2), pp. 1-6.

3Helen M. Robinson, Why Pupils Fail in Reading (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 19467, pp- 78-61.
^Ibid*. pp. 82-65-
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I. THE PROBLEM

Statement of the problem* The purpose of this 
investigation was to study the mental health status of a 
group of retarded readers in order to answer the following 
questions:

(1) What general description of mental health is 
evident in retarded readers?

(2) With regard to mental health how do teachers 
describe retarded readers?

(3) How do retarded readers and average readers 
compare as to social adjustments (accepting of and accepted 
by classmates)?

(4) How do retarded readers and average readers 
compare on a standardized inventory of mental health 
status?

Importance of the study. The importance of this 
study obtains from both its subject and its method* The 
case for study of the interaction of reading retardation
and mental health factors has been made repeatedly.

5 6 7 3 QPrescott, Robinson, Tinker, Bennett, Monroe,7 and

5Daniel A. Prescott. Emotion and the Educative
Process (Washington: American Council.on Education, 1933),
p. 2317

^Robinson, loc. cit.
?Miles A. Tinker, nRemedial Methods for Non



Gates'^ are but a few of the reading authorities who have 
suggested the need for studying reading and emotional
adjustment as correlatives* In the field of mental hygiene

11 12 13 I1Thorpe, Redl and Wattenberg, Shacter,“ and Carroll *
have pointed out the need for better understanding of the

Readers,” School and Society. 40:524-526, October, 1934•
^Chester C. Bennett, An Inquiry into the Genesis of Poor Reading. Teachers College Contributions to Education, 

No• 755 (New York: Bureau of Publications, Teachers
College, Columbia University, 193d)*

%arion Monroe, Children Who Cannot Read (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 193&K

10Arthur I. Gates, "The Role of Personality Maladjustment in Reading Disability,” Journal of Genetic 
Psychology. 59:77-^3, September, 1941.

■^Louis P. Thorpe, The Psychology of Mental Health (New York: Ronald Press Company, 1950/.
Redl and William W. Wattenberg, Mental Hygiene In Teaching (New York: Harcourt, Brace and

Company,’T 95I)•
^Helen Shacter, “Mental Health Practices in the Primary Grades,” Mental Health in Modern Education.

Fifty-fourth Yearbook”of the National Society for the Study of Education (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1955).

■^Herbert A. Carroll, “Implications of the (Fifty- fourth) Yearbook for the Improvement of Mental Health in Our Schools.” Mental Health in Modern Education. Fifty- fourth Yearboolc of the" National Society for the Study 
of Education (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1955).
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interdependence of school experience (especially reading) 
and mental health.

The importance of the methodology of this study is
of equal magnitude. In the foreword to English and

1*5Raimy’s  ̂manual on child study, Prescott remarks that 
there is no more interesting and satisfying profession 
than teaching for the person who understands the human 
material with which he works. He continues that it is a 
fundamental task in the professional education of teachers 
to help prospective teachers obtain the experiences which 
will help them in studying and understanding children. 
Prescottts book, Helping Teachers Understand Children,10 
has outlined a system of child study which has been used 
in many schools and school systems to help in-service 
teachers study and understand children.

It is hoped that the present study will be definitive 
enough to supply needed information for teachers desiring to 
understand children better. Also, it is hoped that the 
method and instruments used in the study will prove useful

^Horace B. English and Victor Raimy, Studying the Individual School Child (New York: Henry Holt and Company,
l9k-l), p. viTT

•^Daniel A. Prescott, Helping Teachers Understand Children (Washington: American Council on Education,194577”



to classroom teachers interested in following paths of 
research pointed out but not pursued here*

II. DEFINITIONS OF TERMS USED

Mental health. Mental health may be defined as the 
general state of psychological well-being marked by normal 
development and adequate adjustive behavior. The term, as 
used in this study, is a general term and is not concerned 
with any one personality state or maladjustment.

Retarded reader. A retarded reader, as referred to 
in this study, is a pupil whose comprehension was shown by 
tests to be two years or more below his school grade 
placement.

Average reader. An average reader, as referred to 
in this study, is a pupil whose reading comprehension was 
the same or slightly above his school grade placement.

Sociometrv. Sociometry and sociometric data refer 
to responses to questions designed to ascertain the degree 
to which pupils accept their classmates and the degree to 
which they are accepted by their classmates.



III. ORGANIZATION OF THE STUDY
7

Chapter I. Chapter I contains an introductory 
statement to this report, the statement of the problem, a 
discussion of the importance of the study and definitions 
of terms.

Chapter II. A discussion of other research in the 
fields of reading and mental health is presented in 
Chapter II.

Chapter III. A complete description and explanation 
of the methods and techniques used in making this study are 
given in Chapter III.

Chapter IV. In Chapter IV the data are presented 
and analyzed in order to provide answers to the questions 
posed in Section I of this chapter.

Chapter V. Chapter V contains a summary of the 
report, conclusions to be drawn and a discussion of the 
implications of these findings for children and teachers.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

An examination of the literature in reading retar
dation discloses a vast amount of interest in the relation
ship between reading retardation and the various personality 
traits, emotional maladjustments and other correlates of 
mental health. Reviews of the literature in this area by 
Wilking,^ Russell,2 Witty,^ and Zolkos^ have contained 
thirty to thirty-eight items each. Recent reviews of the
literature on disability in reading and other language

c 5arts by Russell^ and Johnson contain over 170 items. In

^Vincent S. Wilking, "Personality Maladjustment as 
a Causative Factor in Reading Disability,” Elementary 
School Journal. 42:266-279, December, 1941*

^David H. Russell, ”Reading Disabilities and Mental Health," Understanding the Child. 16:24-32, January, 1947.
•̂ Paul Witty, "Reading Success and Emotional Adjustment," Elementary English. 27:261-296, May, 1950.
^■Helena H. Zolkos, "What Research Says about Emotional Factors in Retardation in Reading," Elementary School Journal. 51:512-516, May, 1951.
^David H. Russell, "Interrelationships of the Language Arts and Personality," Elementary English. 

30:167-130, March, 1953.
^Marjorie S. Johnson, "Factors Related to Dis

ability in Reading," Journal of Experimental Education. 26:1-26, September, 1^57.



its triennial cycle of reviews, the Review of Educational 
Research reports many investigations into the relationship 
between reading retardation and personality or emotion. 
Each February issue of the Journal of Educational Research 
gives an annotated bibliography of research in reading.

The present chapter presents a review of literature 
relevant to the relationship between retardation and 
personality, emotional or other affect disturbances. This 
includes literature describing research employing 
techniques or instruments similar to those used in this 
study.

I. STUDIES OF READING RETARDATION AND MALADJUSTMENT

Hildreth wrote in 1936:
When a learning difficulty arises, there is always 

a possibility that personality difficulties may be operative, and this angle of the case warrants thorough investigation. . . .In every classroom there 
are children who, in spite of adequate intellectual 
maturity, fail to make satisfactory progress because 
of personality problems and unstable emotional characteristics.7

^Gertrude Hildreth, Learning the Three R*s (Minneapolis- Nashville-Philadelphia: Educational Publishers, Inc.,
1936), p. 306.
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About the same time Liss,^ a psychiatrist, discussed 
what he considered libidinal factors in the learning process# 
Some years later Vorhaus and others, using Rorschach as
sessment techniques, defined reading disability as an . 
"expression of resistance.These psychoanalytically 
oriented discussions of reading have been generalized to 
include learning in all school subjects and skills.

Writing on the correlation between reading ability 
and personality, Gray has pointed out that "it is clear 
that test results and general discussions indicate a 
positive relation" between these two.^® Crow and Crow^ 
assert that social and emotional adjustment is necessary 
for all school success.

A standard work on remedial techniques in basic 
school subjects by Fernald contains the statements

Everyone who has worked with children who have failed to learn the ordinary things others learn

£Edward Liss, "Emotional and Biological Factors Involved in the Learning Process." American Journal of 
Orthopsychiatry. 7:4^3-433, October, 1^37*

^Pauline G. Vorhaus, "Non-Reading as an Expression 
of Resistance." Rorschach Research Exchange. 10:60-69. 
June, 1 9 4 6 . ---------------- -

■^C. T. Gray, "Reading Ability and Personality 
Development," Educational Forum. 4:133-133, January, 1940.

•l1L. D. Crow and Alice Crow. Mental Hygiene in School and Home Life (New York: Mc'Graw-Rill Book Company,
1942), p. 33*
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admits that emotion is part of the total complex in 
these (remedial) cases* . . • It is often difficult to tell which comes first, the failure or the emotional breakdown. Some children fail to learn because they are emotionally unstable: othersbecome,emotionally unstable because they fail tolearn*12

Garter and McGinnis^ also point out that psy
chologists have shown repeatedly that reading failure may 
result in emotional conflict and, conversely, that emotional 
upsets can, and often do, result in reading disability.

In 1933 Tinker observed, "It is well recognized
that emotional instability is frequently associated with
marked reading disability. "I**-

15Marion Monroe, discussing the diagnosis and treat
ment of reading disabilities, reported that in almost every 
case of reading disability emotional reactions to reading 
are observed.

■^Grace m . Fernald, Remedial Techniques in Basic 
School Subjects (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company.
1041), p. 7.

l^Homer L. J. Carter and Dorothy J. McGinnis, Learning To Read (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company,
1953), p.

l^Miles A. Tinker, "Diagnostic and Remedial Reading
II." Elementary School Journal. 33:346-357, January, 1933.

l^Marion Monroe, "Diagnosis and Treatment of Reading 
Disabilities," Educational Diagnosisf Thirty-fourth Yearbook of the National’̂ Society"~for~tKe Study of Education (Bloomington, Illinois: Public School Publishing Company,
1935), p. 214.
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In an article describing a special clinical ori

entation procedure implemented among New Orleans public 
school teachers, Font stated that one major reason for 
undertaking the project was that the Tulane Psychiatric 
Clinic could not provide for the "increasing number of 
children whose behavior problems centered around an un
recognized reading disability*"1^

Discussing the psychodynamic aspects of reading 
disability, Sylvester and Kunst expressed the theory that 
a reading defect is a simple aspect of a more comprehensive 
disturbance in the psychobiological functions of an indi
vidual. Furthermore, they stated that "when tutoring 
succeeds, it does so because the tutor fulfills a funda
mental emotional need."1?

Stulken1^ reported that twenty per cent of the 
maladjusted boys entering a special school in Chicago were 
retarded severely in reading. Ninety per cent were retarded

s

^■^Marion McK. Font, "Orientation in Clinical Approach Through Remedial Reading Instruction," American Journal of 
Orthopsychiatry. 12:324-334, April, 1942.

^Emmy Sylvester and Mary S. Kunst, "Psychodynamic Aspects of the Reading Problem," American Journal of 
Orthopsychiatry. 13:69-76, January, 1943•

^Edward H. Stulken, "Retardation in Reading and 
the Problem Bov in School." Elementary English Review.
14:179*132, May, 1937.  —  “
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one or more years below their chronological age. Sixty-six 
per cent were retarded one or more years below their mental 
age,

19A study of orphanage children by Lantz and Liebes 
disclosed that twenty-eight of the thirty-three boys who 
were considered retarded in reading had emotional mal
adjustments* Twenty-two of them had these emotional
problems on entering the orphanage*

20 21Blanchard, 9 in two of the early discussions of 
reading retardation and maladjustment, asserted that unless 
adequate and socially acceptable compensations for the 
feeling of inferiority (caused by failure to learn to 
read) are developed, personality and behavior deviations 
are apt to arise* She used five case studies to show that 
a child*s attitudes, if negative, may cause disability in 
school subjects.

Commenting on types of reading disabilities,
Hardwick wrote, "’Whenever an otherwise normal child shows

“̂ Beatrice Lantz and Genevieve B. Liebes, "A 
Follow-Up Study of Non-Readera" Journal of Educational 
Research. 36:604-626, April, 1943 •

^Phyllis Blanchard, "Reading Disabilities in Relation to Maladjustment." Mental Hygiene. 12:772-788. 
October, 1928* '

21________ "Attitudes and Educational Disabilities,”
Mental Hygiene. 13:550-563. July, 1929*



14
a specific disability, we may safely assume that the
problem has an emotional aspect which must be reckoned

22with in some fashion,n
Karlan,2  ̂in a study of failure of secondary school 

pupils with high I, Q.*s, showed a close relationship 
between this failure and emotional difficulties. Wolf^ 
also reported that in a study of two groups of girls of 
equal intelligence but markedly different achievement 
levels the non-achieving girls had a larger number of 
personality traits that were indicative of poor emotional 
adjustment.

"The first consideration [jin tutoring a child in
-i 25readingj must be the child’s attitude,” wrote Ridenour. 

"If he does not want to read," she continued, "then the 
problem becomes, not teaching him to read, but understand
ing his resistance to reading and getting him to want to 
read."

22Rose Hardwick, "Types of Reading Disability," 
Childhood Education. 8:423-427, April, 1932.

23Samuel C. Karlan, "Failure in Secondary School as a Mental Hygiene Problem." Mental Hygiene. 18:611-620, 
October, 1934. “

2^Jean Wolf, "A Comparative Study of Two Groups of Girls of Relatively Equal Intelligence but Differing Markedly in Achievement," Journal of Applied Psychology. 
21:304-310, June, 1937. *

25fjina Ridenour, "The Treatment of Reading Dis
ability," Mental Hygiene. 19:3^7-397, July, 1935.
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In discussing treatment techniques for reading 

disability as one type of retardation, Ackerman and 
Menninger asserted, "Children with ’seemingly arrested’ 
learning ability exhibited personality deviation with 
extraordinary frequency* This indicates that the ’whole 
child* and not the retardation must be treated*”

Witty and Kopel2? reported that 50 per cent of the 
cases of reading retardation referred to the Psycho- 
Educational Clinic at Northwestern University were charac
terized by so many fears and anxieties that no program of 
re-education could possibly succeed which did not aim to
re-establish self-confidence and remove anxiety.

oftRobinson,in a study designed to find out why 
pupils fail in reading, discovered that significant 
emotional problems were present in 41 per cent of the 
retarded readers studied. This figure, she explained, is 
low in comparison with other studies because of the 
rigorous definition of emotional maladjustment used. How
ever, emotional or personality maladjustments were considered

2% .  W. Ackerman and C. F. Menninger, "Treatment Techniques for Mental Retardation in a School for Person
ality Disorders in Children,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry. 6;294-312, April, 1936.

2?Paul Witty and David Kopel, Reading and the 
Educative Process (Boston: Ginn and Company,”1^3^77 P* 231.

2%elen M. Robinson. Why Pupils Fail in Reading 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Tress," 1^4677 P* 225*



as cause, effect and concomitant of reading disability in 
this study.

In a discussion of the clinical approach to reading 
disability, Stauffer recommended:

At all times it is the whole child that must be 
understood, but more thoroughly so when normal adjustment and development are being disrupted. Therefore, 
since reading is one facet of language, which in turn is one aspect of personality representing dynamic 
unity of an individual, it is the personality of the disabled reader that calls for rehabilitation.

A recent study of the relationship between emotional 
adjustment and reading retardation by Bouise^O showed a 
majority of poor readers in the seventh-grade population 
studied to be maladjusted both at home and at school.
Poor readers were found to be less secure in all situations 
studied. The compared group of good readers in this study 
not only exhibited fewer maladjustment symptoms but their 
symptoms were not as severe as those found in the retarded 
readers•

Much of the research in reading disability and 
personality has been directed toward finding definite traits 
or patterns which the retarded reader seems to have.

i

29Russell G. Stauffer, "A Clinical Approach to Personality and the Disabled Reader,” Education. 67:427-435, 
March, 1947*

■^°Louise Bouise, "Emotional and Personality Problems of a Group of Retarded Readers,” Elementary English, 
32:544-548, December, 1955*
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31McCallister, in a study of seventh • and eighth - 

grade retarded readers, reported that the following 
personality traits were associated with reading retar
dation: dreamy meditative disposition, nervous excitable
temperament, extreme timidity, impetuousness, and in
difference*

Although she reported no statistically significant
relationships between gross scores of personality adjust-

32ment and reading, Ladd listed the following specific 
conditions and traits which appeared to be associated with 
good reading ability: favorable school attitudes, high
"self control" score on an inventory, amount of time spent 
reading for pleasure, tendency to feel happy, and high 
teacher ratings on self-confidence, persistence, and 
concentration of attention*

Tulchin stated, "The failure to learn to read 
may • • • depend primarily upon emotional factors."^3

^James M. McCallister, "Character and Cause of Retardation in Reading Among the Pupils of the Seventh and 
Eighth Grades,” Elementary School Journal. 31:35-43, 
September, 1930*

■^Margaret R. Ladd, The Relation of Social. Economic and Personal Characteristics to Reading ~Sbiiityr~*Teachers 
College Contributions to Education, No* 5^2 (Efew York: 
Bureau of Publications, Teachers College, Columbia Uni
versity, 1933), p. S3.

^Simon H. Tulchin, "Emotional Factors in Reading Disabilities In School Children," Journal of Educational 
Psychology. 26:443-454, September, 1935•



IS
Some of these factors were general instability, flighty 
attention, resistance to authority, feelings of inadequacy, 
infantile behavior, sibling rivalry, and oversensitiveness 
to criticism.

Reporting on an investigation of prediction of 
reading problems prior to school entrance, Castner-^ listed 
instability, excitableness, and poor attention as personality 
traits having high prediction value. The identification of 
traits which would predict reading difficulty before the 
first grade was described by him as one of the greatest 
educational needs.

Blanehard contended, "Certain common psychogenic 
factors evident in more or less degree in all (these) 
cases of reading disability, present at least superficial 
similarities to those which enter into the formation of 
neurotic symptoms." These factors were: "anxiety and
guilt over hostility and the sadistic phantasies in which 
this factor found expression."^5 ghe warned, however, 
that there was no one psychogenic cause of reading dis
ability.

M. Gastner, "Prediction of Reading Disability 
Prior to First Grade Entrance," American Journal of Ortho
psychiatry. 5:375-3#7, October, 1935.

35phyllis Blanchard, "Psychogenic Factors in Some Cases of Reading Disability," American Journal of Ortho
psychiatry. 5:3ol-374, October, 1935•
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Later Blanchard^ reiterated her statement that 

reading disability was not caused by any single personality 
difficulty but rather that it was usually related to a 
pattern of fears, illnesses without physical basis, infan
tile regression, and the like.

Gates reported some "unfortunate adjustments” he 
found in one hundred randomly selected retarded readers. 
These were:

(1) Nervous tensions and habits such as stuttering, 
nail biting, restlessness, insomnia and psycho- 
pathological illnesses,

(2) Defensive, defiant and sullen behavior,
(3) Withdrawal and truancy,
(4) Mischief, thefts, destructiveness, cruelty and bullying,
(5) Mind-wandering and day-dreaming,
(6) Extreme self-consciousness and inferiority 

feelings,
(7) Submissive adjustments such as inattentiveness, 

indifference and apparent laziness.

"Heading Disabilities in .Relationship 
to Difficulties of Personality and Emotional Development," 
Mental Hygiene. 20:3&4-413, July, 1936,

^Arthur I, Gates, "Failure in Reading and Social Maladjustment," Journal of the National Education Association. 25:20^-206,“October, 1936.


