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Teaching writing to young people can be a
difficult task. Teaching writing to young
people who are deficient in reading ang
listening skills is indeed a frustrating
task--and one that challenges hundreds of
teachers who work with youthful offend-
ers. Providing motivational activities
for functionally illiterate "troubled
youth" has been a major task of Project
READ during the past five years.

Funded by the Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention, Project READ
is a national literacy and arts program
for troubled youth. The purpose of the
project is to provide young people in the
juvenile justice system with the skills
they will need to become self-sufficient
in a literate society. Since its incep-
tion early in 1976, Project READ has
worked with close to 40,000 troubled youth
from 400 institutions, alternative
schools, and community-based programs in
50 states and the District of Columbia.
Nearly 600 teachers have participated in
teacher training workshops while more than
200,000 paperback books have been distrib-
uted to young people across the nation.

The results of testing well over 10,000
youthful offenders indicate that their
reading ability is not only far below
their grade level but also far below their
language potential. While the national
reading competence for this population has
risen from a third-grade level to almost a
sixth-grade level, most of these young
people lack the communication skills
necessary for survival in a literate
society. It is important, however, to
recognize that these data also indicate
that Project READ students can read,
but don't. Therefore a major task of
Project READ has been to provide a
highly motivating approach to teaching
functional literacy to reluctant, yet able
learners.
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The following are some activities that
motivate reluctant readers.

a. Use methods and techmniques
different from the approach(es)
used the first time around. For
example, a student who hated a
reading text in the primary grades
should not be taught via the basal
reader approach.

Permit students to make decisions
about the selection, quantity, and
difficulty of each learning task.

Focus on the strengths of
students, not on their weaknesses.

Moreover, teachers working with reluctant
learners must adopt a philosophy of
acceptance as well as a positive self-ful-
filling prophecy that all students can
improve. The activities designed to
improve functional literacy skills should
also be relevant to everyday tasks and
should employ techniques that build all
commmunication skills--speaking, listen-
ing, reading, and writing. Following are
a number of motivational activities used
successfully by Project READ to improve
functional literacy skills.

Non—~-Stop Reading

Each school participating in Project
READ receives hundreds of paperback books
to use during a daily thirty minute
non-stop reading period. These books are
grouped by interest categories, not
readability; and they represent situations
that teenage readers are concerned about--
such as sex, drugs, career, sports,
biographies, puzzles, and movie-T.V.
tie-ins. Best sellers are included as
well as reference books. During 1979 the




top books from a list of 800 included
these:

Grease

The Hobbit

Sarah T: Portrait of a Teenage
Alcoholic

Rock On

Our Bodies,

Coma

Webster's New School and Office
Dictionary

How to Prepare for the G.E.D.

Go Ask Alice

Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman

Guinness Book of World Records

Drugs: What They Are, How They
Look, What They Do

Ourselves

Non-stop reading gives students
teachers)

(and
a time to practice reading
during the school day and it stimulates
intellectual and emotional interests. The
importance of reading becomes apparent to
the most reluctant reader when teachers,
staff, administrators, janitors, and cooks
stop what they are doing and read with the
students each day. As a result of this
"practicing," students have tripled their
growth in reading as measured by standard-
ized tests. Students who previously
gained one year in reading for every two
years in school are now gaining one or two
years for each year in school. More
importantly, they are learning vicariously
through the books. As one student who
read Run, Shelley, Run stated: "If I had
read that book [before] I never would have
run."
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Functional Reading Packets

Teachers design their own learning materi-
als from labels, applications, telephone
books, menus, order forms, advertisements,
T.V. guides, newspapers, catalogs, and the
like. To provide for students at various
stages of skill development each packet
has activities at a factual, interpretive,
and problem solving level. Similarly,
students may respond to questions by
telling a friend, matching cards with
pictures, words, or phrases, or by
writing. A system of self-correction
built into each packet allows for immedi-
ate feedback.

HEY, DR. J, WHERE'D YOU GET THOSE MOVES?
g




Music Activities

Assuming that most young people enjoy
music, activities are designed using
music, which the students select, to
reinforce listening, reading, and/or
writing skills. For example, while listen-
ing to a song, students may be asked to
fill in the missing words on an accompany-
ing activity sheet. Likewise, they may
listen for synonyms or antonyms of key
words in the song; answer questions at the
literal or interpretive level of thinking;
listen for rhyming words; play a form of
Bingo while crossing out consonants,
blends, or digraphs; learn to categorize
elements in a song (places, people,
vegetables, etc.); or even discuss (or
write) their feelings about the message a
song conveys.
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Comic Strips

Using comics from the Sunday newspaper,
students can develop vocabulary by match-
ing a comic frame with a word, or develop
comprehension through a more complex
system. Teachers design packets contain-
ing one comic strip cut into frames.
Students may be asked to sequence the
frames; answer questions (orally or in
writing) that teachers have written on the
back of certain frames; develop captions
or dialogue for frames which have none;
and/or rewrite the dialogue.

I ALWAYS HAVE THAT FAKE
NOTE READY IN CASE 1 GET

CAUGHT —

® 1979 United Feature Syndicate, Inc.

Write what you think was in the real note.
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© 1979 United Feature Syndicate, Inc.
2. What is missing from this picture?

(L_THAT SHouLD BE"DEAR”.

© 1979 United Feature Syndicate, Inc.

1. Write a paragraph beginning with “Deer.” Then
write another beginning with “Dear.”




Warm-up Writing Exercises

In addition to writing for ten minutes a
day (see Daniel Fader's article, p. 53 ) in
a log to practice writing, students are
encouraged to write by providing them with
short, fast, fun activities such as this:

You have 20 seconds to make a list [of any

one idea].

things that breathe
things that reflect .
things that chill 5
things that har
things that hurt
things you do at

restaurant.’
things you could do

alist -
things you love .. -
things found in two’

"When the list is complete, write a
sentence using as many words as possible."”

Writing Name Poetry in Small Groups

Select one person's name and have students
each contribute one line to the poem by
starting their lines with the letters of
the person's first name.

L oving you
Is

S o much of
A reward.

Round Robin Paragraphs

One person writes a sentence (about any-
thing), then passes it on. Each subse-
quent writer adds something to expand the
idea.

Shape Poetry

Draw a figure such as a star, circle,
square, or abstract design on an 8-1/2 X
11 piece of paper. Have students write a
poem about the shape while writing around
the shape.

While all these ideas help motivate reluc-
tant learners, they also provide them with
skills necessary for survival in a liter-
ate society--skills necessary to complete
job applications; read leases, street and
road signs; use telephone books, read
newspapers, labels and directions on food
packages. Realizing that to be literate
is more than knowing how to read and
write, Project READ encourages the
development of other qualities in the
teaching and learning processes, such as
sensitivity, respect, confidence, self-
discipline, and self-appreciation. We
have learned that students read and write
best when they feel good. When a stu-
dent's creativity is encouraged, recog-
nized, and directed, learning becomes
fun, not frustration.

Janet Carsetti is Director of Project
READ, Inc., a national literacy and arts
program for troubled youth funded by the
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delingquency
Prevention. Project READ, Inc. is based
in Washington, D.C.
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