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Reading Clinics and the 
College Library 

ARE COLLEGE library staff members pre­
~ pared to realize that much of the 
reading done by undergraduates is slow, in­
accurate, and done without understanding? 

Probably the answer is yes. 
Do we believe that the diagnosis and 

treatment of reading difficulties is some­
thing which needs to be done at all grade 
levels? 

The answer is perhaps less readily given. 
Yet there is a steadily growing opinion that 
a ~ollege should provide a testing and 
remedial program for those of its students 
who have reading difficulties and should 
~lso offer developmental reading instruction 
for all of its students so that they have a 
growing intellectual grasp of the various 
fields studied.1 This guidance in reading 
is considered advisable for the average 
reader, even for the "good" r~ader, as 
much as for the retarded one, 2 and the coi­
lege library may well be an excellent place 
in which this guidance can take place~ 

The reasons advanced for the present 
state of ineffective reading in schools and 
colleges are numerous. It is said to be due 
to the prevailing educational philosophy of 
the schools3 or due to mass education and 
indiscriminate promotion from grade to 
grade.4 A single explanation will not serve 

1 Gray, William S. "Reading Difficulties in Col­
lege." Journal of Higher Education .7:356, October 
1936. 
~Kopel, David, and DeBoer, J. J. '.'Reading Prob­

lems of Pressing Importance." Revuw of Educa­
tional Research 13:77, April 1943. 

a Witty, Paul, and Kopel, David. Reading and the 
Educative Process. Boston, Ginn and Co., 1939, p. 
20

~Witty, Paul. "Practices in Corrective Reading in 
Colleges and Universities." School and Society 5.2: 
s 68, Nov. 30, 1940. 

all cases; the reasons one student is a poor 
-reader may account in no way for the poor 
reading of another student. · At all times, 
however, in trying to find reasons for read­
ing difficulties and effective means for their 
treatment it will be well to bear in mind 
that, in general, disabilities are constitu­
tional, intellectual, emotional, educational, 
or environ~ental.5 A student who cannot 
read may actually be fundame . inca­
pable of learning, may be sick, or may not be 
able to adjust e:ff,ectively to his home or to 
his school or to himsel£.6 .In most cases it 
will be found that there are several con­
tributing factors in the reading problem of 
one individual. In many cases some factors 
are more or l,ess psychological ;7 yet inap­
propriate methods of instruction, lack of 
stimulation in reading, poor vocabulary, or 
inadequate training in perception may all 
contribute to ineffective reading.8 

There would seem to be implications in 
all this for work at the college level. 
Remedial work in colleges has so far made 
very little progress. Many instructors are 
becoming more and more aware of the · 
great need for remedial work, aware also of 
the need for more time, more assistance, ~nd 
mqre nearly adequate facilities. 9 

There is widespread interest in making 
better · readers of college students-that is, 

li Monroe, Marion, and Backus, Bertie. Remedial 
Reading: A Monograph in Character Education. Bos­
ton, Houghton Mifflin and Co. 1937, p. 17. 

6 Gray, William S. "Trends in Remedial Work." 
'Elementary English Review .20:47, February 1943. 

7 Traxler, Arthur E. "The Nature and Use of Read­
ing Tests." Educational Records Bulletin, No. 34, 1941, 
p. 5-

8 Ibid. 
II Witty, Paul. Op. cit., p. 567. 
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readers who comprehend more, read faster, 
and assimilate more into the whole pattern 
of thei~ personality; there .is interest in 
knowing how many students may be ex­
pected to need help with reading; there is 
interest in testing for reading difficulty, in 
planning for correction of the difficulty, and 
in organizing such a program under the 
most appropriate and effective a·uspices on a 
college campus. 

Students Who Need Help 

Who needs help with reading? All re­
tarded pupqs can be helped, regardless of 
their mental age, except where subn~rmal 
intelligence exists.10 There is a sizable 
minority of students in almost any college 
who, with strong potential abilities, . fail 
because of some kind· of reading. disability. 

. Between IO and 20 per cent of the members 
of any en,tering freshman class have been 
found to be seriously deficient in reading.11 

In a study made at Minnesota, for instance, 
20 per cent of the university freshmen read 
less efficiently than the average eigh~h-grade 
pupil. This means that every year approxi­
mately six hundr·ed of the students entering 
the university run the risk of failure be­
cause of a read!,ng deficiency.12 At the 
University of Chicago "in the class of I930, 
and in that for I 93 I, serious reading dis­
abilities were discovered 'in IO to i2 per . 
c~nt of the cases .... Approximately 20 

per cent of the students made unsatisfac­
tory scores on one or more parts of the test 
battery."13 At Dartmouth in the class of 
I940 36 per cent of the class have a degree 
of ocular defectiveness large enough to 

10 Traxler, Arthur E. Op. cit., p. 40. 
11 Imus, Henry Alfred, Rothney, J. W. M., and 

Bear,. R. M. An Evaluation of Visual Factors in 
Read~ng. Hanover, N.H. , Dartmouth Eye Institute of 
the Dartmouth Medical School, 1938, p. 87. 

•12 Tn&gs, Frances Qralind. . Re.mediaJ Reading; the 
D~agnosu and Correchon of R eadmg D'fficulties at the 
College Level. Minneapolis, University of Minnesota 
Press, 1943, p. 18. 

18 ~ooker, Iv.an A. Measurement and Improvement 
of S tlent Readmg Among College Freshmen. Chicago, 
Ph.D. thesis, 1934, p. 78·79· 
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handicap them in pursuing their studies.14 

It can readily be seen that with such a 
large number of college students working 
under some degree of reading difficulty many 
are not profiting to the fullest extent from 
their college experience. Those members of 
the college faculty who are interested in the 
over-all development of the students may 
wish to spend some time and thought on 
working out a remedial read·ing program. 
The kind of program will depend upon 
many variables: institutional objectives, the 
seriousness of the difficulties, available facil­
ities, and the experience and education of 
the faculty. Ideally, the program might be 
organized so that the entire integrating 
process of college life would be more nearly 
assured' through constant and intensive con­
sultation with appropriately trained faculty 
members. Until the time comes, however, 
when such well-rounded planning is possi­
ble, each phase of training will have to be 
dealt with in its own small departmental 
or divisional way. 

Testing Reading Ability 

Rea?ing ability might well be tested as 
one of the numerous functions of an ideaily 
complete clinic. At present it is more like­
ly to be dealt with separately. A few year~ 
ago a survey of the facilities offered for 
remedial reading showed that of nearly 
seven hundred institutions from which in­
formation was requested a few more than 
one hundred offered varying degrees of 
training.15 Obviously then there is still 
much room for experimental and construc­
tive work. In some cases it may be difficult 
to start a remedial program because many 
people think that reading is something 
which should be learned in the elementary 
school. Once a serious program is started, 

14 Bear, Robert M. "Dartmouth Program for Diag­
nostic and Remedial Reading." Educational Record 
2'0:76, January 1939. · 

15 Charters, W. W. "Remedial Reading in College." 
!fJUrnal of Higher Education 12:117, March 1941. 
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. a major hazard to its success is likely to 
be too much emphasis on details.16 It is 
·necessary to remember that patterns of 
growth and · development are more impor· 
tant than specific minutiae.17 

Testing for Reading Difficulty 

Any program which deals with reading 
problems naturally begins with some kind 
of procedure to test ·the seriousness and 
type of the existing difficulties. There is 
at present no one good diagnostic reading 
test for the college level/8 so it is usually 
necessary to use a rather large battery of 
tests to disc~ver the various elements which 
need to be studied.19 It should be pointed 
out that a good testing program will have 
several parts to it. There should be, first 
of all, tests of the eye: for visual efficiency, 
clearness of image, refraction, astigmatism, 
and eye balance. In addition, it will be 
necessary to know the rate of reading for 
both silent and oral reading. Photograph­
ing eye movements to find t~e number of 
movements per line and the number of 
regressions ~ay be helpful in diagnosing 
reading difficulties. Some method of dis­
covering comprehension of what has been 
:r:ead will be necessary, and also some test 
of vocabulary. 

Planning for Correction 

Once the testing has ~een done the most 
important part of the remedial program 
still remains. How is reading to be im­
proved? What are the goals to be? Five 
objectives have been suggested as essential 
to the improvement of the reading process: 

16 Buswell, Guy T. How Adults Read. (Supple· 
mentary Educatioqal Monograph No. 45.) Chicago, 
University of Chicago, 1937, p. 143-44. 

11 Witty, Paul, and Kopel, David. Op. cit., p. 205. 
18 Dearborn, Walter F ., and Wilking, S. Vincent. 

"Improving the Reading of College Freshmen." School 
Review 49:672-73, Novembe·r 1941. 

~9 Mention of actual tests used will be found in 
several places in the literature of the field; for example, 
in Dearborn and Wilking, above; in Arthur E. Traxler, 
op. cit.; and in Paul Witty and David Kopel, op. cit., 
p. 340-48. 

(I) the elimination of vocalization in silent 
reading; ( 2) . an improved mastery of vo­
cabulary~ ( 3) a broadening of the span of 
recognition ; ( 4) an increase in the speed 
of recognition; ( 5) the development of a 
degree of regularity of procedure that 
would eliminate most of the regressive 
movements of the eyes.20 Other aspects of 
the improvement of reading ability ·are the 
ability to read in large units, the importance 
of thinking of the meaning rather than the 
words, and the desirability of adapting the 
technique of reading to the particular type 
of material and the purposes for which the 
material is being read.21 · 

Lest it be thought that the apparatus 
of remedial reading is the most essential 
part of the program or that the tests and 
corrective measures are important in them­
selves, it should be stressed that .the ap­
paratus used is only a means tp an end, 
that end being to emphasize the fact that 
reading consists in a process of fusing words 
into thought units, which should constitute 
the focus of attention. This can be attained 
by practice in discovering the author's point 
of view, by noting the central theme of 
the material read, by analyzing the author's 
organization of thought, by finding topic 
sentences, by selecting the most accurate 
of several statements of the thought of a 
passage, by answering factual questions 
regarding what is read, and by predicting 
the thought of a paragraph from reading 
the opening sentence. 22 

The actual manuals of methods used 
for remedial work will vary with the cir­
cumstances, but there are certain basic goals 
for any remedial program: the ability to 
organize material in the mind, increase 
reading speed, improve vocabulary, skim 

20 Buswell, Guy T. · Remedial Reading at the College 
and Ad1,lt Levels; an Experimental Study . (Su~ple­
mentary Educational Monograph No. so.) Chicago, Uni­
versity of Chicago, 1939, p. 8. 

21 Buswell, Guy T. How Adults Read, p. 131. 
22 Bear, Robert M . Op. cit., p. 84-85. 
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pages accurately, and benefit by associational 
reading. 23 There are so many human 
variables that it is clear that the most 
effective remedial work is done on an indi­
vidual ·rather than on a group basis. "It 
is virtually impossible · to find a group of 
subjects so nearly alike in the factors which 
were studied 'that they could be given 

' precisely: the same treatment at 'the same 
time."24 

Results of a Reading Program 

One may hear it said that programs for 
testing and improving the reading of col­
lege students are a fine thing. But what 
do they really do? Is it worth while to 
consider a remedial reading program? 
How much actual improvement do they 
e.ffect? What kind of a prediction can be 
made about the success of such a program? 
Are the results uniformly good? The 
evidence which can be used to apswer these 
and other equally vexing questions about 
reading problems points to the belief that, 
if the remedial program is carefully organ­
ized and supervised, there can be general 
improvement in sch9larship and reading 
ability.25 The improvement may not be 
great in many cases; sometimes it may not 
even be noticeable; but students at all levels 
of reading ability may be expected to benefit 
from a good training program. Intelligent 
pupils may make larger gains than others, 
and there will be significant differences be­
tween students as to the gains made,26 but 
it probably can be safely .predicted that the 
average reading rate of a group of students 
will be increased by more than 50 per 
cent.27 

23 Wilking, S. Vincent, and Webster, Robert G. A 
College Developmental Reading Mam1al. Boston, 
Houghton Mifflin and Co., 1943, p. v. 

24 Buswell, Guy T. Remedial Reading at the College 
and Ad1tlt L evels, p. 48-49. 

2~ Simpson, Robert Gilkey. "The Reading Labora· 
tory as a Service Unit in College." School and So. 
ciety 55 :623, May 30, 1942. . 

26 Guiler, W. S ., and Coleman, ]. H. "Reading a_t 
the College Level." Journal of the American Associa· 
tion of Collegiate Registrars 17:26-2 7, October 1941. 
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Reading rate may be expected to improve 
even when specific attention in training i~ 

not given . to this aspect of the subject,28 

and at the same tiJ;Tie comprehension will 
not suffer when rate is increased.29 Dis­
cussion of rate has been· summarized as 
follows: " (I) it is generally desirable to 
read as rapidly as can be done with under­
standing; ( 2) the rate of reading for many 
individuals is much bel~w the rate which 
might become their normal rate for read­
ing with understanding; ( 3) the reasons 
for slow rate may vary, but frequently the 
cause is one of the foll~wing: (a) a habit 
of vocalizing while reading silently, (b) 
a narrow span of recognition, (c) a slow 
perceptual reaction time, (d) mind-wander­
ing while reading; ( 4) increase in rate of 
reading may be expected if any or all of 
these factors (a to d) are improved ; ( 5) 
improvement of these factors may be ex­
pected in a remedial progr'am which can 
control the reading process with graduated 
in~reases in speed and which provides much 
reading experience under these controlled 
conditions."30 

Not only has it been indicated that im­
provement from a remedial program results, 
but it is safe to assume that the improve­
ment will be maintained for at least a 
year. It has been found that only oc­
casionally does a student fall back to a 
preremedial level.31 With roughly four 
hours a week of training- for a semester, 
the habit of better reading becomes fairly 
well fixed and is not easily lost even with 
the passage of time. 

Valuable and successful as reading clinics 

27 In Bond, Elden A. "The Yale-Harvard Freshmen 
Speed-Reading Experiment." School and S ociety 54 : 
10 7, Aug. 16, 1941, the statement is made that "At 
the beginning of the training period the students read 
with an average rate of about 2 15 words per minute. 
At the end of their training, the average rate had in· 
creased to 335 words per minute." 

2s Guiler, W. S., and Coleman, ]. H. Op. cit., p. 24. 
29 Bear, Robert M. Op. cit ., p. 8 6. 
so Buswell, Guy T . Remedial Reading at th e College 

and Adult Levels, p. 57-58. 
n Imus, Henry Alfred, Rothney, J. W. M., and Bear, 

R. M. Op. cit., p. 1 1 1. 
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anq remedial programs have been, a word 
of caution should be given. They have 
almost achieved the status of a fad, pe.rhaps 
even as much of a fad ·as mental tests were 
some twenty y~ars ago. .In the opinion 
of several people,32 the contribution made 
by the reading clinics will be somewhat 
analogous to that from the mental testing . 
movement-that which survives will have 
a small but significant effect upon educa­
tional procedures. 

The Library as Remedial Center 

Reading clinics have a place in the edu­
cational picture of colleges today, and it 
is the main purpose of this paper to suggest 
that it might be advisable for the college 
library to become the agency on the campus 
which is given the responsibility of organ­
izing, staffing, and carrying through a 
remedial reading program. This suggestion 
is made even in the light of recent opinion 
of public librarians that "there is very 
marked disapproval of any attempt to cope 
with the problem · oy reading disability."33 

The college of today-the liberal arts 
college-is not pri~arily a research institu­
tion or one devoting ' its primary energies 
to the professional training of teachers. For 
that reason any reading program which is 
organized will not have as fundamental 
purposes either the organization or dissemi­
nation of clinical information about reading, 
or the training of staff members to carry 
on the work in other institutions. It has 
frequently happened that the reading clinic 
has been developed at universities under the 
supervision of the department of education 
with three purposes in mind : ( 1 ) remedial 
work among the undergraduate and grad­
uate students. of the institution, (2) re­
search and publication in the field of read­
ing, ( 3) training of graduate stud~nts to 

assist in remedial plans and to start or 
administer programs. The .liberal arts col­
lege has no such three-fold purpose. It is, 
and should be, interested primarily in im­
proving . the reading of its own students. 
In planning to carry out this purpose, one 
of the first questions to be answered is: 
Who is to be responsible for the remedial 
program? The answer must be -given in 
terms of economy of operation, availability 
of n{aterial, education of staff, and the over­
all philos.ophy of the institution. .The col­
lege library is the agency which seems to 
satisfy many requirements. 
. The cost of a remedial program is con­
siderable under any circumstances. One 
survey reports the median cost of eighteen 
programs as over eight hundred dollars ;34 

another gives two thousand as the annua1 
budget in a large university.35 It would 
seem that these figures represent, if any­
thing, a low estimate. In almo·st any college 
a person trained for the work will have 
to be employed; equipment for testing will 
have to be purchased; batteries of tests will 
have to be bought; reading materials at 
various levels of difficulty will have to be 
provided ; and so_me assistance will have to 
be obtained to administer and correct tests 
and to help in supervising the ac~ual re­
medial work. From a financial standpoint 
the college library as supervisor would 
probably decrease costs to some extent be­
cause existing r'naterials might be more 
effectively used, thus reducing the cost of 
purchasing special new aids to instruction. 

A remedial program centered in the li­
brary would benefit materially from the 
experience of the library staff in making 
use of a variety of material already existing 
in the collection. The staff members know 
the means_ of buying appropriate new rna-

84 McCaul, R. L. "Cost of Remedial Programs in 
82 Ibid., p. 2. 18 Colleges." School and Society 51:362, Oct. 17, 
33 Edge, Sigrid A. "Preparation for Library Adult · 1942. 

Education." Library Quarterly 16:48, January 1946. 86 Triggs, Frances Oralind. Op. cit., p. 19. 
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terial and of finding new and 'unusual 
sources of good training literature. 

There are encouraging signs within the 
library profession that appropriately trained 
people may soon be ·available to assist in 
remedial reading programs. It is almost 
possible to describe a new philosophy of 
training and to note a new emphasis. There 
is. a growing interest in all o{ the problems 
relating to com~unication and reading. 
Consideration of the basic problems of 
reading is encouraged, and students are 
being urged to take work in the departments 
of education to study reading methods and 
remedial techniques. Thus it is not im­
possible to expect that by the time a re­
medial program is organized in a · college 
library, ·students from library schools will 
have been trained and will be the natural 
choices for positions in the program. Li­
brarians, well trained in remedial reading 
techniques, will make it even more ap­
propriate for the college library to supervise 
remedial work. 

At the time of the Charters survey36 in 
I 94 I most of the remedial reading work 
in colleges was carried on as part of a 
course, either in a special how-to-study 
course or in freshman English or in psy­
chology. Very often independent units 
were orgal)ized and were under 'the super­
vision of instructors in psychology, English, 
composition, or speech; under the supervi­
sion of members of the personnel division; 
or under the department of education. No 
record has been found in the literature of 
the subject concerning a remedial reading 
program organized in a college or university 
under the .library. The question may well 
be raised whether there is anything inherent 
in a remedial reading program which makes 
it impossible or inadvisable to have the 
library the supervising agency. Opinion 

86 Charters, W. W. Op. cit., p. uS. 
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has been expressed37 that, since the work 
consists of regular and systematic drills 
and checks, it should not be the function 
of the library, which does not have the time 
or the money for careful individual work 
and does not have the power to control 
enough of a borrower's time to undertake 
any systematic testing or corrective program. 
Some writers have felt that the work of the 
library should be primarily advisory. Y ~t, 
no department of a college has the time or 
the money unless it is given the job to do, 
and a department's ability to control the 
student's time is based on the particular 
task at hand and not on whether the work 
is done by the department. 

·The most valid basis for undertaking 
any new activity on a college campus is 
its. relation to the fundamental philosophy 
of the institution. The appropriateness 
of any one means of realizing that phi­
losophy most effectively must be considered. 
In these days a college education is being 
looked upon more and more as a potentially 
integrating exP,erience for the student. 
This is important and wise. The library \ 
has the opportunity of serving as a catalyst 
·to this integration and in no way more than 
in emphasizing whenever possible the im:. 
portance of communication, the dissemi­
na_tion of ideas, and the techniques for 
reading and assimilating print. 

Reading and assimilating are problems in 
all fields-the sciences, the humanities, the 
arts. Students working in one are as apt 
to need assistance as are those in another. 
The library represents physically and men­
tally a common meeting ground for all, 
and a reading clinic under its auspices 
would teach the student techniques of read­
ing, enlarge his understanding, and ad­
vance his integration. 

• 81 Lee, Helen M. "Relation of Remedial Reading to 
the Public Library." Library Journal 66:778, Sept. 
I 5, 1941• 
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