COMPETENCY 1.0 KNOWLEDGE OF THE CHARACTERISTICS OF MIDDLE
GRADES STUDENTS AS RELATED TO THE TEACHING
AND LEARNING OF INTEGRATED LANGUAGE ARTS

Skill 1.1 Identify the characteristics of cognitive development of middle
grades students as they relate to the teaching of integrated
language arts.

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries’ studies by behaviorists and
developmental psychologists significantly affected the manner in which the
education community and parents approached the selection of literature for
children.

The cognitive development studies of Piaget, the epigenetic view of personality
development by Erik Erikson, the formulation of Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of
basic needs, and the social learning theory of behaviorists like Alfred Bandura
contributed to a greater understanding of child/adolescent development even as
these theorists contradicted each other’s findings. Though few educators today
totally subscribe to Piaget’s inflexible stages of mental development, his
principles of both qualitative and quantitative mental capacity, his generalizations
about the parallels between physical growth and thinking capacity, and his
support of the adolescent’s heightened moral perspective are still used as
measures by which to evaluate child/adolescent literature.

Piaget’s four stages of mental development:

. Sensimotor intelligence (birth to age two) deals with the pre-language
period of development. The child is most concerned with coordinating
movement and action. Words begin to represent people and things.

o Preoperational thought is the period spanning ages 2-12. It is broken into
several substages.

1. Preconceptual (2-4) phase—most behavior is based on
subjective judgment.

2. Intuitive (4-7) phase—children use language to verbalize their
experiences and mental processes.

. Concrete operations (7-11)—children begin to apply logic to concrete
objects and experiences. They can combine performance and reasoning
to solve problems.

o Formal operations (12-15)—adolescents begin to think beyond the
immediate and to theorize. They apply formal logic to interpreting abstract
constructions and to recognizing experiences that are contrary to fact.



Though Piaget presented these stages as progressing sequentially, a given child
might enter any period earlier or later than most children. Furthermore, a child
might perform at different levels in different situations. Thus, a fourteen-year-old
female might be able to function at the formal operations stage in a literature
class but function at a concrete operations level in mathematical concepts.

Piaget’s Theories Influence Literature

Most middle school students have reached the concrete-operations level. By this
time they have left behind their egocentrism and are experiencing a need to
understand the physical and social world around them. They become more
interested in ways to relate to other people. Their favorite stories become those
about real people rather than animals or fairy-tale characters. The conflicts in
their literature are internal as well as external. Books like Paula Fox’s The Stone-
Faced Boy, Betsy Byards’ The Midnight Fox, and Lois Lenski’s Strawberry Girl
deal with a child’s loneliness, confusion about identity or loyalty, and poverty.
Pre-adolescents are becoming more cognizant of and interested in the past,
resulting in a love of adventure stories about national heroes like Davy Crockett,
Daniel Boone, and Abe Lincoln and biographies/autobiographies of real-life
heroes, like Jackie Robinson and Cesar Chavez. At this level, children also
become interested in the future, thus their love of both fantasy (most medieval in
spirit) and science fiction.

The seven-to-eleven year olds also internalize moral values. They are concerned
with their sense of self and are willing to question rules and adult authority. In
books such as Beverly Cleary’s Henry Huggins and Mitch and Amy, the
protagonists are children pursuing their own desires with the same frustrations as
other children. When these books were written in the 1960s, returning a found
pet or overcoming a reading disability were common problems.

From twelve to fifteen, adolescents advance beyond the concrete-operations
level to begin developing communication skills that enable them to articulate
attitudes/opinions and exchange knowledge. They can distinguish , and contrast,
historical fiction from pure history and biography. They can identify the elements
of literature and their relationships within a specific story. As their thinking
becomes more complex, early adolescents become increasingly sensitive to
others’ emotions and reactions. They become better able to suspend their
disbelief and enter the world of literature, thus expanding their perceptions of the
real world.



In discussing the adolescent’s moral judgment, Piaget noted that after age
eleven, children stopped viewing actions as either “right” or “wrong.” The older
child considers both the intent and the behavior in its context. A younger child
would view an accidental destruction of property in terms of the amount of
damage The older child, by contrast, rises to a contextual and moral view,
forgiving accidental damage, even when it is greater in degree, and condemning
loss brought about by deliberate malice.

Kohlberg’s Theories of Moral Development

Expanding on Piaget’s thinking, Lawrence Kohlberg developed a hierarchy of
values. Though progressive, the stages of Kohlberg’s hierarchy are not clearly
aligned to chronological age. The six stages of development correlate to three
levels of moral judgment.

Level I. Moral values reside in external acts rather than in persons or
standards.

Stage 0. Premoral. No association of actions or needs with
sense of right or wrong.

Stage 1. Obedience and punishment orientation. Child defers to
adult authority. His actions are motivated by a desire to
stay out of trouble.

Stage 2. Right action/self-interest orientation. Performance of
right deeds results in needing satisfaction.

Level Il. Moral values reside in maintaining conventions of right behavior.

Stage 3. Good-person orientation. The child performs right
actions to receive approval from others, conforming to
the same standards.

Stage 4. Law-and-order orientation. Doing one’s duty and
showing respect for authority contributes to maintaining
social order.

Level lll. Moral values reside in principles separate in association from
the persons or agencies that enforce these principles.

Stage 5. Prior-rights-and-social-contract orientation. The rules of
society are accepted as correct but alterable. Privileges
and duties are derived from social contact. Obedience
to society’s rules protects the rights of self and others.



Stage 6. Conscience orientation. Ethical standards, such as
justice, equality, and respect for others, guide moral
conduct more than legal rules.

Though these stages represent a natural progression of values-to-actions
relationships, persons may regress to an earlier stage in certain situations. An
adolescent already operating at Stage 5 may regress to Stage 3 in a classroom
where consequences of non-conformity are met with disapproval or punishment.

An adult operating at Stage 6 may regress to Stage 4 when obligated by military
training or confronted with a conflict between self-preservation and the protection
of others.

Values clarification education based on Piaget’s and Kohlberg's theories imply
that development is inherent in human socialization. Becoming a decent person
is a natural result of human development.

Social Learning Theory

Much of traditional learning theory resulted from the work of early behaviorists
like B. F. Skinner and has been refined by modern theorists such as Albert
Bandura. Behaviorists believe that intellectual, and therefore behavioral,
development cannot be divided into specific stages. They believe that behavior is
the result of conditioning experiences, a continuum of rewards and punishments.
Environmental conditions are viewed as greater stimuli than inherent qualities.
Thus in social-learning theory the consequences of behavior—that is, the
rewards or punishments—are more significant in social development than are the
motivations for the behavior.

Bandura also proposed that a child learns vicariously through observing the
behavior of others whereas the developmental psychologists presumed that
children developed through the actual self-experience.

The Humanistic Theory of Development

No discussion of child development would be complete without a review of
Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, from basic physiological needs to the
need for self-actualization. The following list represents those needs from the
hierarchy that most affect children.

1. Need for physical well-being. In young children the provisions for shelter,
food, clothing, and protection by significant adults satisfy this need. In older
children, this satisfaction of physical comforts translates to a need for
material security and may manifest itself in struggles to overcome poverty and
maintain the integrity of home and family.



2. Need for love. The presumption is that every human being needs to love and
be loved. With young children this reciprocal need is directed at and received
from parents and other family members, pets, and friends. In older children
and adolescents this need for love forms the basis for romance and peer
acceptance.

3. Need to belong. Beyond the need for one-on-one relationships, a child needs
the security of being an accepted member of a group. Young children identify
with family, friends, and schoolmates.

They are concerned with having happy experiences and being accepted

by people they love and respect. Later, they associate with community,
country, and perhaps world groups. Adolescents become more aware of a
larger world order and thus develop concerns about issues facing society,
such as political or social unrest, wars, discrimination, and environmental
issues. They seek to establish themselves with groups who accept and share
their values. They become more team oriented.

4. Need to achieve competence. A human’s need to interact satisfactorily with
his environment begins with the infant’s exploration of his immediate
surroundings. Visual and tactile identification of objects and persons provides
confidence to perform further explorations. To become well adjusted, the child
must achieve competence to feel satisfaction. Physical and intellectual
achievements become measures of acceptance. Frustrations resulting from
physical or mental handicaps are viewed as hurtles to be overcome if
satisfaction is to be achieved. Older children view the courage to overcome
obstacles as part of the maturing process.

5. Need to know. Curiosity is the basis of intelligence. The need to learn is
persistent. To maintain intellectual security, children must be able to find
answers to their questions in order to stimulate further exploration of
information to satisfy that persistent curiosity.

6. Need for beauty and order. Aesthetic satisfaction is as important as the
need for factual information. Intellectual stimulation comes from satisfying
curiosity about the fine as well as the practical arts. Acceptance for one’s
accomplishments in dance, music, drawing, writing, or performing/
appreciating any of the arts leads to a sense of accomplishment and self-
actualization.

Theory of Psychosocial Development

Erik Erikson, a follower of Sigmund Freud, presented the theory that human
development consists of maturation through a series of psychosocial crises. The
struggle to resolve these crises helps a person achieve individuality as he learns
to function in society.



Maturation occurs as the individual moves through a progression of increasingly
complex stages. The movement from one stage to the next hinges on the
successful resolution of the conflicts encountered in each stage, and each of the
stages represents a step in identity formation.

Stage 1 (trust versus distrust), stage 2 (achieving autonomy), and stage 3
(developing initiative) relate to infants and young/middle children. Stages 4 and 5
relate to late childhood through adolescents.

Stage 4 - Becoming Industrious. Late childhood, according to Erikson, occurs
between seven and eleven. Having already mastered conflicts that helped them
to overcome mistrust of unfamiliar persons, places, and things; made them more
independent in caring for themselves and their possessions; and overcame their
sense of guilt at behavior that creates opposition with others, children are ready
to assert themselves in surmounting feelings of inferiority. Children at this stage
learn to master independent tasks as well as to work cooperatively with other
children. They increasingly measure their own competence by comparing
themselves to their peers.

Stage 5 - Establishing Identity. From age eleven through the teen years, a
person’s conflicts arise from his search for identity as an individual and a
member of society. Because internal demands for independence and peer
acceptance sometimes oppose external demands for conformity to rules and
standards, friction with family, school, and society in general occur during these
years. The adolescent must resolve issues such as the amount of control he will
concede to family and other rule-enforcing adults as he searches for other
acceptance models. In his quest for self-identity, he experiments with adult
behavior and attitudes. At the end of his teen years, he should have a well-
established sense of identity.

Theory of multiple intelligences

Howard Gardner’s research in the 1980s has been recently influential in helping
teachers understand that human beings process information differently and,
therefore, communicate their knowledge through different modes of operation.

It is important to present language and literature in visual, auditory, tactile, and
kinesthetic ways to allow every child to develop good skills through his own mode
of learning. Then the child himself must be allowed to perform through the
strength of his intelligence. The movement toward learning academies in the
practical and fine arts and in the sciences is a result of our growing
understanding of all aspects of child development.



Modern society’s role in child development

Despite their differences, there are many similarities in the theories of child
development. However, most of these theories were developed prior to the social
unrest of the 1970s. In industrialized western society, children are increasingly
excluded from the activities of work and play with adults, and education has
become their main occupation. This exclusion tends to prolong childhood and
adolescence and thus inhibit development as visualized by theorists.

For adolescents in America, this prolonging results in slower social and
intellectual maturation contrasted with increasing physical maturity. Adolescents
today deal with drugs, violence, communicable diseases, and a host of social
problems that were of minimal concern thirty years ago. Even pre-adolescent
children are dealing with poverty, disease, broken homes, abuse, and drugs.

Influence of Theories on Literature

All of these development theories and existing social conditions influence the
literature created and selected for and by child/adolescent readers.

Child/adolescent literature has always been to some degree didactic, whether
non-fiction or fiction. Until the twentieth century, “kiddie lit” was also morally
prescriptive. Written by adults who determined either what they believed children
needed or liked or what they should need or like, most books, stories, poems,
and essays dealt with experiences or issues that would make children into better
adults. The fables, fairy tales, and epics set the moral/social standards of their
times while entertaining the child in every reader/listener. These tales are still
popular because they have a universal appeal. Except for the rare exceptions
discussed earlier in this section, most books were written for literate adults.
Educated children found their pleasure in the literature that was available.

Benefits of research

One benefit of the child-development and learning-theory research is that they
provide guidelines for writers, publishers, and educators to follow in the creation,
marketing, and selection of good reading materials. MacMillan introduced
children’s literature as a separate publishing market in 1918. By the 1930s, most
major publishers had a children’s department. Though arguments have existed
throughout this century about quality versus quantity, there is no doubt that
children’s literature is a significant slice of the market pie.

Another influence is that children’s books are a reflection of both developmental
theories and social changes. Reading provides children with the opportunity to
become more aware of societal differences, to measure their behavior against
the behavior of realistic fictional characters or the subjects of biographies, to
become informed about events of the past and present that will affect their
futures, and to acquire a genuine appreciation of literature.



Furthermore, there is an obligation for adults to provide instruction and
entertainment that all children in our democratic society can use. As parents and
educators we have a further obligation to guide children in the selection of books
that are appropriate to their reading ability and interest levels. Of course, there is
a fine line between guidance and censorship. As with discipline, parents learn
that to make forbidden is to make more desirable. To publish a list of banned
books is to make them suddenly attractive.

Most children/adolescents left to their own selections will choose books on topics
that interest them and are written in language they can understand.

Skill 1.2 Identify the characteristics of social and emotional
development of middle grades students as they relate to the
teaching of integrated language arts.

Adolescent literature, because of the age range of readers, is extremely diverse.
Fiction for the middle group, usually ages ten/eleven to fourteen/fifteen, deals
with issues of coping with internal and external changes in their lives. Because
children’s writers in the twentieth century have produced increasingly realistic
fiction, adolescents can now find problems dealt with honestly in novels.

Teachers of middle/junior high school students see the greatest change in
interests and reading abilities. Fifth and sixth graders, included in elementary
grades in many schools, are viewed as older children while seventh and eighth
graders are preadolescent. Ninth graders, included sometimes as top dogs in
junior high school and sometimes as underlings in high school, definitely view
themselves as teenagers. Their literature choices will often be governed more by
interest than by ability, thus the wealth of high-interest, low-readability books that
have flooded the market in recent years. Tenth through twelfth graders will still
select high-interest books for pleasure reading but are also easily encouraged to
stretch their literature muscles by reading more classics.



Because of the rapid social changes, topics that once did not interest young
people until they reached their teens—suicide, gangs, homosexuality—are now
subjects of books for even younger readers. The plethora of high-interest books
reveals how desperately schools have failed to produce on-level readers and
how the market has adapted to that need. However, these high-interest books
are now readable for younger children whose reading levels are at or above
normal. No matter how tastefully written, some contents are inappropriate for
younger readers. The problem becomes not so much steering them toward
books that they have the reading ability to handle, but encouraging them toward
books whose content is appropriate to their levels of cognitive and social
development. A fifth-grader may be able to read V.C. Andrews’ Flowers in the
Attic but not possess the social/moral development to handle the deviant
behavior of the characters. At the same time, because of the complex changes
affecting adolescents, the teacher must be well versed in learning theory and
child development as well as competent to teach the subject matter of language
and literature.






