
that methods can be derived to sur 
mount the deficiencies of blindness. 
He has demonstrated that person-to- 
pcrson relationships and teacher-group 
relationships can be positive and suc 
cessful. His experiences should give

hope to those handicapped who can 
also demonstrate the ability to carry 
on teaching activities. Perhaps Bill has 
taught us something which will help 
us to improve and strengthen our own 
methods of teaching. '

DORIS YOUNG

Identifying and Utilizing
Children's Interests

What are new techniques for ascertaining children's interests? 
How can effective means be created for utilizing these interests? 
These challenging topics are treated in this article.

I
NTEREST is an essential factor for 
learning."

"If the children arc interested you 
will have no behavior problems."

"Develop the curriculum according 
to the interests of the group."

Statements like these have been pro 
posed for many years. That interest is 
an essential for learning is an accepted 
fact, but interests remain intangible 
factors in the process. Although much 
has been written about children's in 
terests, teachers continue to ask ques 
tions regarding the factor of interest 
in planning educative experiences for 
and with children. Is the teacher to 
take the list of units or topics from the 
curriculum bulletin and "make them 
interesting," or does he begin with the 
interests of the pupil? How can chil 
dren's interests be identified, and how

can the interests be used effectively?
A recent investigation of factors as 

sociated with the science interests of 
intermediate grade children revealed 
further evidence regarding this factor 
in learning. 1 Several techniques were 
used to identify the interests of 129 
children in grades four, five and six 
throughout one school year. Certain 
factors of growth and environment 
were analyzed to determine their re 
lationships to the development of the 
interests expressed by the children. A 
detailed study of the science inteiests 
of one class was reported as these in 
terests were utilized in developing the 
science curriculum.

1 Doris Young, "Factors Associated with the 
Science Interests of a Selected Group of Inter 
mediate Grade Children," (unpublished doctoral 
dissertation, Northwestern University, Evanston, 
Illinois, 1956.)
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Identifying Individual Interests

There has been a tendency to speak 
rather glibly of children's interests, but 
the problems of actually identifying 
them have often been minimized or 
ignored. The investigation revealed 
that a general interest inventory does 
not give sufficient evidence about a 
child's interest pattern. Such inven 
tories may include questions regarding 
the child's activities, collections, favor 
ite books, and preferred television pro 
grams and movies. However, observa 
tion records may reveal very different 
interests from those expressed by the 
child in responding to an inventory. 
For example, a boy may say he likes 
to play baseball because, as he per 
ceives his role in our culture, a ten 
year old boy should l ike to play base 
ball. Daily observation, parent con 
ferences, conversation with the child, 
creative writing, and art expression in 
a variety of media reveal much more 
accurately the activities in which a 
child actually participates. These, too, 
may not be his real interests. Limita 
tions of time, space and equipment 
may prevent expression of some in 
terests.

It was found that anecdotal records 
were important also in revealing factors 
related to the interest which might be 
expressed by the child. Perhaps in 
terests, per se, a rc merely superficial 
expressions of underlying basic needs 
for love, attention, belonging, and so 
forth. A child may feign enthusiasm 
for activities related to electricity be 
cause he desperately wants to belong 
to the small group working on a project 
in school and in Joe's basement after 
school. The teacher who is attempting 
to identify children's interests must

also note the interpersonal relation 
ships of individuals.

Cultural expectations may also be 
reflected in interests expressed by girls 
and boys. "Nice little girls" are not 
supposed to be interested, for example, 
in mechanical toys and chemistry sets. 
It was found that as girls became older 
they expressed greater dislike of such 
topics as aviation, energy and ma 
chines. Comments such as, "Oh, that's 
just for boys," reflected the idea that 
girls were not to be interested in such 
areas of science in our society. Teach 
ers who seek to utilize children's in 
terests need to encourage children to 
freely express their interests.

Some of these difficulties of ascer 
taining children's interests were over 
come by use of two "projective-type" 
instruments designed for the investi 
gation of science interests. One of the 
instruments consisted of film titles re 
lated to nine categories of science 
phenomena. As the child indicated 
degree of interest in the film it was pos 
sible to measure his interest in the 
various categories. In responding to 
the second instrument the child re 
vealed his interests by checking "won 
dering questions" he would like an 
swered. By scoring the instruments, 
the major interests of each child were 
easily determined. It was found that 
these instruments made it possible for 
children to express interests which 
were not verbalized in the general in 
ventories. For example, interest in 
human growth and development was 
seldom expressed in the inventories, 
but items related to this category were 
frequently underscored or given heavier 
markings to indicate the child was 
very interested in it. When ascertain
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ing children's interests it is also im 
portant to identify those topics in 
which the child is not interested. The 
use of such projective instruments en 
ables the teacher to identify the in 
terests of each child. Such instruments 
may be designed for other areas of the 
curriculum. However, no single tech 
nique is adequate in identifying the 
interests of each child. Inventories and 
observations provide important infor 
mation regarding children's interests.

Utilizing Children's Interests

Once the teacher has assessed the 
interests of each child in the class, he 
faces the problem of using these find 
ings effectively. The evidence col 
lected in the study cited indicates 
three ways interests may be utilized 
by the teacher.

It was found that children in grades 
four, five and six had an "abiding 
readiness for," or interest in, certain 
science phenomena throughout the 
year. The stability of interest in the 
universe, the earth, animals, human 
growth and the weather is significant 
in planning the science program for 
children in the middle grades. Al 
though these peaks of interest were 
evident at all age levels, there was a 
wide range of individual interests. The 
data indicate that the concept of a 
"group interest" is an educational fal 
lacy. In no class did more than one 
third of the children express the same 
major interest in science.

As teachers plan with children some 
have recognized that a vocal minority 
in the class may be unduly influencing 
the direction of the activities, yet they 
say, "The class was so interested!" How 
often have teachers waited until some

bright lad finally discovered what the 
teacher's interest was, and made the 
suggestion which the teacher happily 
seized and expanded into a long unit? 
If we consider the criteria of valid 
interest to be enthusiasm on the part 
of the children, continued attention, 
and work without further teacher stim 
ulation, it seems we should not be 
critical of such procedures when such 
valid interest develops. However, it 
is important that we honestly analyze 
the interacting forces within the class 
room environment as interests are 
identified and utilized.

The teacher must first provide op 
portunity for children to select areas 
of interest to them and guide them in 
working in sirlall groups to satisfy these 
stable interests. More attention must 
be given to a type of organization 
which allows children to pursue their 
interests. The attention of the entire 
class may be focused upon a common 
core as each small group reports its 
work. At this stage the teacher must 
diagnose needs of the class and pro 
vide further experiences which will 
clarify concepts and develop further 
understandings.

A second means of utilizing chil 
dren's interests is by providing oppor 
tunity for children to share their in 
terests with the group each day. Tape 
recordings and anecdotal recor4s of 
the activities of one fourth grade class 
included in the study revealed the im 
portance of the sharing period. .This 
period is frequently omitted from the 
intermediate grade program, but it was 
found that the contributions led to 
many "science teaching situations." 
For the purposes of the investigation, 
only contributions related to science
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were tabulated; in the 175 sharing 
periods during the year, 145 contribu 
tions related to science were recorded. 
These contributions included objects 
of interest, current news, and ques 
tions and comments concerning events 
in the environment. Numerous con 
tributions concerning social institu 
tions and political events were also 
made. An example of the way one 
child's contribution was utilized may 
indicate the role of the teacher in 
making this period more than a "show 
and tell time":

One boy presented a periscope as 
this recording was made.

STUART: I wrote to the address on the 
cereal box to get this thing I'm going to 
show. It came in pieces and I had to put 
it together. See, it's a periscope. I'll pass it 
around, but be careful. It was really hard 
to fix it so you could see.

TEACHER: Stuart, could you draw a dia 
gram to show how we are able to see with 
a periscope?

STUART: (Attempting a diagram) Well, 
I don't know   you look here, and you see 
here. The mirrors do something.

GARY: It's caused by light reflecting. Light 
goes in straight lines like this. When it hits 
the mirror here it bounces back.

CHRIS: Why doesn't it come back in the 
same place then?

TEACHER: Susan, will you bring the ball 
from the drawer? Now bounce the ball to 
Mike. ( Several bounce the ball at different 
angles.) Can anyone tell how this might 
be like the reflection of light?

Discussion of reflection continues 
and more sketches are made.

TEACHER: Who knows where a periscope 
might be useful?

Doris Young is consultant in elementary 
education, Fairview Schools, Skokie, Illi 
nois. She also acts as a helping teacher 
and teaches two sixth grade science classes.

MICKEY: They use them in submarines. 
It works like this. (He/drew a diagram show 
ing the submarine under water and pointed 
out how light was reflected.)

As children are encouraged to ask 
questions, to give demonstrations and 
to apply principles to other situations, 
the contribution may lead to stimula 
tion of interest and to further learn 
ing.

A third task of the teacher is to 
utilize the potential interest which 
appears to reside within each child as 
he interacts with his environment. The 
stimulation of interest has been con 
sidered a goal of the school, but there 
is little research to indicate successful 
means of achieving this goal.

Frequently the patents of the chil 
dren included in the study noted that 
school field trips had contributed to 
the development of interests of their 
children. The data indicate that chil 
dren who had opportunities to handle 
materials, to make experiments and to 
feel satisfaction in planning group 
work had higher interest scores in the 
categories of science phenomena in 
which such activities had been pro 
vided. The teacher may initiate cer 
tain activities which will extend in 
terests. An example of the experiences 
of a fourth grade class may illustrate 
this third responsibility of the teacher:

According to the instruments used in the 
fall to identify the interests of the children, 
there was very little interest in the category, 
plants. As the spring season progressed, a 
few children brought contributions which 
indicated some interest in growing things, 
but there was desultory interest on the part 
of most of the children in the group when 
these contributions were discussed in the 
sharing period. This appeared to be an ap 
propriate category for a test of the possibility 
of stimulating interest.
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The teacher planned a walk in the woods, 
a trip to the forest preserve, and showed 
several films. Teacher stimulation was neces 
sary for the first three days, but as oppor 
tunity was provided for experimenting with 
plants and for planning work, valid interest 
seemed to be present. It may be noted that 
some children remained uninterested in 
plants. Two boys who expressed continuous 
interest in chemistry were directed to a book 
about chemical gardening. They were soon 
finding satisfaction in growing plants with 
out soil. Three children who had expressed 
more interest in medicine were encouraged 
to find out about bacteria.

There was valid interest among the chil 
dren in the class for approximately three 
weeks. However, they continued to care for 
their plants and to bring in materials related 
to plants for several weeks after attention 
was focused upon other activities. In the 
evaluation period one boy remarked, "I 
didn't know you could do so much with 
plants!" When the instruments used to 
ascertain interests were administered later 
in the spring, the scores for the plant cate 
gory were found to be higher than they 
were in the fall.

Teachers may provide the initial 
impetus for experiences which will ex 
tend and stimulate interest in a sub 
stantial part of the group. However,

it is important to provide for individual 
interests within this framework.; If the 
experiences initiated by the teacher do 
not lead to enthusiasm, to attention, 
and to continuation of activity with 
out continued teacher stimulation it 
becomes necessary to redirect the work 
and to plan with the children for other 
activities. The teacher who is aware 
of each child's needs will be able to 
utilize expressed interests effectively. 

"The world is so full of a number 
of things" is perhaps truer today than 
ever before. Thus the problem of 
selection of educative experiences be 
comes increasingly complex. Chil 
dren's interests must be utilized ef 
fectively to select activities which will 
provide opportunity for them to learn 
as much as possible about the world 
in which they live. The subject of 
children's interests may seem to be old, 
but the challenge to create new tech 
niques of ascertaining them, to find 
more effective means of utilizing them, 
and to develop methods which will 
stimulate new interests, is as new as 
tomorrow. '

nee new ks!
"Why don't you use more halftones in Educational Leadership?"
Many times our readers raise this question and each time we register with 

the questioner an eager bid for new photographs to add to our depleted file.
Can you or someone in your school system furnish us with new gloasy prints? 

Any clear photographs of good teaching-learning situations, of school-com 
munity relations, etc., will be most welcome in our office. Please note on each 
print the credit line which should be used if the photograph is published, 
since we cannot offer pay for these photographs. Please send prints to:

Educational Leadership, 1201 16th Street, N.W., Washington 6, D. C.

December 1 955 165



 
 
 
Copyright © 1955 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




