L 'DOCUMENT RESUME |
BD 090 531 o . cs 001 124

fQAﬂTHOR - Christopherson. Steven L.
~TITLE The Effect of Knowledge of Discourse Structures on

S Reading Recall,
"PUB DATE  Apr 74 |
NOTE . 10piy Paper presented at the Annual ueeting of the

Amrerican Rducation Research Association (Chicago,~
April 15-19, " 197#)

~ _EDRS PRICE MFP-$0, 75 HC-$1 50 PLUS POSTAGE

. DESCRIPTORS  College Students; *Bducational Research; nigh School
LAt ‘Students; *Memory: Reading; #*Reading Conprehension;‘

Reading Skills' *Recall (Psychological);

*sengntics

:;ABSTRACT i | 3 | | ’

o ‘The ﬁocus of this study vas on the effects which

;‘knowledge of senantid components may have on recall. It vas

. hypothesized that after an introduction to discourse structures

**inueaiate -recall would improve and recall vhich was délayed for one L
veok would improve. Thirty-four unpaid volunteers betvween the ages of

16 and 26 wvere recruited and. randoaly: assigned to an experiaﬂbtal andr sty

a control groupi Twenty-~three of the- ‘subjects were high school - ElaE

~-advanced placement students. Seven. sémantic categories veto: taught tO; =
each subject in the experinental group: agent, instrument, dlocation,

benetive, faotitive, and aessive, . Subjects then read gassages of - about;[‘ﬂe

: words. The results indicated that immediate recall scored for ;jwi

, ga A ‘vas insignificantly better for the experimental qroup uhen?

- compared with the untutored control group. One ueekfdelayed recall

si ﬁificantly favored the experimental group. The resglits vere ':;,
gn?idered inportant for psycholinguistic theory and for eduoation.,;:]&
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o High school and college subjects were intr oduced to seven semantio

role categories, such as Pagant," "paticnt " vd "instvument.” Knowiedge‘f
of these categories was expaected to aid the subJectq' nnderqtanding and

recall of textual information., Subjectq hOPO asked to read passages of

’ about 330 words. Immediate recall, scored for "5dea units" (uesentially
‘5_01auses). was insignificantly better (t - 0 8?4, P [ 0, 20) for the

_zverperimental group when bompared with an untutored oontrol group.~ One~f%

Qif‘week de)ayed reeall signifieantly favored tho axperimentulrgroupf*:b

The resultq wore considoved important for7E "”

syoh ingumstio theory and for ednnation:
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The offeot of knowledge of discourse structures on veading recall

Steven L, Christopherson

28-F Hasbrouck
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Traditionally, linguists have concentrated their research efforts

“in the area of syntax, using the sentenee as the largeet unit for

'linguietie analysis. Sinee the 1950'3. and espeoially sinee the mid~ R

: 1960'5. 1inguistio sentence analysis has inereasinely concerned itself 7 ’3'}

. y with semantioc roles and relationships (e.g. Fries, l952, PP, 173-201|} S

‘ Pike, 199& P 131; Pike, 196?, P 2h6f; Weinreich. 1966| Halliday, 19673
. ;“vChate, 19?0&, 1970b). The reel impetus fov tho study of semantic roles
i ;eame from Fillmere s (1968) oase grammar of sentences, in which h :
: f“identified sueh roles as agent, instrument, and locations Hore recently,

";the study of semantio relationships and ease grummar has expanded fron~;

oy "the realm ef sentenee analysis te the realm of prose analysis. Grimes

‘g.;jgi(19?2, pp. 1&6—166), for instenee, has identified eleven semAntic roles“

suoh ae agent, patiento experiencer, and instrumont. which are relevant



meaning of the sentence is more important to comprehension than are a
person’ 8 1Q, word knowledgo, or ‘word recognition skills (Simons, 1970).
~ It has been found that somantio rolos are important faotors in predicting
| recall (Anderson and Bower, 1971). recognition (Shafto, 19?3). and
comrrehension (Suci and Hemecher, 1972) of sentences in isolation. W:h

- Reswvarch using sontences in proee contexts has found thct sementic ‘
memory is much better than syntactic memory (Blount and Johnson, 1973;
Jarvella, 1971) Memory for syntax is poor (Paris and Carver, 1973),
except for the most recently heard sentences (Jarvella, 197). Within
30 minutes syntactic memory 1s only at a chance level, whereas semantic
momory 1s sti1l above the chanoo level after one week (Perfetti and

k Garson, 19?3). This semantic memory has been described es a construotivcr

or reconstructive process (Blount and Johnsoa. 19?3] M. Johnson, et alo,ﬁ,«»{vo

- , 19?3; raris end Carter, 19?3) An experiment which tosted the units :, o

' involved n ‘the comprehension of sentences in text found data which

fevored a senantio casengrammar interpretetion rather than a syntaotio c;]js

‘c*surfaceagrammar interpretntion of comprehension (Garrod and Trabasso.

: "973). -




consistent with an interprotation of moaning in terms of underlying
somantic relationships.

Although there is evidence for somantic components in prose learning,
reports of studles dealing specifically with case~llke units are rare,
Meyer (1971} ﬁeyer and McConkie, 1973) found that the recall 6f her
“idea units" was affoected by the logicél sﬁructuro of these units in
prose passages. It 1s significant that Méyer's "idea units" can be
assigned to role categories similar to those identifioa by Grimes (1972).

It is possible'that teaching role categories to readers could
improve vecall by inproving comprehénﬁion?g what the 1inguist has found
 useful for describing language, the reader méy f4ind useful for
uhderstanding language. Feaningfulness LS known to affect recall
 (R.“Johns6n, 1973y Miller and Selfridg 1950), so improving moaningfulness
- may 1mpf6ve feégli. Knowledge of semantic components may also hilp the [
" reader “éﬁﬁnk“ information across larger categories than clauses and . |
; senténcesi, Such chunking should decrease t?e wemory load (Miller, 1956)1
,it is easier to remember the principle agent in a passage than to.

remember the grammatica1 subject of each oentenoe in that passage.

',‘Comprehension has been eQuated with storod 1nformation (CarVer, 1973);

1 If readers were to laarn ro]e ca*egories, the category names
: j : A A Ass00l;




and;improvod gomprehension may result in botter recall (Carroll, 1972,
p; 71 Miller and Selfridge, 1950), In short, knonledge_of semantic
structures might,be expeoted to improve the meaningfulness or
comprehensibility of discourse and thus result in better recall,

The foous of the current study is on the effeots whioh knowledge of
semantic components wnay have on recall, It was hypothesized that after
an introduction to discourse structuress

1)’immodiate‘reca11 wovld improve, and

2) recall, vhich war deiayed for one week would improve,

A measure of delayed recall nas ir oluded Beeause it ﬁns’thOught tnat ;k
racency effects might mask the experimental results for immediete recsall,
Methods ‘
| Thirty-four ‘unpaid volunteers Wore recruited during summer session
at Cornell University and were randomly ass igned to. experimental end .
“eontrol groups, Twenty-three of the subjects vere- high sohool advanoed
plecement students., Ages ranged from 16-26.‘ Subjeots were run

i individually. | Fivo subjects (3 experimontal and 2 contro'l) did not

"’f::nreturn for delayed recall after one WOek.n~_vv_,~?*f:

: ze Five reading p‘fsages, adapted froﬂfSoientifio Ameriean, were . '”ifg~




&
directly affooted by the event). instrument (what was used to perform the
| evont), location (where ths event took place;, benotive (who or what
“benefited or suffered from*‘he event); faetltive (what wes the »utoome
of thu event), and 0ssive (what desorlptions and identifications were
given).~ Those oategories were 1ntreduced and illustrated to eaeh subject" |
in the experimental group nfter he read and reoalled the first passage.
The experimental subjects then read and recalled the seoond, third, and

fourth passages. after each reoall, the categories were again briefly

lillustratod with examples from the passage Jtst recalled. The oontrol

"group was not taught the semantio oategories| instead, eaeh oontrol
3 subjeot was asked to glanee over the passage after reoalling 1to These bzat"':
;>control subjeots were told that this “feedbaok" was intended to help

"them improve their reoall of subsequent passages.,

The fifth passages were then read by both groups but were not
~_reca11ed immediately. The experimental subjeots were not givan .

illustrations of semantio eategories fron the fifth passages, nér were

 the control subjeots asked to glance baok ovor the fifth passages. | m
ﬁe bsubjeete were told that this final passage was timed in order to see how .

't‘;their praotioe with the earlier passages hadha'fec'ed‘their:readlngﬁr

'i'iihf'ThOH they were asked for their ages and years 1n , hool and were asked



7

recalled. One fourih of the protocols were rescored after six months,
giving a reliabilily coefficient of 0,97, The initial recalls, which
- Were untutored for both the experimental and control groups, wore scored
4o judge the initial equivalency of the two groups, Tho initial mean
proportions were 0,311 for each of the groups,

Nonsignificant support (p i 0.20) for hypothosis 1 comes from a
t-test (t = 0,874, df = 32) comparing the last irmediate recalls (the
fourth passages) in the experimental and control groupss the wmean
proportions were equal to 0,47 and 0,407 respectively. Significant
support (p / 0,05) for hypothesis 2 comes from a t-test (t = 2,01,
df = 27) comparing the delayed recall of the ifth passagesy the mean |
proporiions for the experimental and econtrol groups were 0.219 and 0,137 | Yomra
respectively., As expected, immediate effects were not as strong as |
delayed effects, possibly because of masking by recency. |

Discussion
The results of the prosent study provide further ovidence for the
,’psychological validity of case-like semantic units. Suci and Hamacher

‘ f(1972)' using subjects who were untutored in role categories, found that“j"

.',role categories affeoted the upeed with whioh questions about sentence
nowns '”uld be answeredf it

Shafto. (1973),‘ also using klntutorod




s Semantic categories neod to be included in a discourse model not 0n1y

, Van Dijk. 1973)t but also because of their psychologieal importanoe. «u;";'.

8
oategories, with the apparent rosult being an improvement in comprehension
and’recall.

The theory that verbal momOry is reoonstructive and based on semantio

units (Blount and Johnson, 19734 James, 19733 Paris and Carter, 19?3) 1s
also supported by the current data. Introduoing subjects to semantio A
componenss of discourse may have helped foous the subjeots attention on L
the units which are important in reconstruotive memory. ,

The results also provide empirical snpport for theoretical models
of discourse. A disvourse grammar is important because it subsumss all

other grammars and FWOVides for tl‘ans--sentenoe relations (Sanders, 1970).‘,;‘.r“ .
because of thedr. linguistio importance (Gulstad, 1973, Hontgomery, 1972,

" The experimental results, espeoially if supported by furth(it

research. suggsst that students in reading programs and English oourses
may b9n0ait from uhe teaohing of discourse struetures. These first |
results are very encouraging beoause the t?eatment was not very strong,::‘i
i.e., subjects were barely introduced to d%scourse struotures.f Longer‘
or more inteneive tutoring night be expeoted to provide even olearer ,;

results.
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