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Influence of Topicc Interest

and White Children'

on Black Children

,Reading Comprehension

lack children's reading achievement test. perfo

found to be lower than white children's performance

ance is typically(

Furthermore the

performance discrepancy increases as children grew older ( Coleman'

et al. 1966 Singer Gerard, & Redfearn, 197). .By the ixth-

grade level, black children have been found, to score about a year and a:

half two years behind white children. Research attempting to under=

stand this phenpmehoin has generally focused on cognitive skills-such as

language ability or decoding ability. However, ir'i's clear that other

factors contribute to black' children's lower test per ance: r.

example, Zigler,, , Abelson, and Seitz (1973) have found hat-ecopomica ly

disadv'entag 'black'chiidren's test performance is particularly infeuenced

by familiarity with the test situation and prior opportunity to int ct

with the tester.

One potentially relevant variable that has received little research

attention is the interest level of the topics children are given to rear

Content analyses of school reading materipl suggests that much of

would be of low Interese, to children (Zimet, 1972). There is also i

pressionistic evidence that black children's reading performance is

facilitated by high-interest material (*leis, 570. Ho,,,2ver, no formal

studies have bean` made of black children's perfOrmance ow'read ng material

which is uniquely matched td each child's high- and low-interest areas.
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Children's `Compreh n_i n

The extent to which material. is interesting to children likely has

ational and cognitive implications. First, xhil-dren may attend

efully or work harder at comprehending a pasTage which is appeal

$6,tdInd,' children may have more, adequate voscabulary and mo

d ffewen iated schemata with respect to topics that th

1.11k, These p, ocesses Could lead children to performLbet

= low-interest material

The ajor purpose of the present research

children comprehend more of high- than low-inte

the gap in t&erforTance between black and white

bo

more

or

are interested

high- than

hild

interest material. The basic research strategy (Ache

was to assess each child's interest Is
and then to gn read' material

which unigu, ly corresponded to each child's high- and lo -intere

Measures of children's comprehension and enjoyment of the ter I were

then obtained.

4\e' would have been desirable, in the present study, to class'

nether black

r`ial and whether

nor rows on high-

Markel], 1974)

y

chnOren by social class as well as race2 However, social class info

,motion about individual ohi.i.d en was rent. bvailable

differences, were minimized somewhat by choosing schools within integrated

neighborhoods rather than schools where integration_ was aeh, leved primarily

Social class

by busing, and by sampling an equal number of white and black children

from each- classroom. Stii4-1, given the social class distribution in the

city when
%. U_

the study was conducted, black and white chiLdren probably

differedin their Cverag tYlass level Rdrformence`4 ferenees'

een white and blagk'children should be understood in thT-- context.
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In additlIon to studying reading comprehension, the present study

compared black and white children's-inter-ea and boys' and girls' interests.

Previous analyses of children's interezt ratings of the photographic slideS

4s

indicates that boys' and girls'

one another, that boys' interests are strongly correlated with masculine

sex-typing, and that girls' interests are moderately correlated with femi-

nine sex-typing (Markel] & Asher, Note 1). It is expected that black and

white children will show the ame pattern of relationship between interest-

interests are essentially independent of

4nd.se -7typing. Furthermore it is expected that the correlation of blacks''

interests -d whites' inte s within sex will be far stronger than the

correlation of boys' and, 'interests within race. This prediction is

based on ,the; assumption th children.of the same sex, regardless of .race,

have more. similar sociali2ati histories with respect to interests than

childt0 the opposite sex-but the ,'same race.

(.1

Subjects

Method

The udy was conducted in a medium- sized midwestern city. Fi th-

grade chi.ldren were selected to pa ate because white and black

cbildron7s reading sores typically di ffr corns iderabiy at this grade

level, Ch ldren were from seven claw° h _e different schools.

In each classroom all of the black children were selected and an eqyal

number of 'white children, matched f sex, were andomly sampled. This

procedure resulted

fem751es,

total- ofr 66 'children, 1 e females, 19 black

white males, and 14 black males.
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Achievement test data from the chool-administered Scholastic Testing

Service Educational Develop ent'Series reading achievement test were =avail=

able for 62 of the 66 children. A Race x Sex analysis of variance oh the

scores indicated that boys and girls had-similar scores, ,5). = < 1, but

that blacks and whites had s gnificantlY different scores, F(1 58) = 10:79,

.01. Race and sex did not significantly interact

grade equivalent scores provide an estimate of the m6gnitude of the differ-

ence between whites and blacks. White children had an average grade equiv-
,.

F (1,58) <_1. The

aient scdre of'four years, eight months on e standardized test. Black

children had an average grade equivalent score of three years, four months

on the standardized test. Thus, the sample shows the pattern of Levier

reading achievement among bLack children typically found on standardized

test

erials

The materials we = those used by Asher and Markel] (1974
1 ,

Twenty-

five -color slides were used to assess children's interests. Each photo-
j.

graphic slide represented a single topic and,the topics covered q wide

range of interest areas. The topics are,listed in Table 3 in the randomly. :

selected'order in.which they were presented to children. Twen y-five

,Passages from the Britannica Junior Encyclopedia (1970) were used in

reading comprehension phase of the experiment. This source was originaliy,

selected because it provides a Wide range of topics in a more consistent

style than would be obtained frOm diverse sources, The passages corre-

sponded in topic to the 25 slides. Each passage was trbrisf rmed into a
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ten-item cloze pa (Taylor, 1953) by deleting the. tenth word and every.

fifth word -thereafter- An entire sentence followed-the last deletion.

E ch-del:eti-bn was replaced, 20-space line on which children could

print .. their eplaceMents. The clone prt:cedure was used as a measure of

is reliable, correlates highly withreading comprehension because it

standardized reading achievement test scores (Bormuth, 1967, 1968; Ran in

& Culhane, 1969), and provides objective and repliable procedures for

creating test items on any sample of prose material.

Procedure

The interest ;t asessment and the reading comprehension task were

administered in two separate sessions two weeks apart. The children were

tested in their classrooms. Different experimenters administered the two

sessions-so that children would not perceive the connection between the

interest assessment and the reading activity. All children in the seven

classrooms participated even though the only data of interest were from

the sample of 33 black and 33 white children. Testing of all children was .

-done to avoid the potentially reactive effects of testing all of the -black

children but only some of-the whit- children in each class.

Interest assessment. Experimenter 1 told the children, "J'd like to

find out about what kids are interested in. I'm going to show you 25

slides. For each slide I'd like you to mark, on the sheet we'll give you,

how interesting the picture is to you. ,Who knows what 'interesting''

means?" After a fet

their comments by saying," "So, something is interesting when you like it

chi Idrem had responded,. Fxperimente, 1 summa r zed
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uld like _to `find out more about it." Experimenter 1 then handed eac
0

'child a form with my -five 1 =7 rating scales, and drew a 1-7 scale,on

the blackboard, At the low end of 'each scale were the wordS' 'not at all

interesting", and atthe high end were the words

nature and use of the rating scale were explained:,

fiery interesting.". the

If a picture is very inter=sting .to you= -if you like it very -

Want to know more about it-'mark a number at thismuch and

end -f the scale. (The experimenter pointed tothe Numbers

5, 6, and 7 of the scale.) If a picture is not at all inter-

esting to you"if you don't like it and wouldn't care to find

out more about I --mask a number at-the lowend of the scale.

(The experimenter pointed-to the Numbers 1, 2, and 3 of the

scale.) lf the picture i s yof. medium interest to you-- if

you like it but don.'t like it a lo--mark a number here.

(The experimenter pointed to Numbers 3, 4 and 5.)

an example for practice. If. I showed a picture of
--f

Lett' s

pile

vf dollar b i lls,. what number would you Choose? (The experi-

/ mente ,called on several studeht.) If I showed a picture

of a piece of dirt, what number would you choose? (The

experimenter again calle0 on several students.) So you can

see that -different people are interested in different Flings.
0

If anyone has any questions raise y_ r hand and try to

answer-them. (Experimenter 1 then presented the slides
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announcing the number of each one as it as projected;) Here's

Picture 1.., Here's Picture Number 2.. etc.,
4

The slides were presented at the rate of approkimately one ever 0

second- . When all had been rated; the children were asked

their names on their ra-ting sheets

Reading coporehensi n task. Two wee T the interest nt,

.Experimenter 2 gave each child six passages to read. Three of the papage

topic 'corresponded to a three highest ipterest ratings, and three.
-

to his or her three lowest interest ra-tings. When 'slides shared the third

highest ©t lowest rating,. topics were randomly selected from tho

. equal ratings. Eac.h of the six passages, appropriately titled i

e sharing

prilnary

type, upper -case letters :s mimeographed on 84 x 1,1 inch,paper,and'

closed in a size envelope. The envelopes were numbered frOm one to

six to skecify the order in which passages should be read. Half of tp

children within each:race and sex group, randomly SelecteT, read the

passages in a high-low-hi h-low-h gh-low interest *SeqU nce. The othe

,half of the children ibeacl them in a lotAithigh-lowhi61,, low-high interest

sequence. The particular positions of the three high- and three low-

interest passages within these two arrangements were randomly determine

In addition to these six envelopes, each child received'a seventh

envelope which c tai.ned six reading preference rating scales. Each

scale-required.children to indicate from one to.seven how much they

would Iike to q-ead more about a particul r topic they had just read.

This served to assess the validity of the picture rating technique
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boys and girl.s and for blacks and whites. if the- technique is valid then

childrep should prefer the. passages

pi ctures.

fol]

responding to their highly rated

Before the children were given the envelope%; Experimenter 2 gave the

rng in uct ions :,

am going.to show you a reeding game. Everimenter 2

gave each\child a sample. paragraph. This i paragraph with

some wowords riiissing. The idea is to read the paragraph and

decide what words are missing. Each Palagraph has .lO missing

Spaces: Take a minute to look at the paragriph. (The experi-

menter paused.), 6K. Now read the paragraph with alf of

the words in it. You follow along with me. (The experinenter

read the sample pargraph aloud, collected the sample pa-ra-

graph from each child and then gave each child

velopes.)

thQ tes

You now have seven envelopes. Six have paragraphs, in

them. Start with the first paragraph-and try to in the

missing words. When you are ,done with a para aph put

back in the envelope and put it aside on your sk. Then

you can go on to the second envelope; then the third, fours

fifth, and sixth. Once you put a paragraph in ,the
(i3

you can't go back. Do you have any duestion0

0K. Read each paragraph carefully and try tc fill in the

missing words. I can't, help you read any -of the words, but if
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you h ee.trouble spellingtrouble any words raise your hand and I

will help. Spelling doesn't count in this ga If you

dm hying trouble doh _ get stuck. Go on to the next part

Of graph or a new paragraph. You have 40 minutes

paragraphs. That should be p enty of time. Any

Whet you are done with the six paragraphs, open the

th It contains some questions about how

niiCD you want toj ad more' aboute Th of the topics. If

ycso_ world I i'ke to read more about circle one of the

high Lers. If you wouldn't like to read more about

Circle one of the low number You can circle one of the

numbers` in the middle' f, that how you eel. Got the idea?

Any gee _ion57 OK. You can begin.

hQhild was finished, Experimenter 2 collected the material

WbtrAiVely recorded the time The average time for completing the

y 19 minutes. Black and white'children' took similar amounts

2) and'girls took longer than boys, F(1,62) = 8.55,

The interaction of race and sex was not significant, F (1_62)

It i irnpor

Results

pictures provide both interesting and un-

in> restiry topics for each rice and sex group. For each child, the
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highest possible combined jog for his-artier three m _ interesting

pictures is 21. The lowest Pla sible combined rating for his or he -least

interesting picture is 3-

'highest rated pictures was

The average combi ned. rating on the three

0.8 f(jr- white males, 20.9 far white females

20.9 for black males, and 20.9 or.blac males, The differences are

small and nen- ignificant, F(3,62) = The average combined xe 6gs

on the three lowest rated pictures was 21.92 for white males, 3.84 for

white females, for black Nil and 4.05 for black females, These

dqfferenees, too,- nori- gnificant, F(3,62) 1. Thus, the pictures

provided very interesting hd verv'unintere ting topics for black and

white children and for; boys and girls.

Preference Ratings

The picture assesrent technIqUQ$ valid for both races and sexes,

should lead to the selection of top -)cs for children that they find,a0-

prooriately interesting lamihteresting, :Given three 1-7 rating seal

for high-interest material and three 1-7 scale

the reading preference scores

interest. Table 1 prsents.the data on children's .desire to read, more

about their high= and low-interest topics after having ma- all six pasSage.

nor low-interes-t material,

:ould range fron 3 to 21' for each level of

Insert Table 1 about here

A 2 x 2 x 2 (Race Sex x Interest) analysis variance on children's

post- reading preference ratings yielded rrc significant effects of race

F( 62 ) = < 1,. or sex, F(1,62)---. < 1. Thus blacks and whites, 'and boys and'
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girls, gave similar ratings overall: As expected there was a highly sgni

frcant effect of interest, F(1,L2) 102..34, p < .001. -Children strongly'

preferred the high-interest material. None of the two -way interactions

Race x Sex, F(1,62) m < 1, Race x Interest, f(1,62) < 1, or Sex x Interest;

F(1,62) were significant. There.was a significant three -way, Race

x Sex x I6terest interaction, F(1,62) = 5.62, p .05. This occurred

because the difference between children's high- and low-interest ratings

was smaller for white females and black males than for the other
,--- .

Still, all.Our groups showed considerable preference for the material

two groups.

ass6Frated with erest topics.

Glaze Scores

Children received doze scores based on the number of deleted words

correctly supplied. Responses were considered to be correct despite spell-

ing errors if the supplied word was clearly recognizable as the deleted

word. Given three high-interest and three low-interest passages and 10

deletions per passage,cloze scores could range from 0-30.

Table 2 presents data on children's doze performance. It can be

seen that black children and white children did better on high- than lc

interest material. A 2 x 7 x 2 (Sex x Race x Interest) analysis of

variance performed on'these data indicated a significant effect- of race,

F11,62)= 9.03, p .01, and a non significant effect of sex, f(1,62)

1 These data parallel the findings from the children's school-adminis-

tered achievement test. Whites attained higher scores than blacks, and

boys and girls did not diff-
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Of particula- concern are, possible effects of interest on children's

readi7ng comprehensv,on.-,-Ibe effect interest on doze performance was

significant, N1,62) = 12.98, p .01; children read better on high- than

low-interest material. =There were no significant interactions between

or sex andrace and sex, F(1,62) = < 1, race and interest, F(1,62)

interest, (1,62) = < 1, The three interaction of race, sex and inter

est was also na-significant, F(1,62) = 1. Thus, the effect of interest

was siMilar'across all four groups of children.

Insert Table, 2 about here

Child en"- Interests

An additional purpose of this experiment was to compare child en's

interests across race and across sex, d to examine the xtent to which

each group's interest ratings were sex-typed. As inJgaikell and Asher

'(Note 1) each -of the 25 pictures was given an interest score based on the

average rating that the Picture received from each group of children.

Table 3 presents'the average rating each picture obtained from black

males, black females, white males, and white females. For each group,

some pictures are highly rated, others are rated rather low, and most are

in the middle of the 7-point scale.

Insert Table 3 about here

Table 4 presents the,correlation of each group's interest ratings

with each other group. White maleS and black males-gave similar ratings,



r (2

Children's Comprehension

l4

.01, and white females and black females,gave similar

ratings, r(23) = ,46 'pL<.05. The correlation for white males and white

females was r(23) = ns, and the correlaticin for black males and

black females was = Thus, there was considerable simlldrity

-f interests among children of the same sex and different race, but little

similarity across sex within the same race.

Insert Table4 about here

The next set of analyses were performed .to assess the degree to

which each- group's interestiratings were related to traditional concepts

of masculinity and femininity. In order to correlate children's interests
e

wi hSetyping, an estimate was needed of the degree to which each of the

25 pictures is sex typed. Markell and'Asher (Note 1) had 30 fifth grade

students and 36 college studentS judge the pictures. Half of the students

rated the pictures on a 7 -point "not masculine" to "masCuline" scale and

half on a 7-point "not feminine" to "feminine" scale. Ratings were found

to be very highly correlated between male and female judges, and between

children and adult judges (the correlations ranged from r .87 to r

.98). Accordingly, ratings were averaged across all judges by Markell

and Asher to yield a single masculinity score and a single femininitty

score for each picture-. These scores were used here to assess the re-

lat Onship between the masculinity and femininity scores of each picture

and children's interest ratings of each picture.

Table 5 presents the relevant correlations. The interest ratings of

boys of both races were highly correlated, positively, ith masculine sex-
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.typing and moderately correlated, in a,negative direction, .with feminine

sex-typing. The interest ratings of' girl's of both races were moderately

correlated positively, with- feminine sex7typing.and n gatively correlated,

butnon-significantly, with masculine sextypin Thus, the pattern of

relationship bptween interest and sex-typing was quite similar for black

children and white children.

Insert Table 5 about here

Discussion

The effect of interest on reading comprehension was -giMilar for white

and black children. Both groups' performance was facilitated by being

given material with individually appealing topics. That black children

read better on high-interest material is encouraging light of the read-

ing material employed here. All passages were from the Britannica JuniOr

-Encyclopedia, a source which contains a rather dry expository style, has

many complex sentences, and uses many difficult and unfamiliar words.

indeed, it is difficult to conceive of a better representative of standard

dialect material. The effect -f interest in this experiment contrasts

with evidence that transformng reading passages into non- standard dialect

seems to have little influence on black children's reading comprehension

(Hall & Turner, 1974; Nolan, 1972).

Although black children did better on high- interest than low-interest

- passages, the performance difference between blacks and whites remained the

same. Black children enjoyed the high interest material as much as white

ILO
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ildren yet still comprehended it less. there are a variety of'reasons

why th,i might occur. Black children h ye had fewer. decoding skills,

lessloackground knowledge about the topics based on previous failure

in test situations, less confidence that making an effort would have much

pay off. Further research is needed to establish whether there are certain

conditions under which interesting material has stronger effects for blacks

than whites.

The present study also provided data concerning the effect of interest

on boys' and girls' performance. Asher and -Markel' (1974) found that boys

were st -ngly influenced by the interest level of the Material but that

girls were minimally affected. In the present study, however, girls as well

as boys achieved higher scores on high -'than low ;interest material. Further

research is needed to establish the conditions under which the interest

effect -is obtained for both sexes rather than for boys only. For now, it

appears that the effect of interest may be broader than originally found.

A second purpose of the present research was to compare children's

interests across race and sex and to examine the extent to which children's

interests were related to traditional sex-role standards. The data for boys

and girls replicated earlier findings (Marken & Asher, Note 1). First,

boys' picture ratings and girls' pictu ratings were not correlated with

one another. Second, boys' interests were highly correlated with mascu-

line sex - ,typing and negatively correlated with feminine sex-typing. Third,

girls' interests were moderately related to feminine sex - typing and only

somewhat negatively related to masculine sex-typing. , The general pattern,

then, is that boys' interests are quite sex -typed and girls' interests are

moderately sex - typed,
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The data with respect to race indicate aYconsiderb degree''ef overlap

in'interests among black and white children. ..Black males' and white males'

ales' and white females'interests were significantly correlated. Black'.

interests were also significantly -cor'related although the degrie

lationship was somewhat less. These results imply a considerable imilarity

of =oci`aliation.experiendes among children of the sense hex but of different

races. These data also have relevance to the design and se ,Wr1 of read-

ing material for black children. Recent attempts t'-'6 ,create materiais, for

black ,children may be overestimating the uniqueness of black childre

interests and-underestimating thd extent t- which black children have in

ests ih common with white peers o the same 50'
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See Asher"and Markel 1 1974) for a
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Folio inq Asher--Hymel and Wigf, in pres) an analysis was made in

Footnotes
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t-17
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-
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detailed discussion of these'points.

which children were also given credit fcbr p oducjng synonyms- of the- dorrect

response. This resulted in only slight in- eas in dh i ldreW,s- average

doze scores and did not alter any of tF * findings. Accordingly, the data

presented here are based on the more traditional exact replacement scoring

method.,

3
There were 14 males of eadh race and 19 females of each race. Given

the larger sample of females, the average picture ratings from females

could be more reliable. To check this all correlations presented here

were also cald lated-lbased on a random sample-of 14 black females and 14

white females. The resulting crrelatons were quite similar. Accordingly,

the data presented here are based on the ratings received from the ent

sample of 19 black females and 19 white females.



Table 1

Reading r_ erence

Childien's comprehension

Low-Interest Material

Grow

White

Male

Fenale

Blac

M 1

Female

Interest Level

High Low

16.71 9.21

1k. 79 10.26

14.79 10.36

17.11 10.11

22 _
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Table 2

Cloze Scores on High- and

Low-Interest Mater

.Interest Level

Group High 1.-ow

Whi te

Male 7.71 6.36_

Female 8.42 6.42

Black

Male

Female

5.21

5;47,

3.29,

1

Co' 5 prehension



Table

-Children Comprehension

e I terest Rating of Each Picture "by Each G

1

..1t air aft

Fri

6,. ride

7,

8, 0 s ee b I

- players

A31,,,itttrfites

10, marionettes

Me:priy

12. rInAr5
13. WIFighting

14. SOirlg

wd

16, Livin9 r'oom

17. MaP

oairiting

riAc cer5

Ca nee

NOth6r- child:

Insect

19,

20,

23..

2.4

24

White
Males

Black
Males.

White
Females

4.00 2.36 3.68

4.9'3 6.14 3.68

3.57 3.36 5.11

4.57 5.07 6.05

5.36 5.43 4.47

2.07. 4.57 4.3

4,71 3.43 4.68

6.21 5.50 3.58

4.21 4.00 5.42
9

4 ; 00 3.71 '4,42.

3.64 2.79

3.71 2.86 4.63

5.71. 5.21 -5 .05

5.50 5,.14 4.63

5.86 6.71 5.J6

3.57 4.07 3.63

2.93 2.32

5.00 4.00 4.00

5.29 4.64 5.42

6.00 6.00

5.57 3.21 5.11

5.00 9.07 2.1

2.,21 i.136 5.26

3.64 2.64 4.63,

;21 2.93 6,53

Black
Females

2.74-

3.79

5.26

'4_16

4.79

5.79

4.32

4.2

5.16

5.58

4.00

3.89

4.47

5.79

6,8

5.47

3.53

5.11

5.58

3.89

4.05

3.37

5.53

2.89

5.37

oN interest, 7 = hi t in erest.
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Table 4

Correlation'of Interest Ratings Betw n Groups

White Males

Black Maie,s

White Females

Black Females

** p one tail

27



Table 5

Children. Comprehension

Correlations Between Interest and Sex-Typing

Masculine
k- ping

Femi.nine

Sex-Typibg

Whi:te Males .81** -.65**

Black MaleS .57** -.43*

White Females . .38*

Black Females

.05, one tailed.

.01, one tailed.

2 '?
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