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Cultwrz! Screm==z ant “a==zirwgy Comprehension
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Abstracz

. . s M . . )
Twe exc=riments investigated the relatice hip betw=an =.' ‘ursl schemata

pas==r= that dealt with an instance of "‘»&&;‘Am‘diﬁg”” or -t amyieng the
diozesTEs, ‘a form of Verbal,.,.-ritu'al_\.insult. predomiwar: ly fo. d:in the
bolzck cpmmunity. Black subjects teﬁded soo; intergpet TY= pvassage as
besihg gbout verbal play, whereas white suxjects “endec o interpret..it
e being about physical aggression. Scores on thane-reve=ling dis-
.ambiguations and intr’usi-ons and oh an in¥=rence ppxbe tawi showe'dl‘a ,
‘osz relationship to‘tﬁe subjects' cultamrm] background. The eviden;e
nows tha't_ cultural schemata can influsemez:how wrose material is .
intzrpreted. The re‘sults'v»‘lvere di scuss=xditn ligmt of atrempts to make

exifrg-materials and standardized test 'tems Tree from cultural bias.
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Cultura Schemats and Reading Comrehension

Readers a,'cqui re m=smning from text by =re! —img words- and mentizces
Ly . -
against the backdrop cf their own personz awwledge of the woricd  Per-

sonal knpwﬁeéée, in turn, is cdhditiOned - igES, SeX, réce, religier,
nationality;:OCCUpation--in short, 5y ;‘:ETEE,‘S cuiture. This caper
contains aqféxp1oration’ofithe role of. c-itur schemata in reading |
comprehenifon.f In its*host general forr. ou~ -yvpothesis is that :-ulture
influence§ knowledge, beliefs, and values: anc: that knowledge, = iiefs,
and Yalués fnfluence cemprehension proce:ses. There has Beep-z airly
large amount of research ipvestigatiﬁgLTFErse:nnd of these linis; less’
reséaféh’haS-iﬁcluded the first.

A tradition of research which can-=e traced to -Bartlett (1332) has
assessed the:effect of beliefs on the learning and rememberiqgfof.infor-
mation in brief texts. !A recent example of research Sf this type is a
study by Read and Rossén (Note 1)-. They used a questionnaire to identify

-péople who were either strongly for or strongly against nuclear power.
Those ideﬁtifieq were asked to read a passége about a firé at a nuclear
‘power.statisn. The'kesuits‘on a multible choice test given.immedigtely |
P . : ]

. I . . /
after the passage showed little influence on beliefs. However, when the' :
{ : ’ .

teét(Wés delayed oﬁe or'twofweeks, peopﬁé tended to distort the passage/
o , . : ) [
;q a manner cohsistent wi th thgi;-beliefs. Subjects who ﬁavored'nucle7r.
/bowe('were able to reject antinqclear statements which had no basis jﬁ/
/;he passage, but they tended to accépt-spu}iods, proﬁﬁclear stgtementJ.

{




Cultural Schemata and Reading Comprehension

i N 3

SubJec:- who opposed nuclear power produced. the opposite pattern Occa-
S|onarh , studleslhave fa|led to find an |nfluence of beliefs on text
interpr=tation. However, findings_such as those of Read and Rosson

are typzcal, provided subjects read‘lifelike proselﬁn a normal manner
such thai/their beliefs are—actually engaged (cf. Shéppard, Note 2).

The ! Tink to culture can be established only in research that in-

I

‘cludes aubJPcts with d|fferent backgrounds. Anderson, Reynolds, Schallert,

and Gcetz (1977) completed an experiment that involved female music educa-
{
tion majors and male physucal education majors. They_read a passage that

" .could. be given elther a prison break or a wrestling interpretation,'”
and another passage that could be understood in terms of an evening of
card playing or an evenlng of play|ng by a woodwind quartet Scores on

a d)sambaguat:ng multlple choice test and theme reveallng d|samblguat|ons

I B
. and intrusions in free recall showed strlklng relat|onsh|ps to the

subJects background Physical education’ maJors ‘usually gave a wrestling

lnterpretataor to the wrestllng/prlson break passage and & card playing

i
i

Fnterpretatxon to the music/card passage, whereas the’ reverse was true of
ﬁhc mUSIC education majors. Most subjects gave each passage a distinct’

/
'|nterpretat|on,andamost reported belng unaware of an alternatlve whlle

o

l

{

/ reading.

l - By and large, replications of the Anderson et al. study have gotten~
the same results, except ‘that in subseqL:"t |nvestsgat|ons a larger per-

centage cf subJects have reported be|ng cognlzant while readlng of other

i
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tposslble interpretations of the.passaoes. In‘additlon;.siogren and
Tlmpson-(l979) fbund’that_both the sex of the subjects and their college
major are. related to“passage interpretation. ‘Pratt Xrane, and Kendall
(Note 3) demonstrated that when the passages are’ presented orall% the
|nterpretat|on is affected by the |ntonatlon pattern- Funally, Carey,
Harste, and Smith (1981) showed that the extrallnguustnc context in which.
reading takes place plays a role in the interpretation of the passages.
Steffensen, Joag-dey, and Anderson (1979) have teported what appears
to be the firmest empirical support for the hypothesis that cultural
knowledge and belief lnfluences what is comprehended from text. In re=
search of thls'type (Bartlett l932 K|ntsch & Greene, l978), SUbJeCtS -
normally read two passages, one conta|n|ng content familiar- because of
thé subJects culture, the other containing content that is not famlllar
The subjects usually recall more of the important propos|t|ons from the 5
story with.a familiar cultural frame than.the one with an unfamiliar
frame.  As Steffensen et al. point out, "The problem with ... . experiments
of this type is. that one cannot rule out the possibility that the foreign
'materjal is inherently.more-difflcult” (p. 3). Steffensen et al. used
two7groupsaof subjects, lndlans'(natlves'of India) and Americans."Each
gioup read two passages, one about a typical Amenican'weddlng and one
~about a typlcal India; wedding. Subjects read whatbfor them was theo

natlve passage more rapidly, recall-c a large" amount of lnformatlon

from the native passage, produccd more culturally appropriate elaborations

Cultural Schemata anz #z==xiing Comprehension
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of the native passage, and produced more: cul turally based distortions

hof the fdheign passage. Whether recalling the native or foreign passage,
subjects recal led more text elements rated as important by other subjects
"with the same cul tural heritage. These results show the pervasiye
influence of cultural schemata‘on comprehension and memory.

The researth on cultural schemata has implicatiohs for the education
of minoritr-children. Standardlzed tests, basal reading programs and
content area texts’ lean heaV|Iy on the conventlonal assumptlonmthat meanlng

)
is |nherent in the words and structure of a discourse. When prior knowl-
.edge is required, it is assumed to be‘anWIedge common to children from
every‘background. When new information is introduced? it is assumed
to be as accessiblé to one ch:ld'as the next. The question that naturally
arises is whether children from dlfferent subcultures can generally be
assUmed to bring to bear a common schema.

of course; it is one thing to show, as Steffensen, Joag-dev, and
Anderson did' that readers f rom diStinctly different national cultures
lnterpreted texts dlfferently, and,quite another to flnd the same
phenomenon among readers from different subcul tures within the same"
country. Ih the United States, there is a good deal of cultural overlap
amohg.blacks, whites,_HiSpanies, native Americans, Protestanta; Catholics,
anerews. Our'aatUratien by the Popufar'hass media.wou[dvseem to ensure

that ehildren from all groups are exposed to the sameleehcepts and ideas.

Yet di fferences among subcultures do exist. Minority children have had
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less opportunity to acquire the schemata of the majority cu ture because,
for the young, the most accessible schemata are those of parents and
peers. Moreover, children.often have difficd]ty interpreting events

\ . , 1
from perspectives not naturally their own (Pichert, 1979; Schantz, 1975).

12Thus, |t is not safe simply"- to assume that when reading the same story

zchlldren from every background will have the same amount of experience e

»

w1th the setting, ascrlbe the same goals and motives to characters,.

ass:gn the same sngnlflcance to events, imagine the same sequence of ‘T‘\‘\\

act|ons, expect the same emotlonal reactions,’ or predict the same out- N

<

comes.

Theébresent research represented an ‘initial emoirfcalhattempt to .
determine whether, despite the large amount ot cultural overlap, differ-
ences of sufficient magnitude exist among groups in the United States to
have an |mportant influence on text |nterpretat|on "Black and white -
subjects.read a Ietter about a school |nC|dent that could be interpreted
as a fight or as an instance of "sounding.' Sounding is a form of ritual

insult predominantly found in the black community. Also called "'nlaying

the dozens,“ Y'smashing," and “cracklng,“ th|s activity is prlmarlly

engaged ln by black .adolescent and preadolescent males and is Ilkely to

occur any place where there is a’gathering of three or more. More than

two persons are necessaryibeCause there-must be an audiénce to judge the

Meounds." Although sometimes done soTely for purposes of amusément. , skjll

in this verbal art is.one way to achieve status in a male-peer group. The

o

3
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object of the.exercise is to.gain the gtoup's favnr by means of insults
which tend to involve‘close relatives‘(especinlly the mother) and which
nake'derogatory allusions to the povérty, physicél attributeg;-or sexual .
behavior of the relative. Labov (1972) prqvides several examples in his
article "Rules for ﬁituaf Insults " Following are. two excerpts;“ |

At Ieast my mothir ain't no rallroad track, laid aII over the

country

.Yoyr mother so E}Ack, she sweat chocotété.
According to Labgy{/ritual inéujts do occur in white peat grnups But:tne
forms and teopics are reiatively 1iatvad | wnd the activity does not octnpy ‘
any'considetable.time for the grua.

flt was expected that black subjeéts i:?éfiar wi th sounding would
interpret the Iettérjas fééturing an exampl'e of this behavior:' whites,
unfamfliar with the yerbal activity, were expected to intérpret the

letter as being about a fight.

Experiment 1.

| Subjects. The subjects were 186 eighth—érade students, approximate1y
‘ nalf girls and half boys. The children attended‘oné of five schools; four'
were parochial schools located in the Ch|cago |nner—CIty area, and one was
in a small Ill|n0|s town Two of the Ch|cago schools drew students from
predomlnantly black work!ng -class areas (n = 55) and two drew from pre-
dominantly white workjng-class areas (n = ZQ). The rural Illlno|s scbooll
" drew from a.whitg_agficultnral area (n;= 61). 2

10
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Materials. The experimental text»waé a 495-word letter allegedly
_written by a boy»éo a friend who had'moved away. The letter described the
events of a school day. The critical sectionvwas about an episode in
the school cafeteria. 4Depending on the reader's perSpective, it was
expected_that this|episode wouldvbe interpreted as an actual fight or as

an instance of sounding. The section of -the letter dealing with the lunch

line encounter read:as follows: ¢

Classes went at their usual slow pace through the morning 50
at noonvmy friend Bubba and me were really ready-for lunch.,
We got |nto line behind Sam and Tony. As usual the line was
moving pretty slow; and we were all getting pretty restless
Bubba aCC|dentaIIy bumped into me from behlnd and | almost
knocked both Sam and Tony down. | thOUght everythlng was
cool but all of a. sudden Tony turned ‘around and sounded on
me. He sa|d “Hey Bob! What you doin' mah? Don't yOU‘
-know that niggers belong in the back!" Everyone 1aughed,
but they laughed even harder when | shot back, 'ph} yeah?
Well, at iesast | don't have to go behind the roaches which
is what you have to do to get any food at your house!'' We
-really got into it then. The dozens were flying.. After a
while more people got involved--4, 5, then 6. "It was a
riot. People helping out anyone - who seemed to be gettlng o o
_the worst of! the deal. All of a, sudden Mr. Reynolds the

1
agym teacher ﬁame ‘over to try to qU|et things: down
SubJects completed a probe task that consisted of 43 sentences.

§
Accompanylng each probe sentence was a four- point ratlng scale adapted

from the work of Goetz (L979). It was constructed‘so that the subjects

<

17
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D)

could |nd|cate whether or not they thought the probe statement had
actuaIIy appeared in the story. Subjects cnrcled one of four opt|ons
'éindlcatlng that the probe statement was: (1) sa|d in the same words as
the letter, (2) not said in the letter but must be true, (3) not saidii

in the letter but could be -true, (k) not sald inior implied by the

letter. [ l “ ’ "

Probes weie desngned to |nvest|gate nine dlfferent aspects of the

Y

letter ranging,from the events in the cafeteria to the kinds of chores
/ )

the letter writer did before he went to school. Only the probes about
: / ! -

the cafeteria/épisode led to clear-cut, results and only these will be
_ discussed_in'this paper. -It should be emphasized that none of the probe
sentences actually appeared in the letter. instead, the probes represented

inferences that might be made about events described in the letter.

Design andvprocedure. The desngn involved two factors, sex and

cultural background (inner-city %Iack, inner-city white, and rural white).
Each group was e*pected to read the experimental, letter, summarize it in
their own words, complete the probe}booklet,‘and fiil out the questionnaire.
" The dependent measures of interest were the ouerall interpretation given
to the story, the intrusions and dlsamblguat10ns that appeared in the

. summaries, and responses to the probe test.

Subjects participated in their own classrooms in groupe ranging in .
size'from 18 to.37. Each group received two experimentai booklets. The

first booklet included a cover sheet, reading andssummarization instructions,

12

<
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l-ithe letter, a vocabulary test, the questionnaire, and three filler tasks.
-The students were told to flll out the cover sheet and then to read the
liihlnstructlons carefully as the experimenter read aloud. The instructions
'Etold the children that they would be given a short letter to read at
';the|r¢own pace. Students were caut|oned\to ‘read carefully because
they would bet“asked questlons about the letter later.' The students
then‘read‘the letter. 1Those who flnished early were allowed to work

"~ on the°flrst of‘the tillerbtasks=whlle the rest of the group finished.

‘All of the students were then given five minutes to complete as much as they,.
. . y . .

e, . “n
s,

'could“of‘a'SOLquestlon*vocabulary;test$”“
| ‘ Next the summary |nstruct|ons were g|ven. These |nstruct|ons stated
:g.that a good summary contalns’ all of those key |deas and ggly_those key
‘:ideas“ necessary for someone to get the meanlng of the entnre passage.
The subJects were told that they could use thelr own’ words and that thelr ~§?-
summarles should contaln about lOO words. SubJects wereoallowed to write
e thelr summaries at their own- speed Students who flnlshed qunckly were
.glven a second flller task to do. : -
. flh When all of the subjects had completed the summary task the probe'

_ taskfwas lntroduced The rating scale was - explalned |n detall and sub- e

i_Jects were asked to apply it to an’ example. When the students had
Jcompleted the example ‘and |ndicated that they understood the task they
o proceeded through the probe booklet at their own pace. ; ' l

;“f f \The flndl part of the exper|ment was a questlonnalre asklng about the -

- studentsl attitude toward the experiment, their knowledge of soundlnga and
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: their understanding of the letter. When students finished the question-
naire, they did -a final filler.task until all- students in the group had
finslhed. The. purposes of the study were then briefly explained to the

students and the experiment was concluded.

~Resul ts - .

-Probe task. A preliminary analysis of varfance_was performed”on the
‘probe data using"Cultural Background (lnner-city black ‘inner4city white,

rural wh|te) and 6rder (4 random order|ngs of probes) as” between—groups

factors \ The order var|able was not Slgnlflcant F < l, and d|d not .
'S

’|nteract w1th any other factors, hence |t was dropped fr0m subsequent

i ] o - .
~analyses S S R

B . ~

The analyses for the “probe data were performed using Cultural Back—
2

ground and Sex ‘as between-group factors Probe Type (sound|ng or f|ght)
- was a thhln-subJect factor THe analysis revealed a larde.maln effect |
for Probe Type,F(l 180) 442;gé;fp < 01, and a small but s|gn|f|cant “
. Culture X Probe’ Type |nteract|on F(Z 180) 6 Zh E.< .01. Table ] con--
. tains the mean ratungs glven to the- sounolng and flght probes The city.
and rural whlte groups were pooled because there was .no d|fference between
them. As can’be seen, the:main effect was due to statements reflectlng |
- the flght unterpretatlon be|ng rated as more lukely to have appeared lnl
the letter than sound|ng statements. The |nteract|on resulted from blacksn

‘rating soundung statements sllghtly more l|kely and flght statements as

sllghtly less l|kely than whites.
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Theme analy5|s. The summaries were read by two |ndependent Judges
and rated as to whether they reflected a flght or a verbal |nterplay inter-
i
pretation. The verbal interplay category |ncluded, but was not limited

to, specific identification of the lunch line episode as an instance of
sounding. -Otherwise, the‘scoring would have begged the question since
few white subjects would have been able to make this specific identifica-

tion. W|th ‘the exceptlon of a few add|t|onal |nterpretations such as j.'

“an angry argument the summarles |ncluded in the category labeled ”other

I s

‘were prlmarlly of‘an |ndeterm|nate theme, m|rror|ng the amblguous nature
of the~passageu The rel|abll|ty between 'the two raters was 95

‘ »I'_ An-analysis of the tneme rat|ngs |nd|cated that verbal |nterplay ,

”|nterpretat|ons were more freqUent among blackg whlle flght |nterpretat|ons ]

‘hwere more frequent among whrte;, X (2) = 18.6, p < .0 ’ Table 9. Shows_#
=the proportlons. N

. Dlsamblguatlons and |ntrusnons.: An-analysiahwaé'made.of ‘disambigua-

tlons and |ntru5|ons in the summarles. (Thls analySIs, |t should be

mentloned “was not lndependent of - the theme analy5|s reported above ) °
- A dlsamblguat|on was def|ned ;as a paraphrase of an |dea that revealed

! the subJect s underlylng |nterpretat|on. A theme- reveallng |ntru5|on was

scored when a phrase or _sentence not~d|rectly related to any prop05|t|on

», ' : . . T
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in aipaSSage was included in the fecall. Two independent raters scored
| _the protocols for disambiguations and intrusions. They agreed on 94%.of'
; - . ' i . o '

ﬂ the scoring decisions. - l-

> . . mememocaee ;— ----------- ot ot o o . .
The disambiguations'and intrusi%ns were divided‘into three categories:

f|ght, sounding, and.race. Table 3'gives some examples of each type. .

. The fight category contalFed dlsamblguations and |ntruslons that‘ "
'»‘reflected incidences of phySIcal aggressuon. The sound|ng category in-
volved’ elaboratlons on’ the theme of verbal play The race dlsambiguatlons .
7consasted of how “the mord and/or euphemlsms for the word “n|gger“ were .4 ;
Jused (see Holt 1972) ard aafew other racial |ntruSIons.i The‘results L
revealed a 5|gn|facant |nteract|on betweenléultural Eackground and Sex, :
F(2,180) = 3. 30 E.< 05 for f|ght d|samblguat|ons and |ntru5|ons. ~ This. -

o

A'appeared because of: the low frequency of fight" |nterpretations among ‘ .

black males. There were no other s:gnlflcant d|fferences.,
~ Amount of - |nformat|on._ For purposes of evaluating the - amount of g
o . vt

text information reproduced'ln the-summarles,.the letter was d|V|ded

. into 93'idea units.  Two |ndependent raters scored the! sibjects' proto=’

3

;3015 for the Presence or absence of |nd|v|dual idea units. They agreed "

on 96% of the scoring decisionsl Slgniflcant main effects were found

&

- for Cultural Group, F(2, 180) ‘3. 60 E.< 05 and Sex F(2, 180) = 12 35

p < .0l. There was more informatlon*reproduced in the summaries of whites o

e ,

and females. ' . oo L e . Lo : R
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Discusslon

The results obtained from Experiment‘lvindlcated that -the subjectsn
iﬁterpretations of the cafeteria incident as either ritual insulting or
a fight wereérelated to culturally based know!edge and beliets. However,

‘ 1
_even amc .g blacks the’ incident was often interpreted as a fight. We

1

l ‘
_ Judged that more accurate and stronger results could be obtalned |f tho-

materials were |mproved and confu5|ng elements of the task were el|m|nated

"Hith this in mind two experlmenters, one whlte female and one black

. 'female went;to anllnner-cltyaschool in St.:Louus, Missouri, and inter-
vuewed children about their |nterpretatlon. Black and white female i

expernmenters were used because StUdIeS have shown that SUbJeCtS/eXpreSS

»
»

themselves more openld‘,ith female experlmenters of the ‘same race.

- . .
3 e . _

'(Casclanl, 1978; Grantham,'l973)

[
ki

The subJects were 31 e|ghth-grade students, approxlmately half black

¢

[

*and halfﬂwhtte.' The students were tested |nd|vidually in a ,room separate

/
!

from-their classroom. The flrst task wasfto read the same eXperlmentale
,»textfas was used In Experiment 1.. After the student finished reading,

) ) ¢ S - .j A
Ezthe remannder of the session was recorded. Oral protocolﬁ were-recorded

T

Bl

lnstead of wrltten ones, because chnldren may not write - down everythlng
P4 8
*they know' and we, felt that the oral mode would make it ea5|er to probe

" . . ) ...\

areas of poSslble confusuon or amblgunty in order to more d|rectly assess

.= subJects' interpretatnon of the passage.‘ Once the tape recorder was

L4

on, students were asked several questlons about thelr famlly, school and .

.4 . : . R . il
. - ‘ .
i . . : . ! ’ . R
¢ . o ; £ : ’ - ) 8
; .. T - ’ . ) X .

=3
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. free-time activitiesiwhich provided background information and served as
a filler task. The experimenter“theh'asked for an era1 recali_of the
story. After the recall several probe_questions were asked,tsome of
which specifically sought to determine the Subjects' interpretation of
the cafeteria incfdent. The entire sesaion ucually_lasted aphroximately
I5 minutes. | | ]

| The lnterVIews suggested that phrases, such asl“acc1dentally bumped"!
and 'knocked down,“ |mplied physncal a pession., ‘Also the use of the 0
term “nlgger,“ although. established as =macceptable |n-group form of
address, in gohJunctlon w1th$tne phrasés of physlcalcaggreSSIOn |mpl|ed

s . . . ~
p . 2

a black/white, confrohtationﬁ: Theréfcre,'the term and phrasesvwere deleted.

x\‘

|
Terms referrlng d1rectly to the actnvnty of soundlng, such as ""cappin'' ¢
(st. Louls) or “checkln“ (Memphls) were. not used th|s tlme, since it

mlght be argued that therresults would hrnge =|mply on the dlfferentla}

knowledge black and whlte chlldren Rave: 'of these key vocabulary |tems. R

To avoid character confusnon, only tvio names :were provuded for characters

Ry ~ o

in the letter» as_comgared to the four “in the version used in Experiment 1.

Fhaajly,_many~children.had'difficulty writing a summary, so in EXperimept 2

I3 -

complete recall.of the.letter'was”aEKed for. . . o -7

L .. Experiment 2 '

R i ) t ) 2 EE]

‘Method By - : ' > sy

' Subjects. The subjects were 105 efghth grade-studehts,_approximately :

B halfdgirls and half hpyag Nine students we'e dropped from_analysis because

]




;
‘l
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their recall and probe data suggested that they did not seriously attend

to the task. The children attended one of three schools, located

Memphis, Tennessee; Mahomet, I11inois; and Ogden, |ll|noi57 The Memphls

school drew students from a. black working-class area (n -/Sh) and the

two Illinois schools drew from a whlte agricultural area (n = 51)
Materlals. There were two experlmental_booklets. The first booklet

was essentlally the same as that uséd- |n Experlment 1 except for the modi-

fications in the experimental text-made as a result of the flndlngs of

Experlment 1 and the interview study. ’The reV|sed section of the letter

-dealing:with the lunch line encountef read as follows:

l . L ) , »

ClaSSes went at thetr usual slow pace’ through the morning, SO '»/

s, at noon | was really ready for lunch | gor in l|ne beh|nd o ’v;
Bubba. As usual the l|ne was moving pretty slow and we were JL

all gettlng .pretty restless. For a ‘little actlon“Bubba tufned
around and' said, 'Hey, Sam! WHat'you'doin' man? You 50 ugly
that when.’ the doc tor - delivered ,you. he slapped your face!l"

.'Everyone laughed but they laughed. even harder when | shot back
“Oh,yeah? Well, you so ugly the doctor turned around and
alappedtydur momma!"' ‘It got.even wilder when Bubba said,"

“Well, man, at least my daddy a|n't no girl scout'“ _We really
got into Pt theh. After a, whlle more people got lﬁVOlVed“{?,

_ ) L, 5, Jthen’ 6 It was a rlotl People helping ‘out anyone: who . O

KA seemed to be getting the worst. of the deal <All of a sudden

- Mr .:Reynolds-the gym teacher came over to try to quiet thlngs :
down. . ' . , . . .

) P o] i e L4 ‘

;s
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j - ) /
{ . . .
/ ' ‘ ' i '
! - The second book let contalned the probe statements. Each of the 29
: , I
probe sentences was accompanled by the four- p0|nt rat|ng scaie. Thirteen

probe statements were deleted/from the original probe bookl et because=they
were no longer-relevant'to thé'wodified'passage.. |
besign andgprocedure;, %here;wasaa two-waylfactorial design inMolving;
'sexband cultural'background; Each group was expected to;read the “experi-

g .

mental,letter, write:as completé;a recall as possible, complete:ithe probe

booklet, and flll out the questlonnalre. 'Thefdependent~measures of

o @

‘|nterest were the overall |nterpretat|on g|ven to the story, the lntru510ns

F o

“and d|samb|guat|ons that the subJects included in the recall protocols,
. and responses to the probe test. ; \ S ; I

) w1

SUbJeCtS partlclpated in thelr own classrooms in groups ranglng in

,,',
a?

SlZe from 20 to 35. Each group rece|ved two e>per|mental booklets.p The

)

ki 1 \ 2

subJects flrst task was 0. readlthe entire letter, contalned |n the flrst

booklet, and then to wrlte. down ‘as mUCh Of the’ letter as they could remember

B

2 = y. : ' &

ThIS procedure dlffered from that of Experlment 1 in that it was empha- iﬁ'

s, E / &

si zed that they were to 'wrlte down every blt of the letter” that they

¢

vcould remember.” SUbJECtS were. asked ‘to use - the _same words that were in

the letter lf possnble. f not they could u5e thelr own words. No
/

l|m|t was. put on the recall cnd the SUbJ“CtS were allowed to wrute at

.their own Speed. Students who finished qulckly were g|Ven a flller task

.. ) // : ¥y
" tO dO- B ! /:i’ - " . ) . e ! b‘
“ / ) '

-When all-oéath« subJects had completed the recall - task, the prohe

' B K .
. ‘ 1

task was Fntroduced, As in,Expertmentﬂl to ensure that the students

LT . . .
} . [ ! : o . : A
/ . B

| i i 2
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_anid Sef as: between subJects factors andrProbé Type’(fighq VS. soundlng)

'Probe Type |hteraction was sngnlflcant F(l 92) 52 92 p < - Table

13 .
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understood what they were to do in this phase of the experiment, a simple

example was. constructed to illustrate what each category meant. When the

students had completed the eXample'and indicated that they understood the *

“

task, they proceeded through the probe booklets at their own pace.

The final part of the experiment was devoted to a questionpaire that

. asked about the students' attitude toward the experiment, knowledge about

sounding, and.underétanding of. the letter. When studentsbfinished the

,questlonnalre, they did a flnal f|ller task’ unt|I all students Jn. the

‘group had f|n|qhed The purposes of the study were then brlefly explalned

b

to the students and the experlment was concluded

o e
- R 1 "

Results I 5 o oL ;

o

r N o
/ it

‘was performed oﬁ=the.probe data usung Cu]tural Background (black‘vs whlte)

,
* .

2 ] . . ]

-as a dlthln subJect factor. The dependent measure was the subJects

[
o " Re N

'ratlng as to whether or not the probe "had- actually appeared rn the experl—

'mental'passage. There were no S|gnificant mann eﬁfects,but the Cu]ture X

%

4 / e

”h shows ithe mean ratnngs given to* soundlng and fight,probes by the two

| &) _
cultural groups. MNo other results reéached sighi ficance.: '

o A

Performance on probe task ~An unWelghted means analysls of varlance~ :

-

[T
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“Theme analySisf Subjects' recall protocols;were read by two inde-
pendentnscorers and rated as to whether they reflected a flght or a
I verbal.interplay interpretation.'"The reliability between these two
- raters was_SS%. Ratings of the1theme were related to the child's culture,
‘x2(2) = 16.8, p < .OI;.as can be seen in Table 5{ |

. = e s m e e s 0 e o o e e ot e
w3 - . {

i Dlsambnguatlons and intrusions. .U5|ng the same def|n|t|on of d|sam-]

- R .

blguatlons and |ntrUSIons that were used |n Experiment 1, two, |ndependent

3 -~

. raters scored the subJects recall protocols.m They agreed on 96% of the

¢ W

. scoring declslons.“ Unwelghted means analyses of varlance were then per-

»\. o

" formed: usnng Cultural Background Sex, and Type of Expression (flght or

&

-“verbal 1nterplay) for both d|samb|guat|ons and |ntruS|ons. For d|samb|gua-

>

-tlons, only the Culture X Type of Expressnon |nteract|on was 5|gn|f|cant. l

. -

'F(l 92) = lh 07, E.<‘.Ol For |ntru510ns, a sngnlflcant ma|n effect was :

found for Type of EXpresslon, F(l 92) 4 80 E.< .05, and the Culture X

& ~ -

Type of Expre55|on interaction. was. also sngnlflcant F(l 92) = 6 57,

A

jﬁ%ﬁp.< .01 The Type of Expressnon effect was ‘due to, more soundnng |nt|u—'

t

. “\ S|ODS-than fight. lntrusnons. The lnteract|ons appeared because blarKs

duced more\flght 1ntrusnons and dlsamblguatlons., v ~‘ B IR

\ produced more soUndlng intrusions and d|samb|guat|ons,whereas whltes pro-vc-

No systematlc analysns of amount of recall was done in Experlment 2.
However, our impression is that Whltgs‘and:females recalled more text -

. . . .
. . , ’ Lot

"information,., “
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"General Discussion

2 S P : .
Evidence obtained from the recognition probes, theme analysis, and

disambiguations ‘and intrusions in both experiments indicated that

subjects' perceptions:of the cafeteria incident as either ritual insulting

or a fight was related to.culturally based knowledge and belief. The

Hfollowing'probes,-reflecting a sounding interpretation, were rated closer

A

to the text. by black subJects than by whlte subJects.

By

" gation practices. For example, onersubjeet“reealled:

N

ﬂ Mr. Sanderson made the boys st;y after school- for a week because

’ he had warned them about, loud talklng earlleru'
’ \Bob and the other guys were just Iauthng and iAklgg around

o

Ratlngs by black and whlte subJects reversed for the foIIOW|ng, whlch

.reflect d a mnsunderstandlng of the-eveht in €he text' C

A

1,Bob\and Tony got in trouble because they were f:ghtlng in theA

~cafeteria.’’ Cs
careteria
Mr. REynolds had to break up the fight

[

None of these four probes was, |n fact, present in the orlglnal passsqe.
(\

_,.

SubJects\ expanslons of the text also showed the lnfluence of cultural

<

v, 3

I \
| schemata. " In the passage used in Experiment l the flrst sound |nvolved .

»
[

"line:

- .

hey-Bob!“KWha-Wyou doin' man? Don't you know that njggérs belorg
. — — . — y
‘in fhe back! L ‘ S *

L
14 . a0y
'

There .were a numbe'r offdistortLons that.reflected similar sorts of segre-

o e . L
0 e T -

.23,
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#85 WF: - fony turned around and said ' | was supposed to stand in

‘back of him because.of my color.
A more complex intrusion involved the inference'that-thecwriter was bussed

to school, which was in itself a distortion of the statement in the

’

orlglnal text ”We barely caught our rlde LWt The'protocol read:

- #49 BF: Comlnq home they had some trouble. They got the bus as
" usual. When it was crowded a boy replied; | thought

bla k people was supposed to s|t’|n the back of the bus.

A surpr.SIng number of |nformants saw the addressee*as actually acceptlng

"

a

this rac|st |nsult and mQV|ng to the end ‘of ‘the I|ne

e #34 BF: . . . and said. Nigger, you shou}dﬁbe in the back. ‘And

heywent to the back. ‘Then everyone started'td Iaugh . . i;'ﬂ.,
- Jt_shouLdvbe noted.that two of these examples a?e'drawn from:bl%ck"SUb-
) ¢ . .. , . N = ' S - wo ¥ 2 . ' " * ° P
JeCtS R - 2 _ ) v o ; .

" ¢

g f . The second sound in the text used in Experlment g was a well formed
one s|nce the speaker senzed the theme of belng in the back of the line and

'elaborated it to his antagonust'f dlsadvantage. The text read

1 ad

Welllfat least | don't" have to, go behlnd the" roaches wh|ch is what

you have to do to get. any food at your h0u¢e.

A 4

Wh|1e many of our subJects remembered the f|rst |nsult many forgot the

*

successful response--ln sp|te of thé* fact that it was an approprlate sequel

on’ the bas|s of its” grammatlcal ‘structure and semantlc content. Some of .
the distortions’ 1ncluded~ SRR _.“ T

#69 WM Then Bob answered Tony by lmplylng that his mom's food

Q ""

had>roaches o ‘ ' -

4
. R4 B .
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»

~#71 'WM: | told him he eats cockroaches.
These subjects remembered oniy- that cockroaches were mentioned and produced

stereotyped retorts.

, [}

'WOne_black sUbject demonstrated a clear understanding of the sounding
event through his use of the term'Usignifying:”

#55 BM: Bob fell into’ two other boys. One of them got mad, and
started to slgnlfy on Bob Not to be out-done Bob jumped
bacﬁ on the boy's case. Then others started to J0|n |n

on the 51gn|fy|ng o .
{

|
ponnts out that although “sugnlfylng“ has dlfferent
l

'meanlngs eIsewhere in %he country, in Chlcago the term.is a syncnym for'

o

ésoundlng A wh|te male used the term “dozens“ as ,a. quantlfler, which

l
]
!
n

"Kochman (1972 p. 256)

.

. ? '
showed equal ly well that he did not understand the speecn event:

F— . '-%( 'I_ o - Tk
. #5h- WM In the- lunch perlod Bubba made a remark that I dldh'
o lxl o lnke. Th%n the fists.were flylng by the dozens. hfm- -

v

There was a tendency on ‘the * part of both black and whlte subJects to

: gave the passage used |n Expernment 1a raglst |nterpretat|on, sometimes a

vnolent one. - We’ attr|buted th|s to the use of the term’ “nlgger” which was :
|
|ntended as an |nverted_termfsymboI|Z|ng group solldarlty in her paper,

LG i
9 }_ N

a
S,

e ”’Jnyersuon ln Black Communlcatlon,U Holt (1972) analyzes the. use of

-

. ‘derogatoryp?plthets by the referenced group as. a form of . llngulstlc sur-'

-
i

' .,H"viva] “in a system'in whnch the black person was a chattel he process,

LY f - ;,
&

of g|V|ng reverse meanlngs to words and phrases of whlte speech was a’
, ST _
means of resistance aga inst the domlnant populatlon.' Holt states '

o . _ : )
L iy i S o : .

y
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. the most ”soulful” terms or referents in black usage today
are those which tradltlonally have been the symbols of Oppres-
sion. Take the word ""nigger' as the prime example. When “used
by whites it has only one meanlng, though the degree of degrada-
“tion may vary with the users.” When used by blacks,'the word is °

often used as a term, of affectlon, admiration, approval it is-

-\ «.

‘a word of positive connotatlon, a contradlctlon of : orlglnal P
intent (1972, p. 154). © - - Do

As one would predlct there were wndely dlfferlng responses acrossf

cultural group and sex wh|ch could be related to dlfferences in the:

affectlve loading of,the term ”nlgger;”' protoCols were examlned for

@

four'dlfferent categories'of expreSSloh. The first,conslsted'of-those .

h ch the term was not mentnoned at all the second consisted of

.
- . B3

“euphemlsms (”black people,” ”negroes”) _e‘third, of expanded euphemisms <

. (”made a rema.K concernlng his. color”), and -the_fourth, of the term -

o :
s l.'f‘ : . . . " X . ‘i) ©o

i fself -f,. S T w N T - : s

C .plack_males‘weﬁe mos t lncllned to omit.the term completely (58%)

and were also least inclined to use euphemisms (19%), whllehhlack fenales'-

"

were- second in these,two categorles (35% and 306,re5pect|vely) AWhjte B}

i males and females were h|ghly inclined to resort to euphemlsms (4l% and

,,...

426, respect4veﬂy). Th|s dlstrlbutlon SUggests thaf black subJects per-

\

f~7ce|ved I'nlgger as an |nverted form and elther used' it or omltted ity but~”

P

d|d not feel thgt a eUphemlsm was called for. White subJects were not aware
‘ of thls reversal |n values and resorted to various means to ameluorate the;

e i H e
. . . . \

stlgma they felt |t entalled. O ' : } ‘ ‘f ’ 2

&

«

4
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i
ah

However, there were problems with the use of th|s term in the orlginal
text. First, there was some evidence that |nterpret|ng the event as a:
black/white confrontation, often W|th overtones of physical V|olence,
obscured the cross- cultural difference of |nterest--fam|l|ar|ty W|th the
.highly,stylized and verbally demanding behavior of ritual insult|ngr
Second the'individual interviens suggested that the term “nigger“gwas
~used in a way which may have blocked an inverted reading even on the part‘
of black 'subjects, desp|te the distribution of responses that was found.
'SubJects indicated that an |nverted reading would have been pOSSIb]H if

he term had been used as a form of address, |.e., “ngger, don t you
know you belong in the back'“ but was not when the term was used
referentrally. ObVIOUS]y, intonation is ofgcruclal |mportance for con-
yeying the correct meaning. -

/ In EXperiment‘2 when the'terﬁ'hnlnoer“ and vague references which
could be lnterpreted as physlcal aggresslon were dropped more pronounced
tdlfferences between inner-city biacks and rural whites were found In
the recall protocols, black subjects remembered that what was going on in
- “the cafeteria was “just’for fun“ and that the teachers “tried to help
~stop the n0|se” but could not, so the students ended up in ‘the pr|nc|pal'
office. One black male said:

)

#69 BM: " Than, [slc] everybody tried to get on the person side

4

that joke were the besit
Th|s is probably a more accurate reflectlon of what really goes on in most

' sound|ng events than the statement in the text; I'People helping -out anyone

< o

l;'j' .: . n', »y E .l {gi ‘2?77. |
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" who seemed~t0'be‘gettlng'the’worst'o?”thewdeall” Another subject used
“the local term Ucheckingﬂ in his recall...Whlte subjects, ‘on the other
hand showed a tendehcy to describe‘the event‘aS*“horrible,“ said that

-

the two partlcipants "were both angry,” and generally recalled the event

o

- as a fight:
#025 WM: Soon there was a riot all the klds were fighting. ?

i

‘#Oll_WF: Me and Bubba agreed to finlsh our flght later,.of f :

the school‘ground
Responses to the debrleflng questlons showed that black subjects
Lwcre more.likely to think the eplsode involved friends (81%) than were
-white‘subjects (Sé%). ‘A greater percentage of white subjectsl(43%)
thought observersvlnithe:story laughed because there was a fight than
did blacklsubjects (lé%): |
N A cultural basisjﬁpn differences in reading comprehension was also
suoported by!responses7to thefprobe statements and by the theme ratings
abstracted from-subjects' protocols. .WhenAonly male subjects are con-
sidered the results arepeven.stronger: This:supports the claim that the
,Q/////text is tapplng a real cultural dlfference since sound|ng is found prl
; marlly in male groups- In no protocols was the cafeteria episode given

an |nterrac|al |nterpretat|on,although in the debrleflng questions, when: .

subJects were asked to select race, the maJorlty |nd|cated that both
. /

. blacks and whltes were |nvolved : ‘f‘ ' : H
l

There were: |nd|cat|ons of other dlfferences in the knowledge and

ssumptlons of the-two -groups “in the" recall protocols A number of

black subJects changed the vague texJual reference to pun|shmenr (Boy!
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- Did' | get it when | got home . ) to a ”whipping N whupplng v whoopnng

White subjects made references to the scolding they would receive if they
did not complete their chore. ‘These expanS|ons probably reflect differ-

ences in patterns of lamily discipline. !

Impllcatlons for Schooling

It had been suggested (Anderson, 1977; Anderson, Reynolds,iSchallert,
& Goetz, 1977) that some of the read|ng problems m|nor|ty children have
might be attr|butable to mismatches between their subculture and the cul-'
: ture of the white‘middle—class people who generally write their textbooks.
it is clear from.the recall:protocols and'responses to the probes that'

.black and whlte ch|ldren "had very dlfferent lmpresslons of what occurred

iihln‘the experlmental passage. in thns case one could say that it was the
White children who misinterpreted the text. This reverses the usual
state of affairs in which lt |s the black child who is counted wrong for-;
: hlS 1nterpretat|ons of mater|al that presupposes knowledge he does not
possess and values4he does not hold. -

Effects of culture were observed in present research using material
deliberately selected because it was culturally loaded,. Presumably most
.cof the publlshlhg |ndustry trles very hard to avoid cultural bias. Thus,

.,one may wonder how much school materlal there is that W|ll give minorlty

children trouble because of its maJorlty-culture load|ng : ~

——e 1

ﬂﬁ__"Attempts—to assay cultural bias ih texts ‘are not.new. In 1947,

,lAmerlcan Council on Education found that textbooks were “dlstressnngly

29



Cultural Schemata ard Reading Comprehension
.27

' |nadequate, |nappropr|ate, and even damaglng tOJlntergroup reIatlons”
(c1ted in Simms, 1975). In 1969 the Antl-Defamatlon League noted some

_improvement'bdtftound that minorities were stilI,not realistically por-

trayed in-most social studies texts (Marcus, 1961§ cited:jn Simms, 1975).

/ : . 3 ~ .
Simms (1975) has-described bias in texts in terms of errors of commission

/
i

'and omission.’ The'first type involves stereotyping, ethnocentrism, and

preJud|CIaI statements and caricatures that demean minorities. The'aecond

»

* type can ‘be characterized as 'much more subtle and insidious" because it

involves all ‘that islleft‘out. ThTs includes the contributions made to

Anericanvculture.by minority ethnic groups. Such a bias results in both

a fallure to prOV|de the mlnority child W|th positive models and the mis=-
i educatqon of the maJorlty child. Jackson (Noteih)? in his review, ”Trends

in Pnbiishihg tor Ethnic Stﬁdies,” argues that many text and trade books

.still degrade_minorities. However, with the grbwth of publishing houses

'controlled by minority:members and, oerhaps, beoadse more mfnor;ty persons

are employed in.the publishing inddetry at iarge,.the quality of the- |

culturaricontent]of materiaié is judged to be }mproving.

Most“analyses ofbpossihle cultural bias in school materials have been

sociopo1itical in character Analysté have worried about such matters as

whether the - portrayal of mlnorltres is falr, whether the’ mlnorlty Chl]d

__will _develop- pr|de tn~hisethnic herltage, and whether the mlnorlty chlld
will sustain an interest in stories_that always take the majority cultqre-

perspective.} Few studies have tried to find out.if minority'childrenkfind~
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school material'difficult to understand because of cultural mismatch.
Fewer still have'gathered data'that trace a.misunderstandlngAto a cultural.
origin. | t o
The exceptions oﬁ,which-we are aware involyed performance on reading
comprehension tests, berhaps'because tests offer a ready performance
criterion Nix and Schnarz (1979) interviewed 10 inner-clty high school

students asking them to explaln answers to test questions. The finding

ot was that these students brought to bear a dlfferent system of assumptlons

than members of the maJorlty culturé. This led them to answers which .
were often 'wrong,' but were generally sensible considering their assump-

thﬂS |

ﬁ‘vf—-i i“h ""~ &, - .
method for detectlng posslble bias in test. i tems- The procedure was to
e o .,,___/ _
evaluate whether, con5|der|ng level of ability as estlmated from total

test score, the mlnorlty group, dld better or worse on partlcular i tems

) than the/maJorlty group The method was applied to data from 30,000 black
and whlte ch|ldren from the Anchor Test Study (B|ach|n| ‘& Loret l974)

/’/7
e

ilf ; who had taken the Metropolltan read|ng comprehensuon test (Durost Bixler,
| : erghtstone;fPrescott'-S Balow, l970) Using a strlct standard of what

“counts as- blas,_Llnn and h|s colleagues |dentlfied two |tems con5|stently
b|ased aga|nst black flfth and sixth graders, and one WhICh was consnstentlyfr

<

o blased in their favor. .

A group at the Center: for the Study. of Readlng did a. content analys|s

of the Metropolltan read|ng comprehensnon test looklng for cultural bias.

_ilié{Iv,.
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Five ltems were’judged as probably blased against blacks. These“evalua—
. tions were checked u5|ng the emp|r|cal measure of bias computed by Llnn
and his colleagues (1980, Appendix F)." Eachxof the flve |tems.d|d in
. fact show some bias. However, the content analy5|s did not Identify the
two items' that the emplrlcal analys:s revealed as most b|ased aga|nst.
-blacks, though one of the latter(two |tems.was Judged in the content
“anaIYSls-as posslbly blased.‘ This itemqinvolved a passage about'a visit
of faptaln Cook.to a group of,lslands in_the South Pacific. The critical
section was, | | |

. . he called them the Fr|endly Islands because of the character

of.thelr people. Today, the Tongans st|ll4prov1de visitors w|th a

warm welcome. : .L
a !
The test item asked for ‘the meanlng of the word character as it was used

in the story | Most whites chose nature, the answer ‘scored- as correct..
Blacks frequently chose _txle. Thls is a term used more in black than
'whlte communltles, and it can be argued that in its colloqulal sense
style is more apt than nature as a synonym for character. It is apparent,

at least, that style is not a wrong answer.

In summary, when read|ng material ‘crvérs an area in which there IS|

a clear cultural dlfference, as lllustrated by the sound)ng eplsode used
: rn the present research, there are large‘dlfferences~among»groups in
- comprehension: However, because of cultural overlap and because ‘the

edudational publishing industry tries to avoid bjas, such- cultural loading .
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as, may be present in standardized,pests; basal readers,(and other school -

/

_reading material. is dsually subtle. The trouBIe'we,had in pfedicting

‘biased test items from an_a priori content analysis illustrates:how

b
H

di fficult it can be to detect culturally loaded material. We-know such
material exists; but no one currently has hard evidence about the

pervasiveness of the problem. ‘Determining its extent should-bgfone_of

/
I3

the major Qoals of future research. - _ /

In the present experiments, for once, a reading passage was biased in

- favor of black inner-city students since it was based on their implicit

S - S
knowledge and system of relevancies. The reaction that many white

hiddlg-ciass teachers and students have to inner-city black students
trying to‘wbrk their way through'culturélly loaded material was mirrored

by one of our black male subjeéts. "Upon being told that_white children
1 v . o

- understood the'lettgr‘to be about a fight inStead.df”soqnding, he looked

surprised and said, "What's the matter? Can'/t they read?"

* o - , /
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o © Table | .
 Mean Ratings Givgn to Fight o R

and Sounding -Probes, Experiment 1 =

Type of Probe

Ff‘ght 1 Sounding

Black 2.3 3.2 -

Whi te 2.1 N

L

Note: PRatings on a scale of 1-L, where .1 meant identical with text and
I meant- inconsistent with ‘text. ’
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B - | © Table 2
o C Proportlpn/lf Protocols

Showing There, Experiment I

" Theme . -

“Group e ' . . Verbal .
Fight - ‘ Interplay , Other

Black [ | 26 . 43
White 61 . - .09 .30

\
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o Table 3 . : o
AéExamples of Theme-Revealing. : h ) ii -
Dfsamb;guationsiand Intrusions._ | |

”

i
.

_Sounding_The
-Joe had’ been warned two tlmes already not to fuss and cali people

out of name and talk about ‘them.

One of them ... . started to ‘signify on Bob.

Flght Theme

Everybody got lnto a fight
A had tOlhlt him back.
Fists were,flying.

i . . _ .
!

Bumpnnd/one person start the hole flght.\\

i
i
Race Theme E

e

fl dldn”t no negroes weré ahead of us white people.:

He saNd to the black boy in back of h|m to go to the end/of the
i

‘_I:ne because ie was black. _ _ j
j ,,. \ } .
The Ietter I read was about raciai discrimination

One boy named Bob was a biack boy in a schooi where mostly whlte

peopie went.

3

Comblnatlon Floht -Race: Theme

; e

we’were gonng mad at them nlggers iast Thursday . . . Me

) /BOY
kllled all those Afr:cans.

Thefwhite boys wantedito flght but the Black boys didn't.
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Table 4
L . Mean Ratings Given to Fight

and Sounding Probes, Experimenf 2

Type of Pfobe

Group o - — :
' : N Fight =~ o - Sounding
Bl ack | 3.0 ‘ 2.2
Whi te t 2.2 B 2.8

~Note: Ratings on:a scale of 1-4, where 1 nﬁant ldentlral with text and
- T meant inconsistent with text. : '

o
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Table 5 .
! " Proportion of Protocols
Showing Theme, Experiment 2,
Theme
Grouﬁ ©0 Verbal = : -
: Flgbt . Interplay . Other
Black . w0 .30 .70
White - . ’ .22 : . .10 .68
i
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