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Foreword

The Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) is a
national information system developed by the U. S. Office of Edu-
cation and now sponsored by the National Institute of Education
(NIE). It provides ready access to descriptions of exemplary pro-
grams, research and development efforts, and related information
useful in developing more effective educational programs.

Through its network of specialized centers or clearmghouses,
eachof which is responsible for a particular educational area, ERIC
acquires, evaluates, abstracts, and indexes current significant in-
formation and lists this information in its reference publications.

ERIC/RCS, the ERIC Clearinghouse on Reading and Commu-
nication Skills, disseminates educational information related to
research, instriction, and personnel preparation at all levels and
in all institutions. The scope of interest of the clearinghouse in-
cludes relevant rrsearch reports, literature reviews, curriculum
guides and descriptions, conference papers, project or program
reviews, and other print materials related to all aspects of reading,
English, educational journalism, and speech communication.

The ERIC system has already made available—through the
ERIC Document Reproduction Service—much informative data.
However, if the findings of specific educational research are to be
intelligible to teachers and applicable to teaching, considerable
bodies of data must be reevaluated, focused, translated, and molded
into an essentially different context. Rather than resting at the point
of making research reports readily accessible, NIE has directed
the separate clearinghouses to work with professional organizations
in developing information analysis papers in specific areas within
the scope of the clearinghouses.

ERIC/RCS is pleased to cooperate wlth the National Conference
on Research in English and the Commission on Reading of the
National Council of Teachers of English in making Secondary
School Reading: What Research Reveals for Classroom Practice
available.

Bernard O'Donnell
Director, ERIC/RCS
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- Preface

In these troubled times it is encouraging to see signs of cooperation.
It has been through the cooperation and good will of many people
and groups that this book has come into being. Even with all this
cooperation, it has taken three years.

Theoriginal idea for this project—to provide to teachers a second
updated version of What We Know about High School Reading—
was generated at the Commission on Reading meeting of the
National Council of Teachers of English Annual Convention in
San Francisco (November 1979). The original publication, com-
posed of four articles, appeared during the 1957-58 academic year.
The first revision, composed of eight articles, appeared in 1969.
Both publications were edited by M. Agnella Gunn and published
under the auspices of the National Conference on Research in
English (NCRE) and the National Council of Teachers of English

(NCTE).

During the year following the NCTE convention in San Fran-
cisco we engaged in extensive correspondence with representatives
of the National Conference on Research in FEinglish and the National
Council of Teachers of English. The end result of the communica-
tions was that we were asked to produce this updated version with
the involvement of NCRE, the NCTE Commission on Reading,
NCTE, and the ERIC Clearinghouse on Reading and Communica-
tion Skills. We prepared sample tables of contents and presented
them for critical examination at the Commission on Reading meet-
ing at the NCTE Annual Convention in Cincinnati (November
1980). Contributors were asked to take as broad a view as possible
and to relate reading to the content areas wherever appropriate to
their themes.

Many people cooperated in the creation of this publication. Leo
Ruth of the University of California, Berkeley, chaired the Com-
mission on Reading meeting at which the idea emerged. At that
meeting was commission member P. David Pearson of the Center
for the Study of Reading who was also president-elect of the
National Conference on Research in English. He was a key pivotal

ix




X Preface

person through his involvement with these two organizations.
NCRE provided continuing support and voted to defray expenses
for the typing of the final manuscript at a meeting chaired by then
NCRE President Roy C. O'Donnell of the University of Georgia.
Paul O'Dea and Bernard O’'Donnell provided support, respectively,
as director of NCTE Publications and director of the ERIC Clear-
inghouse for Reading and Communication Skills. The contributors
deserve credit for sharing their expertise, with special thanks to
Margaret Early who has been an author in each of the three
editions. We are grateful also to the teachers and administrators
who took time from their busy schedules to read this publication.
They, too, became a part of this cooperative venture.

Allen Berger
University of Pittsburgh
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Prologue

H. Alan Robinson
Hofstra University

The objective in this collection is to help the classroom teacher in
the secondary school make use of some of the current research
related to reading instruction. Each of the twelve chapters begins
with an introduction to set the stage and ends with a conclusion to
put the ideas into perspective. At times the conclusions are class-
room applications; frequently, classroom applications are stressed
in other parts of the chapters. As is often true of research, all of it
is not immediately functional; in such cases the authors have tried
to help the reader develop insights which can lead to creative
classroom strategies. Should the reader “miss” some of these in-
sights, Margaret Early has discussed and listed many of them in
her valuable epilogue.

The language of the authors reflects the language of the re-
searchers; and, of course, the authors in this collection are often
the researchers themselves. At every opportunity authors have
attempted to define and explain terminology which may be new or
used in ways that differ from readers’ anticipated meanings. Much
of the terminology and the ideas behind the terms are new to
educators, coming to us from cognitive psychology, information
processing, psycholinguistics, and sociolinguistics. Some the reader
will recognize as familiar concepts with new labels.

Several overriding research-related conclusions appear through-
out the volume. They are stated in many different ways and are
exemplified in different contexts. Early discusses several of them
in her epilogue. They are stated here, however, as a conceptual
preorganizer for the reader.

1. High school students can read with some degree of under-
standing, but their responses to what they read are generally
superficial, abstract formulas. They rarely return to text and
use it for explaining and supporting their interpretations.

3




H. Alan Robinson

Such behavior may be an outcome of the way they have
been taught.

. The tests we use to assess readi-ng ability are inadequate.

They do not measure pricr knowledge of the students; they do
not present tasks similar to classroom tasks; they do not pro-
vide for opportunity to respond to what has been read through
explanation and evaluation (since responses are normally
multiple-choice or filling-in-the-blanks).

. The organization of prier knowledge in the heads of readers

(schemata) needs to be activated and/or developed if reading
comprehension is to take place. Readers cannot interact with
authors adequately if they do not have some prior knowledge .
to bring to the reading task;

. The contexts of reading impinge on reading performance,

Readers need to be aware of ‘what, why, and-how they are
reading in relation to given tasks and given situations. Teach-
ers need to help students develop strategies over time to cope
with the large variety of reading tasks within and outside of
the classroom setting—textbooks, magazines, newspapers,
trade books, standardized tests, informal tests, home assign-
ments, library work, reference materials, laboratory work,
and so forth.

. Students must have guidance in self-regulating their learning

through text. Important strategies are (a) defining their own
reading tasks, (b) setting their own reading purposes, and
(c) planning their own learning.

. Teachers should insist that publishers present them with

textbooks that not only meet the content needs but that also
demonstrate superior organization of those content ideas. Stu-
dents may be helped to bring organization to their reading as
a means of improving comprehension; authors can contribute
to improved comprehension by presenting information in a
carefully structured, coherent manner. .

. Reading comprehension needs to be considered within the

contexts of reading. The teacher does not always know “the
correct response.” At times the teacher and the student will
anticipate general agreement; at other times the learning
experience will be enriched by the difference.

. Reading and writing (plus discussion) are closely related tools

of learning. Attention needs to be paid to having these com-
municative partners taught and used in an integratéd fashion.

\ .
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Prologue 5

9. An old cry: All content-area teachers should take responsi-
bility for teaching the reading and writing strategies essential .
in their classrooms. Reading and writing success depends on
a total commitment across the curriculum. Such a compre-
hensive program needs the full and active backing of the -
school administrators.

10. Specialized reading services, usually reading labs or remedial
reading situations, should only be organized as supplements
to a comprehensive reading and writing program across the
curriculum.

The ten points listed above may serve as a rough outline as the
reader studies each chapter. Undoubtedly the reader will discover
many other important conclusions not listed here.




1 Reading Achievement

Anthony R. Petrosky
University of Pittsburgh

This review,of reading achievement in the -secondary schools -is
based on the 1979-80 assessment of reading and literature con-

cducted by the National Assessment of Educational Progress”

(NAEP). The assessment was designed to find out what students
at three age levels know and can do in a specific academic area. It
surveyed the attainments of nine year olds, thirteen year olds, and
seventeen year olds to provide a broad portrait of students’ reading
skills and attitudes toward reading. A variety of item:formats,
passage types, and levels of difficulty were deliberately included
to assess the-extent to which such variations might interact with
student performance. _

As all other NAEP assessments, this one was the product of
several years of work by many educators, scholars, and lay persons
from all over the nation. Initially, these people designed reading
and literature objectives by proposing goals they felt Americans
should be achieving in the course of their education. After careful
review,.the objectives were turned over to writers, whose task it
was to create exercises (items) appropriate to the objectives. Once
the exercises passed extensive reviews by subject-area specialists,
measurement experts, and lay people, they were administered to a
probability sample. These samples were chosen in such a way that
the results of the assessment could be generalized to an entire
national population. That is, on the basis of the performance of
about 2,500 seventeen year olds on a given exercise, generalizations
could be made about the probable performance of all seventeen
year olds in the nation. )

Unlike other testing programs, NAEP does not report scores on
individuals. In addition to the national results for three age groups,
NAEP provides results for groups of respondents. Respondents are

.

o

<5



8 » . Anthony R. Petrosky

classified by sex, race, region of the country, level of parents’ edu-
cation, grade, community size and type, and achievement class.
Results are presented for males and females enrolled in school at
the time of the assessment; for black students and white students
(Hispanic students are included along with white students); for the
Northeastern, Southeastern, Central, and Western regions of the
country; for (1) students whose parents have not graduated from
high school, (2) students who have at least one parent who has
graduated from high school, and (8) students who have at least one
parent 'who has had some education beyond high school. Results
are also presented by type of community—advantaged urban, dis-
advantaged urban, and rural; and size of community—big cities,
fringes around big citie¥, medium cities, and small places. In
addition, results are presented in four ranges of achievement or
performance: the first achievement ‘level represents the lowest
one-fourth of the national sample and the fourth represents the
highest one-fourth of the national sample. After assessment data
have been collected, scored, and analyzed, the National Assessment
publishes reports and disseminates the results as widely as possible.

This discussion of students’ achievement in reading is based on
the most recent NAEP reading report, Reading, Thinking, and
Writing: Results from the 1979-80 National Assessment of Reading
and Literature. While the report presents findings for all three
age groups, this chapter focuses mainly on the achievements of
seventeen year olds.

What We Know

A substantial part of the NAEP reading and literature assessment

was devoted to surveying students’ attitudes, havits, and practices -

in reading. Students were asked, for instance, “What kind of a
reader are you?” Only 6.2 percent claimed they were poor readers
while 62.4 percent thought they were good readers, and 28.9 per-
cent responded that they saw themselves as very good readers.
Large percentages of students reported that it was usually easy
for them to keep their mind on their reading (63.1%), read long

-sentences (81%), finish silent feading in class in the amount of time

given (68.6%), read a story with new words (51.2%), finish books
they have started (71.4%), read books with small print (71%), find
a book that interests them (54.8%), read very long books (41.5%),
and find a book on a subject that is easy for them to read (81.6%).
Almost all students thought it was very important to be able to

L4
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Reading Achievement < 9

read, but the picture was somewhat less positive when we looked
at how much they said they enjoyed reading. At age nine, 80.9
percent of the students said they enjoyed reading very much; at
age seventeen, 42.4 percent said they enjoyed reading very much.
At age nine, 3.2 percent responded that they did not enjoy read-
ing at all, while at age seventeen, 5.3 percent responded that they
did not enjoy reading at all.

When asked how often they read for enjoymersé, during their
spare time, 53.6 percent of the nine year olds said they read almost
every day and 32.7 percent of the seventeen year olds claimed they
read almost every day. Of the seventeen year olds, 32.3 percent
claimed they read once or twice a week for enjoyment while 26.7
percent reported that they read less than once a week and 7.9
percent said they never read for enjoyment.

When we examine the frequency of seventeen year olds reading
. in the context of how long they read, we find that most read
for less than an hour (75.9%) and only 19.5 percent read for
one or two hours while 4.2 percent read for three or more hours.
When we look at these figures in comparison with how much
television they reported they “watched yesterday,” only 38.8 per-
cent said they watched none or less than an hour while 60.8 per-
cent reported watching one to three plus hours. Most (63.6%)
would rather spend their free time going to a movie, and only 13.4
percent would spend that time reading a book. When asked which
- of a group of activifies they would enjoy doing the least, 46 percent
responded with reading a book.

The picture that emerges from these survey questions is not a
very bright or encouraging one. While most students think it is
important to read, few read for enjoyment and even fewer would
choose to-read a book in their spare-time. When these teens do
read, they read for short periods of time. It is not so much the case
that they cannot read, but"that they choose not to, especially when
given the opportunity to do other things like watch television or go
to a movie. When students give reading such a low priority and so
little time, we must begin to wonder aboi* their involvement in
reading and, consequently, the quality and depth of their reading.

When asked what kind of materials they like to read, the
- seventeen year olds gave the following order of genres: short

stories (42%), fiction books (38%), current news magazines (37%),
_nonfiction (25%), poetry (17%) editorials (12%), plays (11%), and
literary criticism (3%). In addition to asking questions about the
kinds of materials they read, we surveyed their yalues for reading.
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The results indicated they knew they could read for 4 number of
reasons, but they preferred to read for practical reasons rather
than for personal growth or pleasure. And although almost half of
“ the students reported that they read daily newspapers, .most re-
ported they learned about current.events from television.and radio. . ...
Although these survey results paint only the broadest picture of
seventeen year olds’ reading attitudes, habits,-and practices, we
get a definite sense-of these teens as people who think they are
good readers, but in fact read very little, and not much at all for
enjoyment. While large percentages report they do not have prob-
lems with their reading, a third to half report prohlems finishing
inclass reading and finding books that interest them. They watch
television more than they read and they prefer going to a movie in
their spare time rather than reading. When they do read on their
own, it is for very short periods of time. Generally, they value
reading most for its presentation of information, not for personal
growth or pleasure. In short, these are people who understand the
value of reading, but choose not to read very much. When given
the opportunity to read, most of them would rather not. ‘
Now that we have a sense of seventeen year olds’ general orien-
tation toward reading, we can take a closer look at how well they
read. In designing assessment items and interpreting the results,
a four-step modet of the comprehension process evolved:

1. initial comprehension

2. preliminary inferences and judgments

3. a reexamination of the text in light of these interpretations
4

. richer and possibly more accurate comprehension of the text
as a whole

Looking at results across a wide range of multiple-choice and
open-ended items, the major conclusion must be that American -

. schools have been reasonably successful in teaching the majority
of students to complete the first two steps in the process, but have
failed to teach more than 5 to 10 percent to move beyond their
initial interpretations of texts. As the final NAEP report concluded,

Students seem satisfied with their initial interpretations of -
what they have read and seem genuinely puzzled at requests
to explain or defend their points of view. As a result, responses
to assessment items requiring explanations of criteria, analysis
of text, defense of judgments, or points of view were in general
disappointing. Few students could provide more than super-
ficial responses to such tasks, and even the better responses

Q lb




Reading Achievement 11

showed little evidence of well-developed problem-solving strat-
egies or critical-thinking skills. (p. 2)

In order to understand the grounds for the conclusions, we need
to delve into students’ performance on the various items that
indicated studenf achievement in terms of our four-step model.
These include, in addition to the general survey items, items
clustered in three groups: explaining responses to written works,
evaluating written works, and general responding.

Explaining Responses to Written Works

The first group of exercises included multiple-choice items that
asked students to identify the mood of a piece, a character trait, an
emotion, or a theme. Then they were directed to explain and
substantiate in writing their answers to a question that involved
them in making an inference about one of the aspects (mood,
character, theme, or emotion) of the selection. Another exercise in
. this group asked students to identify and explain, using text-based
evidence, an important theme or idea they saw in the selection.
Sin e theme is a relatively abstract notion, the question-stems for
these exercises were very specific, pointing students toward such
things as plot, character, setting, images, language, and structure
as possible approaches to analyzing the selection. Results for all
items (including unreleased selections) are summarized in table L

Table 1 \\

Explaining Responses

Barely
Adequate| adequate| Inadequate | Unrateable

Theme

“i was you” (poem) - - 4.6% - 19.0% .. T70.3% . .. .6.1%.

Unreleased narrative 9.7 20.2 61.6 8.6
Character

“Somebody’s Son” (story) 41.4 42.4 13.6 2.5

Unreleased description*  38.3 43.1 16.3 2.3
Mood

“Rodeo” (poem) 41.2 37.9 16.6 4.3

Unreleased narrative* 37.8 26.6 32.2 3.4
Emotion

“Good Dog” (story) 57.7 22.9 11.7 7.7

*Nonfiction
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Overall, the results suggested that seventeen year olds are not v
used to explaining the meaning they draw from texts. Although a
reasonably high percentage wrote explanations of their assertions
about mood and characterization, the degree of their success (41%)
was far below their success (75%) on the inferential multiple-choice
items that preceded the open-ended explanatory tasks. Even when
students performed adequately, the majority of their explanations
turned to summary or synopsis rather than to some systematic
analysis of the text or their own ideas and values.

When we look at the results for these open-ended explanatory
tasks by race and community, we see that blacks performed 15
to 20 percent below their white counterparts and students from
disadvantaged-urban communities performed 11 to 26 percentage
points below students from advantaged-urban communities. Stu-
dents from rural areas performed considerably above students
from disadvantaged communities but 10 to 15 percentage points
below students from advantaged-urban communities.

Evaluating Written Works

Two sets of exercises were developed to assess students’ evaluative
skills. The first set focused on the criteria students bring to reading;
it asked them to list three things that make a good story (or poem).
The second set focused on students’ evaluations of stories and
poems by first asking, in a multiple-choice question, if a specific
story or poem was good, and then directing them to go on and
explain what in the passage had led them to that judgment.

Results from the first set of items revealed that 43 percent of
seventeen year olds cited aspects of content as their evaluative
criteria for stories, while 46 percent gave subjective reactions such
as “interesting,” “funny,” or “adventurous,” and.16 percent cited
form. The picture changed somewhat with the evaluative criteria
they used for poems. Unlike their reactions to stories, 62.4 percent
cited form as an aspect of their evaluative criteria for poems, and
only 31.2 percent cited content, while 43.9 percent gave subjective
reactions. Generally, students’ criteria indicated that they operated
on the level of the text as a whole, rather than on individu'a}*aEpects
of the text such as characters, setting, or believability.

Although it is interesting to see how students say they evaluate
their reading by looking at their ability to formulate evaliative
criteria, the results tell us nothing about their ability to apply
these criteria to written works in reasoned ways. The second set of
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evaluative exercises asked students to explain their evaluations of
texts. The results are summarized in table 2.

Table 2

Evaluating Written Works

No Brief list [Content, details| Evaluation
evaluation| of assertions| or summary |[with evidence

Story—Fable 5.1% 36.8% 38.2% 19.8%
Story—African

folk tale

(unreleased) 10.1 44.8 24.6 20.6
Poem—“Mother

to Son” 6.3 28.1 57.5 8.1
Poem (unreleased) 15.7 54.6 25.6 4.1
Story—“One of

These Days” 12.2 48.1 29.9 9.8

Averages 9.9 42.5 35.2 12.5

The majority of the evaluative responses fell into two broad
response patterns. Most of the students simply listed vague asser-
tions or observations about the passages. Some of these responses
contained references to the text, but most of them were unsupported
statements. The second response pattern was a synopsis or_sum-
mary of the story or poer Though the evaluative criteria were not
explicitly stated in the.: responses, the students seemed to be
singling cut the conte it of the work as their reason for liking
or disliking it. Very few of the students wrote evaluations with
supportmg evidence.

What is most striking and alarmmg about these responses,
besides their quick and easy nature, is their vague almost universal
applicability. Many of the responses could be interchanged across
stories and poems and seem to indicate, as the following repre-
sentative examples do, that even the very best students do not
know how to corapose speC1f1c successful evaluations. ‘

It was a very good story because the main points were easily
to follow. The theme was very evident, although it did seem 4
little weak. In addition, the story had much action which kept
the reader interested.
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The story was full of suspense and kept the reading [sic] in
doubt as to the outtome. The author uses much description in
revealing the characters and the setting. There is a hidden
meaning running throughout the story and this defiritely
intrigues the reader. Together with the suspense, the extra-
ordinary description, and the underlying motive, the author
has created an interesting story. -

When we look at the results for these evaluative tasks by race
and community, we see that blacks performed 2.2 to 8.9 percentage
points below their white counterparts on the open-ended tasks, ayid
that students from disadvantaged-urban communities performed
2.7 to 13.1 percentage points lower than their counterparts from
~ advantaged-urban communities. Students from rural areas per-
formed from slightly above to 10.3 percentage points above their
counterparts from disadvantaged-urban communities, while per-
forming slightly below to 5 percentage points below students from
advantaged-urban communities. ‘

General Responding

For these exercises, students were given stories and poems they
had never seen before and asked to “write down your thoughts and
feelings” or to “write a composition” about the story or poem.
Responses to rour poems and one story were analyzed using a
content analysis scheme that first showed the primary response
category a response fell into and then showed additional response
categories as they appeared in the same response. This approach
focused on the main thrust of each response, while also tabulating
instances of other aspects of the response.

Students read and responded to “Somebody’s Son,” a brief char-
acterization of a son and his letter to his mother in which he
discusses his leaving home; to A. E. Housman’s poem, “Into My
Heart”; and to “Check,” a poem by James Stephens. They also
responded to two other poems, but.these are unreleased and will be
used to assess change in the next reading and literature assessment.

The response categories (Egocentric, Retelling, Emotional,
Personal-global, Personal-analytic, Evaluation, Reference to other
works—general, Reference to other works—specific, Analysis—
superficial, Analysis—elaborated, Inferencing, and.Generalization)
were defined well enough to yield high percentages (all over 90%)
of agreement among raters who scored each response for the
appearance of any one of the twelve categories and for predomi-
nant mode. Since the definitions of these categories are lengthy
and accompanied by specific examples, it would be best if readers
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interested in their specific qualities referred to the complete
NAEP report. ’

Instead of reporting the detailed results of these exercises, let us
take a look at the larger picture to get a glimpse of what happens
when students are asked to read and respond to a work they have
never seen before. First, nearly all (97%) of the responses were
rateable; when presented with these selections and only a limited
time to develop a response, most seventeen year olds at all ability
levels were able to say something. Their responses indicated they
had read the selections and understood them well enough to make
some kind of appropriate response.

Second, selection overwhelmingly determined the type of re-
sponse. In regard to predominant response mode, “Into My Heart”
generated 71.1 percent inferencing responses, while “Somebody’s
Son” produced 67.2 percent personal-analytic responses. This
trend was apparent for all selections and, furthermore, no other
response mode accounted for even half as many responses to any
one passage. It seemed that the characteristics of the selections
determine the kind of response students produce.

Third, although each reponse produced a predominant response
mode, there weresome commonalities running across the responses.
For instance, it was not at all uncommon to find retellings, evalua-
tions, emotions, and inferencing in individual responses. There was
alow incidence of egocentric, personal-global, other works general
and specific, and either superficial or elaborated analysis in
the responses.

And fourth, no matter how sophisticated the responses appeared
they were generally superficial and abstract. Like the evaluative
responses, they seldom included specifics and are best character-
ized as series of assertions loosely developed at an abstract level
around a single point. And while they were coherent enough, they
were, at the same time, underdeveloped. Most were not the careful
reasoned responses we might expect from students trained and
practicad in writing about their reading.

Conclusion

As stated in the final NAEP report: “The most significant finding
from this assessment is that while students learn to read a wide
range of material, they develop very few skills for examining the
nature of the ideas that they take away from their reading. Though
most have learned to make simple inferences about such things as
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a character’s behavior and motivation, for example, and can ex-
press their own judgments of a work as ‘good’ or ‘bad,’ they cannot
return to the passage to explain the interpretations they have
made” (p. 2).

These findings seem to be a direct reflection of current practices
in testing and instruction. When multiple-choice testing and quick
easy discussions dominate the curriculum, how can we expect
anything but the most basic performance from students? When
reading and writing are separated in the curriculum and when
students are not encouraged to discuss or write about their reading
in any extended, reasoned way, is it such a surprise that they then
lack the more comprehensive thinking and analytic skills?

Sophisticated skills such as analysis, inference, generalizing,
evaluating, and theorizing are best, and perhaps only, assessed and
taught through extended discourse—speaking and writing. It
seems clear that speaking and writing tasks are necessary for the
development of these critical thinking skills so absent from stu-
dents’ performance on this assessment. Although there are aspects
of reading and literature like literal recall that are perhaps best
assessed and taught through multiple-choice exercises and quick
classroom discussions, there are other aspects of reading and liter-
ature, such as critical thinking skills, that can only be assessed and
taught through writing or discussion tasks because they require
explanation, elaboration, and documentation.

Simply put, students seem not to have learned the problem-
solving strategies and critical thinking skills by which to look for
evidence to support their interpretations and judgments. A large
proportion (75%) have mastered initial literal and inferential
skills, but very few (22%) have learned to use evidence. In
addition, almost none of the seventeen year olds demonstrated any
knowledge or use of techniques for analyzing a passage. Hardly
any of them approached a text through such conventional proce-
dures as paragraph by paragraph (or stanza by stanza) analysis, or
by using elements of the passage to comment on such things as
setting or character development, or by following a theme or'idea
through its progression in the text.

While these findings are discouraging, it is encouraging that a
large proportion of students were able to make literal and infer-
ential interpretations, and they were able to write summaries and
synopses. It seems clear that what these students need most is the
training and practice in critical thinking skills that would enable
them to go beyond what they already do well.

Q2
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Two other findings are worth mentioning for both their testing
and instructional implications. First, throughout the assessment,
text passages played a role. Clearly, the nature of the passage has a
strong, shaping influence on students’ responses. Second, it seemed
equally clear that the variety of item types—multiple-choice and
open-ended—showed what néither type alone could. By using both
types of exercises, students’ skills were viewed along a continuum
ranging from literal and inferential comprehension to the more
complex critical thinking skills. Either type of exercises alone
would have given only a partial, incomplete picture of students’
performance. ’

What Can Be Done?

Now that we know what students can do, we need to ask ourselves
what we can do te help them overcome the shortcomings that are
so evident in this assessment. One of the most important things
administrators and teachers can do is look closely at the kinds of
testing used in their schools and classes. Do multiple-choice and
quick, easy answer formats dominate the curriculum? If they do,
the chances are very high that they are directing instruction along
the lines of lower-level skills—the kind assessed by multiple-choice
tests. Students need to be tested with the kinds of exercises that
encourage the use of critical thinking skills if these skills are to be
an important part of the curriculum. This means that we need to
create assessments that ask students to write about their reading—
assessments that ask them to use their knowledge and conceptual
strategies to make interpretations that they substantiate with evi-
dence from texts and their own values and ideas. At the same time,
instruction should focus more on the integration of reading and
writing, especially by teaching students how to write about their
reading. It is not enough to test and instruct people in quick, easy
answer approaches to texts.

Second, these critical thinking skills cannot be left to reading
and English teachers alone. They are part and parcel of learning
in all academic areas and should, as such, be stressed across the
content areas. Students in science classes, for instance, can be
taught to write lab reports the way scientists write them rather
than relying on workbooks and fill-in-the-blanks to report their
experiments. Students in social science classes can be taught to
read and write about their content-area material so they get prac-
tice in forming interpretations and evaluations that they substan-
tiate with evidence.
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Third, these critical thinking skills cannot be left to writing
alone, even though writing is critical to their development. Teach-
ers need to examine their classroom practiées to see if they are
giving students the opportunities to engage in meaningful dis-
cussions where pointsof view are aired and defended. All too often,
classroom discussions are dominated by quick, easy answers and
teachers with predetermined answers and hidden agendas. Stu-
dents need to be involved in genuine problem-solving discussions
that focus on their interpretations and their use of evidence to
support and criticize their interpretations.
gourth, institutional support for this kind of systematic reading
atfid writing instruction across the content areas must come from
informed administrators working closely with teachers. Together
administrators and teachers can organize summer workshops and
inservice training to build the kind of integrated reading, writing,
and discussing curriculum that will foster the growth of critical

- thinking skills. We need to recognize that a large proportion of

teachers were never taught how to teach these higher order critical
thinking skills; consequently, we face a massive inservice need.
Initiation for inservice must come from both teachers and adminis-
trators, but it will not work unless administrators understand
wha teachers need and, then, make it possible for them to get it.
In short, teachers and administrators need to work for inservice
training in writing, question-asking techniques, group discussion
strategies, and the integration of reading and writing. We mu;;t'“
also face the fact that very little of this inservice training will be
effective unless teachers are given opportunities to implement
what they have learned in settings conducive to instruction in
critical thinking skills. This means smaller classes and teacher
aides who either free teachers from the mundane administrative
chores or aid them in leading class discussions, writing workshops,
and student conferences. These important higher order skills can-
not be taught in crowded classes where it is near to impossible to
carry on extended discussions and systematic writing assignments.

And fifth, teachers and administrators need to work togetner to
examine the kinds of textbooks they are using in their schools and
classes. Do they encourage the quick, easy answer type of discus-
sion, or do they provide opportunities for students to engage in
extended discussions and writing tasks? Too many of the textbooks
in use are nothing more than quick answer workbooks and as such
they cannot foster critical thinking skills.

In our time of diminishing resources for education, it will be
extremely difficult for teachers to receive the training and support

24




Reading Achicrement . - 197

they need to effectively teach the higher order critical thinking
skills in reading, literature, and writing, especially given the fact
that they must be stretched-out across the curriculum into all
content areas. The findings of this national assessment are clear:
the nation’s seventeen year olds cannot go beyond initial compre-
hension to extend and defend their readings of texts. If we are
going to change this disheartening trend, then we need to make
the commitment to teaching critical thinking skills. This inevitably
means investments of time and money from the public who must
support the educational system for there are no quick, easy, or
cheap ways to teach these higher order skills. If students are to
learn them, they must engage in genuine problem-solving discus-
sions, and they must talk and write about what they read.
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2 The Contexts of Reading

Sharon L. Smith, Rober}/F. Cﬁfey, Jerome C. Harste
Indiana University

Not long ago, a freshman at our university asked this question:
“Why is it so easy for me to read a sports article and so difficult to
read my economics text?” To answer this question, one hardly need
apply a readability formula, perform a conceptual analysis on the
two " . lections, or check the student’s reading level. The difference
is because the student is an experienced reader of sports material
but inexperienced in economics. From his statement we can safely
" infer that sports play a role in his life; formal economics do not.
He can relate sports to his own interest and knowledge, easily
compare this information with other information at his disposal,
and evaluate the worth of the article according to criteria about
which he feels confident. In short, he can create a true mental text
from the graphic display.

What the student might have asked was why he was a competent
reader in one situation and a less competent reader in another.
An economics professor with no interest in sports might have the
same experience, but with the selections switched. When a reader
attempts to create a text from material in which he or she has little
interest or background, reading is.difficult, though rarely fruitless.

Most teachers know that much class-assigned reading is often
boring or baffling to students because it does not relate naturally
to the students’ own interests and experiences. It is not helpful to
say “stop stripping text of context,” because it is not the teacher’s
. intention to do so. Rather, teachers often find, to their own baffle-
ment, that for many students the context of interest and experience
is simply not there. In this chapter, therefore, we do not belabor
the obvious—that meaningful reading cannot occur in a vacuum—
but rather look at the evidence for and the implications of this
statement for secondary teachers. In this attempt we first set up a
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framework for thinking about various kinds of contexts that per-
tain to reading. Then we discuss the reading process in relation to "
context. Next, we report on'some research concerning contextual
. issues that have yielded useful insights into the experience of
readers. And finally we bring this analysis to.bear upon classroom _
instruction, addressing the question of how teachers can apply
their understanding of context to their work with students.

Context Defineod

~ Three kinds of context in reading cah be:defined coperationally

as follows: S -

Linguistic context is the written text per se, that which appears
visually on the page.

Situational context, a concept akin to Malinowski's (1923)

“context-of-situation,” is the setting in which a reading-event DLy
. oceurs; it includes the li:gguistic text, the individuals inuolvedfa T

(e.g., astudent and a teaché¥), the location (e.g., in a classroom’

or at home), the expectations (e.g., that a recall test will be

given over the material), and all such other factors impinging

immediately on the event. )

Cultural context is the social/political matrix in which 'the
situation of reading has come about. :

2y

Linguistic- context, then, is one aspect of situational context,
from which ,it derives its vitality: The situational context, in turn,
exists within<and depends upon cultural context. In a diagram of
embedded circles, we could envision cultural context as a great

" circle containing the other two. This is the context that is least )
clearly defined but most powerful, as becornes evident in studies
exploring differences’in literacy-related behaviors among cultural
groups. ' : .

Because cultural context exerts a strong influence of which we

- may not be consciously aware, it is worthwhile to consider it here
in some detail. Two facts seem especially salient. One is that print
has played a-crucial role in the development.of western civilization,
-pervading virtually’ all aspects of our experierice. We live in a
“print environment” (Harste, Burke, and Woodward, 1982). The
other is that the preeminence of. print is being challenged by
electronic media, notably television and computers, resulting.in =~ ° ;
what we might call an explosion of information production and
processing.
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Our schools, however, remain centered in the print culture;.and
we seem far from thé day when print will not-be the major re-
pository of knowledge at least for the common reader, even though
younger generatidns are increasingly immersed in other forms of
communications. Without question, the dominance of print has
influenced our attitudes toward and uses of language. In our
culture, great value is placed upon what Scallon and Scallon(1979)
described as the English-essay style, a discursive, elaboré‘tive use of
language to fully probe a topic or express a point of view. Especially
in academic settings, our communications are well grounded in
language, and we place great importance upon the ability to use
language for argumentative, explanatory, or rhetorical purposes.

This emphasis on elaborative language bears a close relationship
to the development of writing and the print media in our culture—
to what Olson (1975) called the phenomenon of the “autonomous
text.” Books and other printed materials are regarded as having
an existence of their own, separate from that of either the reader
.or the writer. This is a peculiarity of our highly literate culture we
may take for granted, not realizing that because of it the integrity
of the text sometimes takes precedence over the integrity of the
reader. "

It is at this point that the competition of other media becomes
problematic for the print culture of the schools. Whatever else we
may say about television programming, for example, most of it
does not challenge the integrity of the viewer in the sense of which
we are speaking here. On the contrary, television programmers
are clever at devising ways of enhancing viewers’ integrity. They
do this by relying heavily on a narrative mode familiar from early
childhood, by breaking up exbository material such as news reports
into short chunks that do,not tax the atten.ion span or reasoning
process, and even by inpterspersing commercials which feature
artifacts of daily life. Mofeover, television programs are ephemeral,
which means that they do not assume the character of autonomy
that books and other solid matter appear to have. Experience with
television, then, is bound to affect the young reader’s experience
with books.

Yet it remains important for the maturing reader to learn to
deal with and control rather large amounts of printed material.
For while television seems to be simplifying the task of compre-
hension, the concomitant rise of computers is more certainly com-
plicating it. Due largely to th pow ful processing capacities of
computers, we live in an infoSQiglon-saturated culture in which
the business of codifying, storing, and reporting information,
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largely in print, is all-consuming. .What happens to the personal
dimension in this milieu is a primary concern of educators. In
sum, television over-accommodates while electronic information
processing overwhelms. Within that context, we must place the
enduring print media and the role of reading.

LY

Contexts and Sciiemata A

Taking a retrospective glance over developments in language over
the last tgo decades, what seems most striking is the emergence

- of both cénitive and social perspectives for the study of language.
Reading, as a language activity, has been involved in this develop-
ment. In both language study in general, and reading in particular,
theory has evolved from’a focus on the mechanical act of decoding
to a broader view: namely its role in cognitive development and
social learning.

To be sure, there are real problems connected with such a
change of perspective. It is much easier to understand and explain
a machine than a living thing. But any machine is only a model
of what occurs™in nature, so it is good td go beyond the relative
simplicity and sureness of mechanistic functions to language as it
occurs in a natural human setting—classroom, library, living room,
or street—and see how it works as a system within innumerable

. systems of meaning. !

~ Recently a number of researchers (cf. Anderson, Spiro, and
Montague, 1977) have made use of the concept of schema (pl,
schemata) to explain comprehension in reading. A schema can be
explained as a pattern of knowledge formed from experience that
- enables the individual to make sense of what he or she perceives. It
is something like a concept, but usually more complex, being
composed of a cluster of relatable concepts—a cluster moreover
that tends to be changing most of the time. For example, an indi-
vidual who has always lived in Buffalo, New York, will have a
different schema for “snowstorm” from that of someone who has
always lived on the Oregon coast. A person who has lived in a
number of climates will probably have a more flexible schema. It
is a matter of experience wjth snow and of what one considers
worthy of being called a stori,_As you read this chapter or this
book, or anything else, pay attention to terms or phrases that seem
to draw a blank in your thinking, and you will realize the im-
portance of having schemata for understanding. Schemata form a
mental context important for finding meaning. Learning involves
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building up a repei'toire of useful schemata for understanding
new information. In short; what we comprehend depends in an

important way on what we already know. .

To return to our opening exampleof the student who was a good
reader of sports but a poor reader of economics, we now have a bit
of jargon to explain his plight. He had a well-developed set of
schemata for reading his sports articles, but a sparse one for

" “economics. This notion of schemata being motre or less well-de=— ————

veloped for particular subjects also reminds us that teachers and

+ textbooks are schema-rich in areas where students are schema-

poor. Once one has formed a schema for understanding something,
it is hard to imagine its not being there, and one might wonder at
a student’s inability to understand what is obvious (to the teacher)
and presented in plain English (plain to the writer of the text).

Or a studént may evoke a schema that seems inadequate or
inappropriate, resulfing in an alternaté interpretation. This is
where situational context can play a vital role, for the situation
determines whether, or to what degree, such alteratlons are seen
as soclally acceptable. A classroom where a premium is placed on
verbatim textual recall may lead the students to shrink back from
their own knowledge contexts and embrace the 11ngu1st1c context
so earnestly that reasoning is inhibited.

In developmental reading materials, for example, a common
format is a series of short passages with comprehension questions

- at the end. The passages are discrete and the questions imply

that all readers are supposed to find the same meaning in them.
Readers are encouraged therefore to cling to the language of the
text, to try to memorize it, because that is the safest way to be
sure that the teacher’s assumptions are not violated. Of course, the
task becomes awesome or impossible when there is so much lan-
guage one cannot manage it all, as is the case when one goes from
short passages to whole texts. When the texts also become more
abstract and conceptually dense, the linguistic context by itself
may not be sufficient to represent the meaning.

To mature as a reader, a student must learn to go beyond the
text, to use the words given as a jumping off place for individually-
based thought. This is the goal in reading development, but it is not
easy to encourage in exercises designed to build up comprehension
skills. One must soften the boundaries between the language of the
text and the language of the environment. Through discussion in
which textual information is related to other experiences and the

" readet’s own ideas, students can be prompted to react, to speculate,

U
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to consider what the message of any text means to them. They
should be posing the questions as well as answering them. This
can be done even with very short passages or single sentences, as
long as this principle is observed: the reader develops meaning by
bringing in context outside the text. When the boundaries between
the text and the environment are regarded as permeable, the
meaning can flow in two directions. The text will have a greater
impact, not a weaker one, at the same time that its message is
being affected by what the reader already knows.-

Context of Situation and of Culture *

As outlined by Chomsky (1957) among others (virtually all of whom
are echoing nineteenth-century linguist Ferdinand de Saussure),
the broad notions of competence and performance have been central
to the scientific study of language for a number of years. Compe-
tence is the underlying system of language rules mastered by all
members of any speech community. Competence, naturally, is an
abstraction, an idealization. It is the aspect of language that pro-
vides for our awareness of the difference between grammatically
acceptable and unacceptable sentences, for example. Performance,
on the other hand, is not an abstraction or idealization at all. It is
comprised of the actual utterances of people, including any and all
“pragmatic” aspects of authentic speech. These would include hesi-
tations, pauses, redundancies, and so on. Even a brief reading of
the notorious “Watergate” tapes, for example, provides one with

data for suggesting that even allegedly educated persons frequently

speak in other-than-acceptable (i.e., nonstandard dialect) fashion.

While these two concepts have played some role in the develop-
ment of transformational-generative grammars, we suggest (fol-
lowing Halliday, 1978, as @l as a number of other sociolinguists)
that it is no longer a uséﬁ%"ﬂistinction. To speak of linguistic (or,
as does Hymes, 1972, “communicative”) competence is to attempt
to “decontextualize” meaning. We suggest that language can be
defined effectively only through its use, that is, its meaning in
context. The same may be said for any instance of language use—
including reading. Neither the reader nor the text can be studied
profitably in isolation (Rosenblatt, 1978). Each is an integral ele-
ment of the other’s environment and neither is a meaningful entity,
at least in analytic terms, in a vacuum.

Bartlett's (1932) work on memory, for example, showed that
Britishers will comprehend an American Indian folktale within a

]
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framework that makes sense in terms of their own literary tradi-
tion. Such findings have been replicated by Kintsch and Vipond
(1977) with middle-class Anglo-Americans and American Indians.
Related research was conducted by Scallon and Scallon (1979) in
which data supported the conclusion that Alaskan (Athabaskan)
Indians were being asked to accommodate a European literary
tradition. Even in public school settings, this tradition proved to

be formidably alien to Tiative conceptions-of the cosmos. What the
researchers called the European “essay” tradition was clearly not
a form which had any substantive meaning within the conventions
of Athabaskan culture.

Another example of how situational context can affect language
processing and language understanding in ways we might not
anticipate emerged in Donaldson’s (1978) work using Piagetian
measures to determine children’s stages of cognitive development.
One task involved showing children two sticks of the same length,
first together and then apart, to determine whether they could
“conserve” the eqfiality of length when the original context was
changed. Generally it has been found that young children tend to
respond differently when the placement of the sticks is changed,
indicating a lack of conservation. Donaldson, however, found evi-
dence that children might be responding to social rather than to
perceptual or cognitive factors. That is, children may learn early
that, when adults repeat questions, they have_found the first re-
spongé unsatisfactory, and so, being very sensitive language users,
they change the answer. In so doing, they have examined the kinds
of constraints operating in this setting, and, realizing that authority
lies with the adult, they try to oblige. Donaldson tested her hypo-
thesis by presenting a jack-in-the-box and saying it might leap out
and spoil things, requiring that the same question be asked again.
In this setting, when they were no longer responsible for the repe-
titic  of the question, even very young children were significantly
more likely to say that the sticks were the same length after they
had been moved.

These observations raise the question of how much of our devel-
opmental data are contaminated by the unnatural or unexamined
pragmatic constraints that are operating. Clearly, much of the
behavior that has been identified as evidence of a certain level of
thinking in some “pure” sense may actually be responses to par-
ticular constraints that we, as teachers or researchers, impose
upon the situation. This point was underscored by the work of
Sebeok (in press) and others regarding the contextual constraints
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inherent in virtually apy experimental design. This problem is
most commonly labeled the “Clever Hans” phenomenon, after the
notorious nineteenth-century horse which apparently had the re-
markable ability to do arithmetic. But it was really his master
who was doing the sums, while the horse was stamping out answers
in response to tire man’s exceedingly subtle and often unwitting
signals. :

Bates (1979) used the term pragmatics, by which she meant
awareness of the social rules that pertain in a particular situation.
She distinguished pragmatics from sociolinguistics in this way:
sociolinguistics is concerned with generalized kinds of rules that
operate to affect the way we use language, and pragmatics is con-
cerned with particular kinds of constraints operating in a given
situation. Harste, Burke, and Woodward (1982) clarified the di-
mensions of situational pragmatics with children as young as three
years. Even at this age, their subjects responded differently to
requests for writing or drawing according to the tools they were
given. One youngster, indeed, refused to write with a crayon and
requested a pen instead. Here we see social constraints (the request
of an adult) mediated by other situational constraints (the proper
function of the tool given) and the resulting problem-solving
response of the child as she endeavored to make sense of the
situational requirements. ‘ '

It may seem a long speculative leap to relate the behavior of
preschool children to the responses of adolescents in a secondary
school classroom, but we can reasonably assume that early child-
hood sophistication in interpreting the contextual implications of a
task has been raised to the level of an art by mid-adolescence.
Secondary school students are still responding primarily to the
situational implications of the task rather than simply to the task
itself. A major difference betwegn the preschoolers and the high
schoolers, perhaps, is that the latter have undergone so many
differentiating experiences that they vary a great deal more
among themselves in how they identify and interpret the salient
features of a situation.”™* '

We are always responding to signs in our environment. In this
semijotic sense (cf. Halliday, 1978; Halliday and Hasan, 1980), signs
are the cues we detect for, interpreting underlying significance in
a phenomenon or situation. When we say we cannot see the forest
for the trees, we mean that we are ignoring this sign potential
while observing many trees together. In terms of the notion of
schema.discussed earlier, we may say that we are not evoking a
schema for forest, so we are missing an important gestalt—the
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whole that is greater than its parts. Now suppose, by some pecu-
liarity of the light, we can see only one tree at a time. Then the
experience of the forest, its complexity as a whole ecology, may
elude us. The whole configuration is a sign which cannot be derived
- logically from the parts we are shown. In this image it is also
important to note that the trees themselves do not constitute the
forest. They are part of it, and they signal its presence to us, but
a forest is a great deal more than a collection of trees, and the trees
themselves assume various meanings depending on how we are
regarding the forest. In short, the more context we take into
account, the more powerful and the more variable the signs we
perceive for detecting meaning.

From a semiotic perspective, then, it is probably the broad-based
kinds of schema-accessing potentials that make readers confident
of the meaning they have gained, or, in the event that schemata
have not been accessed, make them perplexed or discouraged in
their ability' to read a given text. Clearly, this dynamic sign-
response interaction is'an important part of the comprehending
process, not just a component but integral and central to the whole
effort to acquire meaning. ‘ ‘

Speech-act theory (Searle, 1975) is relevant to this consideration
of how language is used in the constructive activity of compre-
hending. In this framework, language is viewed as a social action,
which functions in a socially significant way, rather than as a
linguistic form. This perspective includes the intent of language—
its connection with events that go beyond its own form—and ex-
poses the illusion that we control the variables in situations that
we manage according to some plan. For example, in a naturalistic
study of student/teacher interactions McDermott (1977) observed
how a bilingual child with reading difficulties used certain be-
haviors, such as turning to the wrong page, to keep her teacher
from calling upon her in a reading group. The teacher believed
she was managing the group in a humanistic way, which meant
not embarrassing the child. In many secondary classrooms, stu-
dents exert pressure on the teacher to explain the material in the
book, giving them exactly what they need to know for a test. This
is a way of managing the teacher’s high priority on accurate
mastery of specific content. What is common to these examples is,
that, in both, the students avoid reading by tuning into the teacher’s
management system and making direct use of that.

Carey, Harste, 2nd Smith (1981) found that college students

_were also monitoring the situation in which ambiguous texts were
éncountered and responding to that. In many instances, they pre-
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served the ambiguity, and some commented on the oddness of a
text written to be ambiguous, showing their awareness of the
experimental nature of the setting. That put the ball back into the
researchers’ court. In a classroom situation where grades or other
rewards were at stake, they might have been more circumspect in
their response. The problem would ve to figure out how the teacher
wanted them to interpret the passage. As noted earlier, we often
impose our own constraints upon research and learning situations
and then examine the results as if they had nothing to do with us.

Consider the strategies that students apply to standardized
reading tests, which are presumed to measure levels of compre-
hension. These strategies call for almost exclusive attention to
linguistic context. A test-wise student will study the questions
carefully and then scan the passage for answers. We even teach
such strategies in study skills instruction, showing students how to
define the task as a problem of matching certain elements in the
question to certain elements in the text. We teach them to pick the
answer the examiner intended, even if this means ignoring alter-
native answers which, though they are logically justifiable, aren’t
going to ring true for the machine that grades their answer sheets.
Thus we defin€ the situational confext.in the most cynical way,
while the cultural contexfm‘u/c‘e to the looming spectre of
permanent records and theole thatfa handful of test scores plays
in our lives. The test-takerNe/U/advised, if possible, to dispense
with real mental and cultural experience and attend to these
puzzles, which often call upon values and suppositions peculiar to
classroom testing. A

What a comprehension test measures, mainly, is the reader’s
ability to pick up on a very limited set of cues, to stay very close
to the text, and to select the test writer’s inferences. What it does -
not measure, or reveal in any way,*is how the reader has recon-
structed the message of the text, related it to his or her prior
knowledge, synthesized-this information with other information, or
thought critically about it. Indeed it is unlikely that much of this
kind of thinking went into the test-taking effort. If it did, the
reader wouldn’t go fast enough to make a good score on the test.

Test score statistics aren’t telling us what we need to know. Stu-
dents who look all right on these measures may still be in serious
difficulty. We need to get away from such distractors and form a
view of reading that has real potential payoff for classroom learn-
ing. Daigon (1980) described “rhetorically based and rhetorically
deficient” tasks and made the point that many school tasks are
rhetorically deficient in that they don’t have authentic elements
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of context available to provide real language situations. Standard
comprehension tests are an example of this.

Our best strategy is to provide as rich and as natural a language
environment as possible, one in which students are encouraged to
select signs that have meaning for them and to respond to these
signs in ways'that make sense according to the students’ knowledge
and experience. When we abstract language we are in effect alter-
ing the importance of some potential signs. There is a danger
in excluding signs that could help students access what they al-
ready knew. We may make language-based learning more difficult
through proscribing signs that could bring out relationships to
various levels of context—not only linguistic but also situational
and cultural. Potential signs are always abundant, but they are
also dependent on individual experience and past encounters with
language. The challenge is to determine which are the important
ones to select for a given case.

A major value of the research on sign potential is the framework
it provides for relating linguistic context to more general contexts.
We have been able to identify many more possible signs, all with
the potential of altering comprehension and the long-term synthesis
of comprehension that we call learning. That is, the theory of con-
text has given us a theory of comprehension and a theory of text.
We used to think of reading as an information transfer process.
Then we began to think of reading as an interaction. What we are
now finding is that it is a transaction (Rosenblatt, 1978); a truly
dynamic interrelationship is in fact a function of signs being used
by language learners. This perspective can get us out of the notion
that someone did a “good” reading or a “bad” reading of a par-
ticular text. We can look instead at what signs were or were not -
used, how, and with what finesse. We may find that much of what
we have considered poor comprehension is in fact a very good use
of the sign potential we, as teachers, have provided.

Applications to Teaching

From the perspective discussed, it becomes clear how important
the teacher’s concept of comprehension is to students’ reading and
learning behaviors. Many teachers may not have thought specifi-
cally about this issue and would have difficulty explaining exactly
what comprehension is. Generally, teachers appear to view com-
prehension in one of two ways: (1) as “meaning maintenance,” with
emphasis on understanding, preserving, and storing meaning as
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given in a text or lecture; or (2) as “meaning generation,” with
emphasis on constructing meaning that goes beyond the text. If we
regard comprehension as primarily “meaning maintenance,” we
are directing students to consider mainly the linguistic aspects of
what they read. This restriction closes down meaning options and
affects the kind of processing that takes place.

Teachers can predefineghé limits of cognitive processing by the
way they decide to organize and present their materials. Students
who assume a restrictive model of text interaction from instruc-
tional cues may become dull comprehenders even while flourishing ]
in their ability to answer certain kinds of questions about the text
(as evidenced by Petrosky’s report in chapter-1). It is not uncommon
for students to be bewildered by the sudden inadequacy of such a
model when they go from high school to college, where the em-
phasis is shifted from accuracy of memory to problem-solving
abilities. It is also clear that some students may become so de-
pendent on teacher organization of meaning that they may have
difficulty learning to learn for themselves after high school.

Throughout,the formal educational process, beginning with the'
first classroom experience and continuing for ‘as long as the indi-
vidual participates in any kind of instructional situation, the de-
velopment of control over printed language is a crucial ability. To
the extent that the teacher maintains a tight control, the student
may be kept in an unproductive dependency, which can result in
a kind of learned 'helplessness that surfaces when the external
control is absent. In high school, when print becomes a primary
source of information, the emphasis should be on guiding students
to independent control. This means that the learner assumes equal
integrity with both the teacher and the text. Traditionally, the
teacher is the authority in the classroom, with the text and the
student subordinate to that authority. Such a model, however, does
not accommodate the long-term needs of the student as a compre-
hender and learner from print (Bresnahan, 1981).

In practical terms, assignments and projects should be designed
that call for the use of information rather than merely the storage
and regurgitation of it. These projects should be set up in a way
that leaves much of the specific definition and planning of activities
to the students themselves, so that they help to create the situational
contexts in which reading will occur. Many students will resist
and demand to be told exactly what to do. The teacher must then
resist them, at least to the extent of providing only as much
guidance as is truly necessary, leaving the student some responsi-
bility for designing the task. There is nothing more devastating
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to a teacher’s ego than a student’s quizzical look and complaint
that “this assignment isn’t organized.” The teacher must respond
by showing students how to organize tasks for themselves, calling
ubon resources they can contribute from their own expérience and
ideas. . .

It is generally a mistake to rely on one textbook as the sole pro-
vider of information in any subject. This gives one text entirely

provided in the library or in the classroom. Reading, as much as
possible, should be embedded in a context of locating, synthesizing,
and producing knowledge, '
Earlier, the importance of a natural and rich language environ-
ment was stressed. One way to achieve this is to fi]] the classroom
with good, interesting books in the speécific content area and make
it possible for students to browse among them and read them.
Another is to eéncourage students to talk and share ideas in class

important for students to be prime contributors to this talk.

If students are slow to respond to attempts to get them to
Participate in the creation of a “live” situation, it may help to orient
them to produetions that have meaning for them: the composing
of alternate texts with their own articles and interpretations of
the subject matter, magazine or newsletter style publications,
bookmaking—any kind of written production intended for an
audience besides just the teacher. As 3 general ryle, collaborative
learning activites have greater long-term benefits than competitive
ones, such as taking tests,

This i not to say that no conventional study requirements should

But this should not be the only-activity, or even the primary one. It
is important to show students how to learn from texts. Learning,
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the book came from, who wrote it and when, and speculate on the
reasons why (Smith, Smith, and Mikulecky, 1978). This approach
broadens the situation and elevates the status of the reader.

Teachers can help students become aware of the contributions
they make to their own learning. For example, they can devise
demonstrations in which the class starts with a very small amount
of information and gradually expands it, changing the linguistic
context in ways that call for varying uses of other contexts. To
illustrate, suppose you as a reader are given a single letter, the
consonant C. There is not a great deal of information here if you
confine yourself to this text; as a speaker of English yau know that
it is the third letter of the alphabet and has a certain range of
possible phonetic representations in our language. Beyond this,
however, you may bring your own associations to bear—perhaps C
is your initial, or perhaps it is a grade you don’t want in a graduate
course, or perhaps you remember that it is the Roman numeral
for 100. I£ you cared to take the time, you might find you could
produce a whole dissertation on the possible meanings of the letter
C by drawing freely on situational and cultural contexts.

Suppose the letter is placed within a word, say Change. Now you
must discard most of the elaboration of meaning you produced for
the letter C, but you can go through the same exercise with the
word, which is likely to have so many potential situational and
cultural associations that you would have to be very selective to
confine yourself to a dissertation. Next, imagine the word set in a
sentence, for example, Change is the only evidence of life. Again
you must discard some meaning, but at the same time a great deal
more is evoked; once you have such a whole proposition you can
begin judging its truth value and all the contexts in which that
must be considered. '

The point is that as we extend linguistic text, we are expanding
context geometrically. We can make letters into syllables, syllables
into words, words into sentences, and eventually create a book.
Furthermore, we must look not only at the covers of the book but
also at where it should be placed for the student to find—in a
library or a classroom bookcart. We can see how reading is sur-
rounded by an awesome environment of meanings that are.both
internal and external to the individual reader. It is this environ-_
ment of meanings that enriches (or impoverishes) the experience
and ultimately the learning that will evolve from interracting with
the text. This exercise can be used as presented with a class, or it
can provide a pattern for a lesson centered in particular course
content.\ )
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The secondary teacher may ask students to consider their own
varied experiences with language. Some field work might be ap-
propriate: have students attend closely to the way people talk in
different situations. Many students will not of course respond im-
mediately to the teacher’s efforts to get them to become “natural
language users” in the classroom. Some may never respond. A
frequent problem with reading and language instruction in early
grades is that language is treated out of context as a linguistic
system unto itself. This is artificial and boring and may lead to
personal disaffection with written language long before the stu-
dent reaches high school. We are bored by that which excludes us.
Long-term boredom may be a malaise that is diificult to cure. But
we can begin the process, at least, by encouraging students to bring
their own personalities into their reading, by having them use
their own language as much as possible, and by setting up situa-
tions in which they learn from themselves and each other along
~ with their teachers and their books.

Conclusion

We turn to literature for a summary that sheds a different light
or the fundamental issue. In “Funes the Memorious,” the South
American writer Jorges Luis Borges (1962) tells the story of a
young man whose memory was awesomely perfect. Borges wrote:

He knew by heart the forms of the southern clouds at dawn on
the 30th day of April, 1882, and could compare them in his
memory with mottled streaks on a book in Spanish binding he
had only seen once and with the outlines of foam raised by an
oar in the Rio Niger the night before the Quebracho uprising.
(p. 1562)

As fascinating as such a mental feat is, we may sense at once some-
thing peculiar about a mind that stores images intact and manipu-
lates them like objects on a shelf. We inspect the workings of our
own memories and how they contribute to the development of what
we call knowledge, and we find that it is the exception, not the
rule, that events or objects will retain perfect integrity over time.
What happens to most of what we comprehend at a given moment
is that it loses its own distinctive features and becomes a part of
something else. .
Not so for Funes the Memorious. He kept each image oinfﬂ:t,
indefinitely, with the result that he accumulated a heap of scparate
memories that did not blend into larger entities. Thus he had no
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* higher level concepts that would provide a framework for con-
" necting individual perceptions into complex entities that endured
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systems, no ¢ptegories, no general concepts for operating upon the
data that he acquired through his remarkable perception.

Funes did not make meaning that went, in Bruner's (1973) )
phrase, “beyond the information given”; that is, he did not form :

through changes in space and time. His own face was new to him »
whenever he saw it at a new angle. “I suspect,” says the narrator,

“that he was not very capable of thought. To think is to forget
differences, generalize, make abstractions. In the teeming world of

Funes, there were only details, almost immediate in their presence” P
(p. 154). Details themselves, we recognize, are worthless unless

they relate to something larger than themselves.

To strip text of context is to ask students to operate "in the \
manner of Funes, that is, to deal with,signs as they are given -
rather than as they can be made to function through the more
powerful systems of interpretation available through knowledge of
situation and culture. The incredible precision of Funes’ memory
was, in fact, possible because of the absence or suppression of this
other kind of functioning. But he did not think, and he had no use
for the information he acquired. T¢ avoid this result is the real
point of emphasizing the larger contexts of reading.
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3 The Read/igg Process

Judith A. Langer
University of California—Berkeley

Many of us have been trained to focus on what students do; we look
at test results, work sheets, and exercises in order to understand
our students’ reading achievement, the skills they have acquired,
and the skills which still need to be learned. However, much of the
reading research during the past fifteen years has added another
dimension particularly useful for helping students learn to read
better—a focus on how rather than on what students do. Although
“process” and “product” are far from new concepts, our expanded
knowledge about the reading proéess can make a difference in the
goals of our lessons, in the way we interact with students as we
help them learn, and in the manner in which we assess needs and
evaluate growth.

Research into the reading process has shaped our understanding
of how readers “make meaning” when they are engaged in a read-
ing activity. This research has highlighted a learning triad: the
reader, the text, and the context (or learning environment) as they
interactively affect the manner in which a student comprehends a
particular text. Smith, Carey, and Harste illuminated context and,

_of necessity, touched on the otherﬁomponents in chapter 2. In this
chapter, three aspects of recent.yesearch are described and then
related to the learning triad. They are (1) the constructive nature
of reading, (2) the influence of background knowledge, and (3) the
use of metacomprehension or self-monitoring when reading. After
reviewing aspects of this research which are particularly perti-
nent to the instructional setting, instructional activities useful for
the secondary school are described.

The Constructive Nature of Reading

Reading is interactive because it requires coordination between
the reader’s background knowledge and the reader’s use of actual

) 39

43




" 40 _ R : Judith A. Langer

text (Rumelhart, 1977). At times, the construction of meaning
tends to be more idea- or concept-driven (Bobrow and Norman,
1975), and to rely less on cues from the text itself. At other times,
readers tend to pay more attention to details of the text and to
concentrate on smaller units of language.
Remember the many instances when we've seen our students
“figure out” the Words or “say the sentences right” witnout any
idea of what it all meant; they had started with the words and
sentences but had little sense of the more global meaning of the
passage. Processing the text by focusing on bits of meaning is slow,
takes space in memory, and may interfere with the reader’s inter--
pretation of what the author is saying. On the other hand, when
the process focuses too heavily on overall concepts, readers some-
times emerge with a general idea of what a passage is about but
lack the specifics. The result is imprecise perception of meaning
with too many reader-made assumptions. It is important that we

: f(l)——beA-awa—re-,,of;,possirb:l.e;oveprel-i-ance"onr'onestpategyfor—'—thé other;. - —=

(2) focus our instruction on the flexible use of cueing systems
intext, context, and within the re der; and (3) encourage our stu-
dents to make decisions about the strategies which are most helpful
in comprehending a particular text in a given situation. Asking
students such questions as “Did you get that from the text?” “Did
you think of that yourself?” or “Is that helpful in understanding
this text?” may help both student and teacher evaluate compre-
hension strategies for a particular portion of a'particular text.
. To understand the many variables which affect the compehen-
sion process, we ‘also need to look beyond text- or concept-driven
strategies. The notion that the development of meaning is a con-
structive process draws upon the works of such diverse people as
R. Anderson (1977), Bartlett (1932), Goodman and Goodman (1978),
Polanyi (1966), Rosenblatt (1978), and- Rumelhart (1977). The con-
structive process includes the following as constraints on reading:
(1) the reader’s general knowledge, language patterns, and atti-
tudes; (2) the language and content of the text; (8) the demands
and goals of the specific reading task; and (4) the instructional
environment and general climate for learning as they all interact
(Cook-Gumperz, Gumperz, and Simons, 1979; Harste, Burke, and
Woodward, 1982; and Langer, 1980a). These constraints provide a
broad view of what influences an individual student in processing
and comprehending a particular text.
Comprehension is not a simple text-based process in which
readers piece together what the words, sentences, or paragraphs
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“say”—as if words themselves have some inherent meaning. Nor is
it simply a concept-driven process in which readers begin with a
global notion of what the text will be about, and anticipate the
larger meanings the text will convey. Rather, comprehension is a
process which requires readers—real live readers with ideas and
attitudes of their own—to interpret what the author is saying.
From this point of view, the text is merely a blueprint using a
linguistic code; readers must use the blueprint to stimulate their
own ideas and create their own meanings. This is not to suggest
that readers go off into an idiosyncratic world of fanciful meaning
but that they alone have the power to create meaning—their mean-
ing that is closer to or further from the meaning that the author
intended, but reader-generated nonetheless. Once teachers accept
this notion of meaning construction, it permits instruction to focus
on why a certain interpretation was or was not made.

As a passage develops, ideas are introduced, refined, and inte-

— “grated: Meaning cannot be derived from-a sentence or text seg-

ment alone. It must be considered as part of the reader’s growing .
vision of what the entire pa age is about. Therefore, meaning
derived from a particular portion of the text will be shaped by
how earlier segments were interpreted and will continue to develop
and change in the light of later segments. In addition, interpreta-

. tions of passages will change based on the context or purpose for

reading.

As teachers we need to help students use an appropriate mix of
reading strategies. At this time we do not know a better-worse or
first-second sequence of strategies. Poor readers tend to be those
who become overly reliant on one strategy (Spiro, 1980). Readers
must use the words and sentences in a text as well as their personal
language, knowledge, and experience to create a changing and
growing meaning. As readers progress through a text, their vision
grows; ideas develop; and with appropriate guidance they start to
utilize a fluid range of strategies and cueing systems.

Secondary teachers should bear in mind that as readers engage
in each new reading task, they already have important knowledge
to use in striving to generate meaning. Students generally have a
good hunch about the genre of the passage (newspaper article,
worksheet with passage and fill-in questions, social studies text,
biography); about the general topic; about the language and tone
of the passage; and about the information they will need when they
finish reading (for multiple-choice questions, class discussion, re-
search paper). By being aware of these factors (all of which affect
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the manner in which the student processes the text), teachers can
assist students to develop more efficient and more effective com-
prehension strategies. Students should always know why they are
reading the text (quiz, report, literary discussion) and be helped
to think in advance about the kind of information to focus on. Dis-
cussions focusing on what students already know about the topic
and the genre, and suggestions about how these might be dealt
with in the text, are rich ways of developing expectations which
are helpful for comprehension. ‘

The Influence of Background Knowledge -

In this chapter background information refers to explicit “facts”
which are specifically related to the topic; background knowledge
is used in a more discursive sense to describe both specific “back-
ground information” and all other usefully-related knowledge,
however tangential it might be. Just about everyone agrees that in -
some critical way background information plays an important role
in how a student comprehends a passage. Frequently this general-
ization has been intuitive; teachers are often aware of a knowledge
gap between the text and the reader (especially in subject-area
textbooks). In récent years, there has been a good deal of research
into the question of prior knowledge and how it affects compre-
hension. Researchers now know empirically what teachers have
suspected—cultural background, personal world knowledge, and

- first-hand experiences with.related topics all affect (1) the manner

in which readers organize information in memory (Pichert and
R. Anderson, 1976; Reynolds et al., 1981; Rumelhart and Ortony,
1977; Steffensen, Jogdeo, and R. Anderson, 1978); (2) what text-
related information will be brought to mind in reading about a
given topic (R. Anderson, Spiro, and M. Anderson, 1978; Langer,
1980b; Langer and Nicolich, 1981; Spiro, 1980); (3) what associa-
tions readers will make based on personal experiences and back-
ground knowledge (Langer, 1981a, b, 1982); and (4) what language
or vocabulary they will marshall based on their perspectives of
the reading tasks (R. Anderson and Pichert, 1977; R. -Anderson,
Pichert, and Shirey, 1979).

It is now known that in order to comprehend a text students need
to relate the vocabulary and concepts in the text to some back-
ground knowledge they already have stored in memory (Rumelhart
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and Ortony, 1977; R. Anderson, 1977). If a reader has poorly-
- organized or weakly-developed understandings of a particular con-
cept, comprehension becomes difficult (Pearson, Hansen, Gordon,
1979).

One aspect of this problem that teachers must serlously consider
involves student/teacher communication (Langer, 1982; Y. Good-

man, 1978). Does the teacher really know tnat a student lacks
background knowledge about a specific topic, or has the student
simply used language which the teacher did not believe was related
to the topic? Did the student introduce information which the

“teacher felt to be tangential because it did not fit with the language
and ideas the teacher expected to be expressed? We must consider
not only the language and content which is presented in the text but
also differences between the language and background knowledge
of teacher and student. Because of differing life experiences, people
organize their knowledge in different ways, and these may differ
from student to student as well as from student to teacher. We
must remember too that there is an “academic” language—a way
of organizing and retrieving information and a way of discussing
ideas which may simply not be in the realm of a student’s ex-
perience. In such situations, the student may have a store of useful
and related knowledge—if only he or she could verbalize it and the
teacher use it as an aid in developing comprehension.

When students begin to read about a topic, or when there is a
class discussion, language or ideas may seem fuzzy, irrelevant, or
tangential. It is the teacher’s role to help students make links be-
tween what they know and what they read. Most students know
something about what they read or discuss in school. To help stu-
dents become aware of what they do know that is useful for compre-
hension, we might ask them why they thought of certain ideas and
why they gave the responses they did. This will help us focus on the
kind of thinking the student did and the kind of reasoning that took
place when the response was made. Teacher and student may then
discuss what could have been done-differently, which bit of infor-
mation may have been more appropriate than another, and why.

Before textbooks are assigned, teachers should first check to
see what background knowledge their students have—student
knowledge in student language. This background knowledge can
then be related to the vocabulary and concepts which are in the
text—moving from what is known to the new. Although some
students will undoubtedly need some direct instruction in new
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concepts, others will be able to read and comprehend the text with |
greater success if they are given the opportunity to begin with the
background knowledge they relate to the reading task, to judge for
themselves how this might help them better understand the text —
information, to think about what else they know that might be /
helpful, and to use their own concepts to help them understand less /
familiar vocabulary. Starting with the student’s language and /
background knowledge rather than that of the teacher or the text

may make all the difference in the manner in which a text is
processed and the degree to which it is understood.

Metacomprehension and Reading

More efficient readers are those who have some sort of control over
their own reading strategies (Brown, 1982; Paris and Lindauer,
in press; Garner and Reis, 1981). This control of strategies is called
metacomprehension. Metacomprehension refers to a monitoring
system which involves self-reflection and awareness of what we
know or need to know in a particular reading situation, and what
needs to be done if things go wrong (Brown, 1982). Metacompre-
hension can be thought of as having two separate components:
awareness and action. “Awareness” is the self-reflection people do
when “watching” their own cognitive behavior as they read. This
includes (1) awareness of the goal of the reading assignment,
(2) awareness of what is known about the topic and the reading
task, (3) awareness of what needs to be known, and (4) awareness
of the strategies which facilitate or impede the gaining of meaning
from reading. “Action” is the self-regulatory activity people engage
. in as a response to their self-monitoring. When things go wrong,
regulatory mechanisms help readers (1) to relate the reading prob-
lem to similar problems, (2) to engage in strategy changes, (3) to
- check to see if their problem-solving attempts have been successful,
and (4) to anticipate what to do next. ‘
Metacomprehension activities serve as a “third eye” permitting
a reader to check that ideas in the text make sense and are con-
sistent with. one another (Baker and Brown, in press). Because
there are varying levels of “how much you need to understand,”
readers must make this judgment based on their purposes for
reading. Poor readers are less aware than good readers of the
strategies they use during reading (so too for young as compared to
older readers), and they are also less aware when things go wrong.
Similarly, young readers do not seem to notice inconsistencies even
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when they are capable of doing so (Markman, 1979); therefore,
. young (or poor