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Foreword

As this volume demonstrates, prose comprehension research is u
topic that continues to receive a great deal of attention. [t is ini-
possible to pick up a research journal in education or psychology
without seeing an article or two that mentions discourse analysis,
text structure. schema theory, mathemagenics, or other prose
comprehension topics. This does not mean that these research
issues were not considered important in the past; it merely
reflects the influence iniformation processing theories have had
on prose comprehension research in general and reading com-
prehensicn specifically.

However, with all the time and energy that have been
-devoted to this particular topic, one has to wonder wtether
research affects instruction. Or more specifically, is it reaiistic
to assume that pedagogical strategles or materials development
for classroom utilization should bé predicated upon implications,
suggestions, or recommendations emanating from basic and ap-
plied research? Often, the basic researcher, the applied rescarcher,
and the classroom practitioner operate as seini-isolated elements
within the educational community. For this reason, it is re-
freshing to see a monograph address a specific topic from an
interdisciplinary perspective. All too frequently educators, psy-
chologists, linguists, and sociologists do not attempt to discerii
how those operating at different levels (teacher, researcher,
material developer) nfight benefit from one another. For
example, do basic researchers have anything to offer classroom

) o
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teachers or material developers in terms of how they might
approach them specilic wreas ol concern? Conversely ~do cluss-
room pracﬁtiuncré and material developers have recommenda-
tions that basic researchiers would tind usetul? ,

While it is evident from this volume that rescarchers and
practitioners are becoming more concerned with interdisciplinary
issues. it is only a beginning. It classroom tedchers ;n'c'lp view
rescarchers in a less antagonistic perspective. and it the ryscarcher
is to develop research methodologies that are more consistent
with educational practices. @ more concerted etfort at coopera-
tion must be established. Fhis monograph is evidence thut the
process has begun and. as Santa cogently points out in her
concluding chapter. cducators seei to be receptive to ideas and
issues that psychologists raise and psychologists are likewise
receptive to practical constraints and suggestions muade by those
in the classroonm.

As Muark Twauain once said about a man contemplating
drinking a glass of water taken directly from the Missouri River.
“Don’t be so perplexed by its murky appearance. I you just let
the glass sit tor a halt hour. the soil will sink to the bottom.
Once this has taken place, both portions are usetul. However,”
he admonished, “the natives do not separate the elements: they
drink them as nature intended.” 1 think Mark Twain's comments
have some relevance to educa o, While we may be able to
separate the various components that are identified with com-
prehension processes, we must not lose sight of the natural
milicu from which they came. This monograph certuinly hasnot.

The International Reading Asscctation. along with the,
editors and contributors to this volume, is to be commended for
providing Children's Prose Comprehension for the reading
profession.

CHARLLES W, PETERS
3 Oukland Schoots
Pontiac, Michigan

vi



Introduction - ' - )

Cuarol Minnick Santa
Kalispell Reading Project
School District No. 5
Kalispell, Montana

and
Bernard L. Hayes
Urah Stute University

The present book was designed to provide an exchange
of ideas about children’s reading comprehension and to gather
in a single volume the insights and perspectives of both educa-
tors and psychologists regarding the comprehension process. As
editors of the volume, we invited several contributors to prepare
review chapters desigrned to provide a summary of their disci-
pline’s concern with children’s comprehension. We then attemp-
ted to stimulate an interdisciplinary exchange by inviting
another set of experts to provide a critical response to. the infor-
mation presented in the review chapters. It was our hope that

such a volume would prove informative to all educators and,

psychologists concerned with children’s reading comprehension.

As editors of the present work, we carefully prepared a
few comments explain the present need for such an inter-
disciplinary f;;i at comprehension. Fortunately, when all of
the chapters fe submitted, David Pearson had already written

an excellent account of the resurgence of interest incomprehen--—-

sion in psychology and education. So, with gratitude to Pearson,
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we have included in our introduction his comments on the time-
liness of an interdisciplinary eftort: '

Comprehension: An ldea WhoseTime Has Come

Comprehension is an idea whose time has come, Teuachers.are con-
cernad about it (witdess the concern expressed about test scores
which seem to decreuase suddenly about grade {four). Psychologists
have tinally given it their blessing tcompare articles m a journal like
the Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior today versus a
year ago). Reading educators have embraced it tuntil the last
decade there wére no reading texts primarily devoted to reading
comprehension). Indeed, | doubt that a volume like this could have
beén written a decade ago.

The past decade has been exciting for those ot us who bogan it
with 2 commitment to understanding the comprehension process
and finding ways to improve comprehension instruction. But we
ask ourse]ves, Why now? Why not a decade ago? What has hap-
pened to allow comprehension issues to move to center stage in the
reading arena? Several things.

FFirst., psycholory has escaped the grasp of behaviorism, From
the decade of the twenties to the decade of the sixties  little
appeared in the experimental psychology literature that dealt with™
unohservable or mentalistic phenomena. What could not be con-
veniently compartmentalized into stimuli and responses was not
studied. Hence. reading comprehension, being both mentalistic and
unobserviable, did not get studied. By contrast. the seventies have
witnessed a shift toward the study of cognitive prodesses within
experimental psychologosc of us in the reading field now have
the fie:d of cognitive psychology as a powerful ally in trying to-
unravel the mysteries ot reading comprehension. : '

Second, reading educators have reached clearercensensus on
issues of teaching word identification. In the early sixties, the con-
trasts between commercially available reading programs {especially
at the early levels) were stark. These contrasts--for example, be-
tween the meaning emphasis basals and the code emphasis phonic
and linguistic systems--retlected strong philosophical differences in
underlying conceptualizations of the reading process. Those philo-
sophical differences remain: however, the contrasts between com-
mercially avaflable programs are becoming fuzzy. The old look-say
approaches have incorporated more code emphasis. Linguistic
series have relented . too, and now allow pictures and comprehension
questions even in the early readers. We seem to be headed toward a
rather uniform eclecticism when it comes to issues of word identifi-
cation. This may be an illusion, it may be unwarranted; neverthe-
less, it hay freed up energy that can be devoted to issues of reading
comprehension. '

. NS | Santa and Hayves



Third, there is a growing uneasiness among teachers and
administrators that something unpleasant is occurring along about
" grade four. | have personilly heard the following complaint from at
least ten administrators or reading curriculum study groups: “‘We
don’t know why, but somehow our standardized test scores are
fine until grade fdPYr. Then our mean scores start a slide that con-
. tinues through junior high school, at least. It must be that we do a
great job of pat:achmg word identitication skills but a lousy job of
teaching comprehension skills.” This concern is reflected in the
kinds of help that schools are asking for in their reguests for in-
service. A decade ago, nothing scemed more popular than work-
shops on decoding and vocabulary games. Today, teachers want ta
know how children comprehend, why they fail to comprehend,
and what to do with and for them when they fail.
ourth there 'seems to. be an uncanny convergence toward
issues of pi'ose gomprehunsmn across many disciplines. Traditional
- <Ztinguists, sociolinguists, speech-art theorists, psychologists, com-
puter scientists,”and reading educators seem to be focusing their
research efforts along a continuum that is bounded by the struc-
ture of text on one end and the Structure of knowledge in the, .
human mind at the other. Different lexicons and idioms still cloud
communication between these groups of scholars. Even so, they all_
seem to be concerned with the same problem: the relationship
between what we know and how we understand when we read.

In short, a book such as this is possible today because we have
finally marshalled the motivation, the commitment, the human
resources, anua the understandings necessary to make a good start at
'und-_rstandmg and improving children’s reading comprehension.
Undersqore the words, make a good start. Neither this volume nor
the scores of books, curriculum projects, research studies, and arti-
cles that will follow in the next decade wiil fully complete the task.
Nonetheless, efforts like this one provide us with ‘‘great expecta-
tions” about what we will be able to accomplish in the near future
in both the research laboratory and the classroom.

In orgahizing this- volume.” we had two goals in mind.

First. we wanted to examine the development of reading com-

'prehensmn at several 'levels from basic research through the

teachmg of comprehension. Second, we wanted the contribu-

tors, both research psychologists and reading educators, to
interact with one another. - '

To satisfy our first objective, the present volume contains

three literature reviews representing different levels of concern

with comprehension. Qur first review chapter covers basic re-

= search on the development of prose comprehension. The second

-
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chapter is somewhat more dpphLd in that it focuses on e\pt,rn-
mental I]ldlllpllldtlﬂﬂ\ designed to promote children’s compaze-

“hension. The third chapter. written by cducators. centains

information about successful instructional materials and prac-
tices used for teaching children to comprehend.

To satisty our second objective. we oftered an opportunity
for an exchange of ideas by including three discussant chapters.
The discussatrts, experts in at least ore of the three chapter
torics' provide a critical commentary on all of the review chap-
ters with their mamn rocus bunﬂ -one of integ.ation and evalua-
tord. While each discussant was assigned to review ont‘ chapter

4N dn.nth their comments on all three review chapters provide
an interdisciplinary perspec tive . ’

*

In hope of enticing the redder to go bey ond these intro-
du‘,fpry pages.. let us now take a momcnt to summarize briefly
the content ot each g,hdptel‘ In the first review &hapter, Linda
Baker and Nancy Stein present a very thoughttul and thorough,
discussion of current research on the” development of prose
comprehension skills. After discussiiig some problems in measur-
ing comprehension. they present research organized around
various skill areas: identifying the miin idcas, understanding
logical structure. making inferences, and using higher order
structures such as story grammars. Throughout, the - authors
evaluate the state of the art by noting limitations of presunt.
research and by making suggestions for further study. In addi-
tion. they have made an.effort to relate experimental work wjith
ed‘ucational practice. .

Joel Levinn and Michael Pressley. authors of the second .
chapter, rcview research about strategies which seemingly
improve children’s comprehension. They provide a model which
compartmentalizes comprehension into stmtec,,lcs used by the
reader (processor-dependent) or writer (prose-dependent) of -

materials. They, in turn, discuss strategies according to whether

-_they occur before a passage is read (stagé-setting strategy) or

during actual reading (storage/retrieval strategy). Based on this
framework. they present a lively-discussion of such stage setting
activities as advance organizers, or verbal and pictorial aids to
comprehension. They also describe experiments demonstrating

Santa and Hayes
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the vital role of experiential background in comprehension.
From here, the authors discuss the types of storage/retrieval
strategies brought-intd play during an,tual recading. They particu-

-+ larly emphasize the importance of vizual illustrations as a device
for improving comprehension. They dlqo note several procedures
useful for inducing students to orgonize and e!abordte informa-
tion while reading.

The third review chapter. written by Dale Johnson and
Thomas Barrett, differs from ihe other two by its focus on
cducational practic=. The authors begin by organizing compre-
hension skills into a taxonomy of seventeen tasks, and based
upon this- taxonomy LleUdtt, selected third and fifth grade
mstruutlonal materials. They sumimarize which ot these sewen-
teen skills afe ud¢tually included. in typical basal readers and, as
one might expéct, there is considérable variability with some
skills receiving quite lavish treatment while dthers ‘are practi-

cally = overlooked. They also evaluate selected " professional

textbooks on readinbg instruction and conclude with a discussion
of currently emphasized strategies used by teachers in the
classroom to promote comprehension.

Thomas Trabasso. the first of our discussants ::c,omments
primaridy on the Baker and Stein chapter, but also provides an
“insightful evaluation of .the other review chapters. He also pre-
sents an excellent des\antlon of one particular school system”s
prggram for teachmg reddmg comprehen51on Trabasso offers
this™ "progrdm deszrlptlon to highlight the contrast between the
richness of the applied probiem ofreading comprehension with
the impoverished models currently offered. by psychologists. He
otes that feor the psychologist. comprehension is practicaliy
synonymofis with memory; whereas, for the educator, compre-

hension i a much more complex domain; left largely unmtapped.

by recall tasks:—TTabasso- also discusses problems inherent in
measuring - «omprehensi ith recall-tasks, and suggests that
psychologists go into the classroom to determine what teachers
do to promote and measure comprehension..On the other hand,
he suggests that educators begin using some of psychology’s
- analytic tools for operationalizing such notions as background
knowledge, main ideas, causal relationships and factual recall.

Introduction
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David Pearson was primarily responsible for critiquing the
{ evin and Pressiey chapter. In his commentary. he notes that re-
search may presently have more implications for publishers than
for teachers. but feels the Levin and Pressley chapter represents
a4 “catalog of promising and partially successful ideas”™ wshich
teachers might want to validate in their classrooms. In reviewing
the Baker and Stein contribution. Pearson notes some problems
with rescarch on main ideas and clarifies several important
issues regarding the relationship between prior knowledge and
reading comprehension. With the Barrett and Johnson chapter,
Pearson points out a number of difficulties in constructing
tuxonomies of comprehension skills and comments on the
authors' examination of instructional materials and  their
“description of teaching methodologies. Finally, Pearson outlines
the role of rescarch in cducational practice and. in a “guarded™
message to publishers and authors, he sets forth some tentative
guidelines for writing instructional materials. -

Muarjorie Johnson. voicing the educator’s point of view,
begins her commentary with an historital overview of reading
comprehension reseuarch. In discussing Johnson and Barrett’s
,chupter. she notes that educators and researchers often have
neglected self-directive aspects of reading. Teachers and re-
searchers traditionally have examined situations where outside
agents tuke charge of the child’s comprehension. Johnson feels
there should be a shift in focus to examine situations which
create independent self-directed r-aders. In reviewing the re-
search presented in the Baker and ain and Levin and Pressley
chupters, she notes that most invesc. 1tOTs should examine is-
sues within more realistic reading situations. Both researchers
and educators need to consider the reader’s motivation.and pur-
pose of reading as well as take more care in using material
appropriate to task demands and reader ability. In sum, Johnson
provides us with constructive supgestions for improving both
our understanding and teaching of reading comprehension. '

o by
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The Development of Prose Comprehension Skills

@gLinda Baker
University of Maryland at Baltirnore -
and
Nancy Stein
Universitv of lllinois at Urbana-Champaign

In view of the tremendous role that reading plays in most
of our lives, we know amazingly little about the processes in-
volved in reading comprehension. Though this paucity of know-
ledge may seem surprising, it becomes “more understandable
when we consider how complex comprehension really is. Com-
- prehension of prose, whether written or oral, involves consider-
ably more than understanding the meanings ot individual words
and sentences; it also requires that one understand how the
ideas expressed in one sentence are related to ideas expressed in
other sentences. An even more critical component of compre-
hension is the knowledge that one brings to the reading situa-
tion; in fact, the same passage may be understood in different
ways depending on a reader’s background. Thus, comprehen-
sion involves a complex interplay between the reader and
the material. '

It is only within the past decade that comprehension has
gained widespread attention as a domain of study. Most of the
research has focused on adult subjects in order to investigate the
comprehension process in mature readers. (See Goetz & Arm-

.L“' kY
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bruster, in press, and Reder, 1978 for reviews of this literature.)
Several of the aduit findings have stimulated experiments on the
development of comprehension, and these developmental experi
ments will be reviewed in this chapter. The main thrust of the
research thus far has been to document the comprehension
skills possessed by children of various ages and the chunges
these skills undergo with age. This information is clearly impor-
tant to a developmental psychologist, but its value to a reading
educator is more nebulous. The research demonstrates when
one might expect certain skills to develop. but it does not pro-
vide much insight into Aow they develop. Though the latter is
certainly a critical question to all those interested in compre-
hension, the research efforts are not yet sufficiently mature to

1

provide the answers. Thus, many of the studies may seem of

tangential relevance to reading comprehension instruction.
Neverthelz2ss, we feel that because the research has bearing on
the development of comprehension, it is of practical value. We
will discuss these practical implications in the concluding section
of the chapter.

In searching for a framework within which to organize
our review. we observed that most studies addressed specific
skills that contribute to comprehension instead of treating com-
prehension as a global process. The four most commonly
explored skills were identifying main ideas, understanding logical
structures, making inferences, and using higher order knowledge
structures (most studies have focused on knowledge about the
structure of stories). A concern with these four skills is also
apparent in comprehension instruction. Typical workbook
exercises for beginning readers include finding main ideas.
unscrambling sentences in a passage to make sense, making
inferences about story characters, and making up or completing
stories. Reseuarch relevant to each of these skills will be discussed
in turn. but the classification is primarily an expository conveni-

"ence. We are not suggesting that these are the only skills involved

in comprehension nor that they should be studied or taught in
isolation. In fact, we believe tlrat such skills are highly inter-
dependent in normal comprehension.

Baker and Stein



Some Prelinminary Connments on Measuring Comprehiension

One of the more difficult problems associated with com-
prehension research is the choice of an appropriate method for
assessment. Just as no one is quite satistied with existing reading
comprehension tests in the schools. so no one is quite satisfied
with current experimental methodology for testing comprehen-
sionn. This problem has been discussed at length elsewhere
(Carroll, 1972: Farr, 1969; (Greeno, 1977), but a few comments
are in order to acquaint the reader with the techniques used in
the rescarch we will be discussing. There are countless variations
on the definition of comprehension and. needless to say. the

~way it is defined influences the way it"is measured. Nevertheless,
" the different definitions share enough common feaitures that
comparisons among experiments are meaningful.

Virtually all ot the measures of comprehension that
experimenters have adopted impose some sort of memory
demand on the subjects. Rather than testing for comprehension
in the presence of the reading material (as do many standardized
tests). experimenters typically present the material. remove it,
and then test for memory. The most common memory tests are
free recall, probed recall, and recognition. Free recall tests re-
quire the subject to produce everything that can be remembered
about the material. Such tests are similar to essay questions stu-
dents receive on exams. Probed recall tests require the subject
to provide specific information about the material, and are
often in the form of ““wh” questions. These tests are analogous
to short answer exam questions: Recognition tests require the
subject to discriminate statements that are identical to or con-
sistent with the studied passage from related alternatives. Such
“*objective’ tests correspond to the multiple choice or true/false
items often found on standardized tests.

The rationale for using memory tests as an index of com-
prehension is that poorly understood material will not be well-
remembered (unless it is rotely memorized: i.e.. many children
can recite the Pledge of Allegiance but do not comprehend it).
This-rationale received empirical support in studies by Bransford
and Johnson (1972) and Thorndyvke (1977), where a close rela-

Prose Comprehension Skills i 9

IToxt Provided by ERI



tionship was found between the amount of information recalled
from a passage and ratings of its comprehensibility. However,
one should be cautious in concluding that something has not
been understood because it was not remembered. A reader may
have good comprehension during reading, but may not be able
to remember the material later. Morcover, memory - tests of
comprehension are plagued with the possibility of a production
or response bias. That is, the index of comprehension is based
only on the subjects’ overt responses: it is possible that some-
thing will be comprehended at the time of reading, and remem-
ber.d at the time of testing., but excluded in the subject’s
response. Suppose, for example. that you read a story about
three little boys named Steve, Mike, and Alan. You are told that
Steve is the oldest. Alan is the youngest, and Mike is wearing a
blue shirt. On a recall test you might well state that Steve is the
oldest and Alan the youngest. But you might leave out the
inference that Mike’s age is somewhere between that of Steve’s
and Alan’s. You might have left this out because yvou.thought it
obvious. or perhaps because you thought your answer should in-
clude only explicitly stated information. Similarly, you might
leave out the tact that Mike was wearing a bluc shirt because,
although vou remembered it. the fact seemed trivial and not
worth mentioning. As this example demonstrates, recall tests
often provide a faulty index of comprehension, since subjects
are free to decide how much and what information to include.
This problem is better controlled in probed recall and recogni-
tion tests. but recognition tests introduce another bias problem
associated with response criteria (Coombs. Dawes, & Tversky,
19700,

One way to circumvent the potential discrepancy between
what the tester wants and what the reader recalls is to demand
verbatim recall (i.e., asking the subject to recall the exact words
of the passage). Most people agree that this is too stringent a
requirement and so subjects are usually allowed to recall in their
swn words. However. experimenters often establish highly sub-
jective criteria in scoring for *‘gist” recall. In view of this prob-
lem. several researchers have developed models for representing
the semantic content of a passuge (e.g., Crothers, 1972; Frederick-

10 Baker and Stein
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sen, 1972; Kintsch, 1974; Meyer, 1975). Since the models
represent concepts rather than individual words, paraphrases
and synonym substitutions are permissibie in recall. The models
have not been widely adopted by experimenters, however,
because of their complexity. A second type of model that can
assist in scoring decisions is the *“story grammar” (Mandler &
Johnson, 1977; Rumelhart, 1975; Stein & Glenn, 1978, Thorn-
dyke, 1977); which will be discussed in the final section of the
chapter. This model, however, is applicable only to a limited
class of prose materials: the story.

The major point we wish to communicate is that there is
no way to get a complete, unbiased picture of what has been
comprehended. However, by using a variety of test procedures,
we can hope to obtain a reasonably accurate idea of what the
reader has taken away from his or her interaction with a text.

When studying the developmenr of comprehension, addi-
tional factors must be taken into consideration. For example, if
we want tc compare differences in comprehension skills among
kindergarten. second, and fourth graders, it makes little sernse to
ask them to read a passage because the older children can read
better than the younger. Thus, in order to avoid confounding
differences in decoding ability with differences in comprehen-
sion, passages are often presented orally rather than in written
form. Another way to avoid this problem is to present narra-
tives in picture format rather than verbal; this approach has the
added advantage of sustaining the child’s interest level. While
there is reason to believe that medinm of presentation may af-
fect comprehension (Schallert, Kleiman, & Rubin, 1977), this
will not be a focus of our review.

A second problem specific to developmc,ntal research is
that older children generally remember more information: than
yvounger. However, this does not necessarily mean that they
comprehended the material better. A number of additional fac-
tors contribute to this improved performance on memory tasks,
stich as improved mnemonic or study strategies, and more famili-
arity with testing. procedures and task demands. Thus, we
should expect to find differences in the amount of information
that is recalled by children of various ages; such an ocutcome is
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of little theoretical interest or practical value. What is of interest
is whether or not manipulations of a particular variable have dif-
ferential effects as a function of age. For example. it is not very
informative to find that -er children recalled more from a pas-
sage than younger: it is informative to know that the difference
was greater when the passage was presented in a disorganized
format than in an organized format. Such an outcome would
“indicate developrnéntal differences in the-ability to deal with
disruptions in logical sequence,

Identifying Main Ideas -

Reading comprehension tests abound with questions re-
quiring identification of main ideas. The frequency with which
such “main idea’ exercises are given to beginning readers is ¢vi-
dence that this skill is regarded as an important component of
reading comprehension. Experimental investigations of children’s
understanding of main ideas have used three general approaches.
One approach simply tests for recall of a passage and examines
the relative incidence of main ideas in the recall protocols (e.g.,
Binet & Henri. 1894 Christie & Schumacher, 1975; Korman.
1945, cited in Yendovitskavz, 1971). A second approach is to
present children with a passage and ask them to classify the in-
formation as to its importance level (Brown & Smiley. 1977).
The third approach is tc ask children to describe the main idea
of a passage in their own words (e.z.. Danner. 1976. Mal tseva,
cited in Smirnov et al.. 1971-1972; Otto. Barrett, & Koenke,
1969).

‘ An early study using the recall approach was carried out
by Binet and Ienr (1894 excerpted translation in Thieman &
Brewer. 1978). Children ranging in age from nine to twelve
listened to short prose passages of varying lengths and then re-
called them. Binet and I'lenri reported that important ideas were
remembered better than less important ideas by children of all
ages. In another early study (Korman. 1945, cited in Yendovits-
“kayz. 1971). children of four. five. and six years listened to
fairy tales and then recalled them. Again, ideas which were re-

lated to the theme of the story were more frequently recalled
than those which were less related.
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A problem common to both studies was that the criteria
for deciding the relative importance ot ideas were not well speci-
fied. The authors presumably used their intuitions to identify
the important elements, and it is not clear how much agreement
there would be if different opinions were obtained. A more
recent siudy by Christie and Schumacher (1975) attempted to.
take this problem into account. The authors constructed a
420-word passage that could be divided into 30 *“‘idea units.”
College students were asked to select the 15 ideas which were
most relevant to the theme, and the 15 which were least relevant.
The passage was presented on tape to kindergarten, second, and

fifth graders who were later askei to recall it. Again, recail was
better for ideas judged theme relevant than theme irrelevant.

Although these results suggest than even kindergarteners
are able to differentiate the main ideas from the details of a
fairly complex story, this conclusion is suspect. Inspection of
the story reveals that the theme irrelevant ideas were not simply
detalls they were deliberately introduced into the story and
were noticeably irrelevant (Brown & Smiley, 1977). Thus, even
though the kindergarteners differentiated these two classes of
information, there is no guarantee that they would be able to
do so with “unrigged” stories.

‘Acknowledging the subjectivity of the previous assess-
ments of importance, Brown and Smiley adopted a more
systematic method for determining structural importance, devel-
oped by Johnson (1970). This method first requires that a
passage be divided into units that correspond to points at which
a speaker would pause. Next, raters are told that the units differ
in terms of their importance to the passage and that some of the

- units can be eliminated without damaging the essence or
““semantic cohesiveness’ of the text. Units are then classified .
into four levels of structural importance by first climinating one
quarter of the units judged to be least important to the theme,
‘then the quarter judged next least important, on up to the most
important. Although this method lacks a strong theoretical
rationale for either the initial parsing of the units or the subse-
quent ratings. it is a relatively simple way to operationalize
importance. Furthermore, it yields a strong predictor of recall:
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Johnson found that the higher a particular unit was rated in
importance, the more likely its recall by college students.
Brown and Smiley used Johnson’s method to determine
whether children’s recall patterns were also sensitive to the four
levets of structural importance. The materials consisted of four -
non-Western fairy tales of about, fifth grade reading level. chosen
for their unfamiliarity to most American.children. The fairy
tales, parsed and rated by college students, were presented on
tape to children in third, fifth, and seventh grades and were then
recalled. The structural importance ratings were a strong predic-
tor of recall: Important ideas were more likely to be recalled
than less important ideas and all four levels of importance were
different from one another in terms of amount recalled. Despite
differences in total recall. this same pattern was obtained for
children of all three ages as well as college students. Of most

interest was the finding that children as young as eight years

were sensitive to fairly subtle gradations in importance. How-
ever, six year olds were not able to differentiate the four levels
of importance (Smiley et al.. 1977). Although the most Impor-
tunt ideas were best recalled. there were no real differences in
recall of the three lower levels. '

The studies discussed thus far suggest that young children
recall more of the important information in a passage than the
unimportant. However, they provide no indication that young
children can deliberately identify the main ideas of a tex It is
possible that differential recall occurs for reasons other han a
deliberate attempt to attend to important ideas during/reading
or listening. For example, Brown and Smiley note that impor-
tant ideas are usually actions, whereas ideas of lesser importance .
tend to be static descriptions. Thus, better recall may result
from better memory for events and actions, rather than from
explicit identification of the important elements. Tt has been
shown, in fact, that actions are generally better recilled than
static descriptions (e.g., Bartlett, 1932; Gomulici, 19506).

In an effort to determine if children are consciously aware
of the differences in relative importance of information con-
tained .within a passage, Brown and Smiley (1977) asked stu-
dents in third, firth. and seventh grades and college to perform

-
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the structural importance rating task. The classifications were
then compared to the original ratings done by college students.
Third graders were unsuccessful at differentiating levels; their
ratings were idiosyncratic, with most units receiving the full
range of scores. The fifth graders succeeded in separating the
highest level from the other three, which were not differenti-

" ated. Seventh graders had somewhat better discrimination:
Levels 1 and 2 were differentiated, as were levels 3 and 4, but
‘levels 2 and 3 were not. Only the college students differentiated
all four levels.

Although these results suggest that third graders are un-
able to identify even the most important elements in a passage,
it should be noted that this rating task is rather difficult: A
-number of factors may have contributed to poor performdnce
among them the complexity of the material; the stories were
approximately twd years beyond third grade reading level. If

- the children were "unable to comprehead parts of the text, we
could hardly expect them to be able to rank the units for struc-
tural importancé. (This complexity undoubtedly contributed to
the low recall scores obtained by ‘the third graders.) Further-
more, the units that the children were asked to rate were rather

- small, corresponding, for the most part, to phrases. It is possible
that the children would be more successful at differentiating -
levels of importance if they dealt with larger meaning units,
where the relationship of the part to the whole was more salient.

Bearing in mind that the children’s performance would
probably be better if the task were simplified, it is interesting to
compare the recall results with the rating data. Brown and Smiley
found that children from third grade up showed differential
recall of the four importance levels, yet not even seventh
graders were successful at classifying the units into four levels.
Onc way to account for this discrepancy is to assume that young
children’s sensitivity to main ideas is belew the level of aware-
ness. In other words, selective attention to important elements
may be a relatively automatic component of .the comprehen-
sion process, while overt identification of these elements re-
quires more conscious evaluation of the material. Brown and
Smiley suggest this is a problem of “‘metacognition’; young

-4
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children appear to have limited knowledge about their own
cognitive processes (Brown, 1975b; Flavell & Wellman, 1977).

It should be obvious that the importance rating task is
not the sort of task teachers would use if they wanted to find
out if their students could identify main ideas. Although such a
task would be useful in revealing whether students could con-
struct a complete outline or etficiently select items for turther
study, it is too complex to be a good test of comprehension of
main ideas. (And, indeed. Brown and Smiley did not intend it

to be
: A ftew experiments have used more straightforward
mothods of assessing main idea identification skills, but these
studies have a number of weaknesses. [n an carly study, Mal tseva
(¢ited in Smirnov et al., 1971) asked children in grades two,
four, and six to compose an outline of a narrative text. highlight-
ing the most important information. The main ideas were ex--
tracted by 16 percent of the children in second grddVSS percent
in tfourth. and 65 percent in sixth. With increasing age, then,
children were better able to discriminate the important from
the unimportant. Otto. Barrett. and Koenke (19693 had chil-
dren identity the main idea in simple, four-sentence passages. '
Their instructions were to ““make up just one sentence in your
own words that says what all the sentences (in the passage) tell
yvou.” Only 29 percent of the seccond grade children were able
to provide an adequate surminary statement; most added a
) considerable amount of detail. In a similar experiment by
Danner (1976). children from grades two, four. and six were
asked to identify “the one thing that the sentences in the
paragraph tell you about.” All children correctly identificd two-
thirds of the main ideas, and 79 percent of them identified all.
Although older children were more successtul, even second
graders performed well on this task. .

~ These studies demonstrate that by the time children are
in second grade; they have some skill in identifying main ideas.
However. the children’s abilities may actually be underestimated
because of task variables. For example, the children may have
~ been quite successful at extracting main ideas. but they had dif-
ficulty producing sentences that adequately expressed them.
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Moreover, the children may not have understood the rather
cryptic instructions they received in the Otto et al. study.
Danner optimized his subjects’ performance by giving them a
number of oritenting tasks., but it is not clear that svificient

.practice was provided in the other experiments.

The research is also subject to a criticism raised earlier:
There were no explicit criteria for determining the relative im-
portance of ideas. The investigators presumably identified the
main ideas themselves and scored the responses for consistency
with their subjective standards. Although this is undoubtedly
the approach taken by many teachers in evaluating their stu-
dents’ answers, it would nonetheless be desirable to have more
objective criteria. - ' .

One additional factor to be considered in-evaluating the
main idea research is that there may be developmental differ-
ences in the conception of a main idea. Thus, although the re-
sponses did not conform to an adult standard, they may have
been consistent with the conception of a main idea at a particu-
lar age. This suggestion has received support in a study by Stein
and Glenn (1978). Children in first and fifth grades were asked
to recall the three most important things that they remembered
from a story. The ratings were collected in a successive manner
by asking tor the first most important thing in the story, the
second, then the third. Age differences were obtained in the
types of information considered most important. First graders
generally focused on the consequences of actions, while fifth
graders focused more on the goals of characters in the story.
These results suggest that first graders do have consistent ideas
as to what is most important in a story; their ideas just differ
from older children’s ideas. What remains to be determined is
the reason for developmental shift in importance judgments.
One possibility is tba’t the meaning of importance undergoes
changes. For example, older children may regard information as
important because it hél/ps them organize and remember a text,
whereas younger children may consider information important
because of its moral value. This is a highly speculative possi-
bility; it is clear that a more thorough investigation of the con-
ception of importance is needed. * ’
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[n summary, it appears that children as youngas five years
of uge are sensitive to main ideas to the extent that they are
more likely to recall main ideas than details. However. it is not
clear that this differential recall arises from a deliberate increase
in attention to the important elements of the text. This is sub-

stantiated by the apparent difficulty young children have in ex- -

plicitly distinguishing important from unimportant information
and tHhir less than perfect attempts to summarize main ideas.
Undgrs{anding Logical Srructire

In addition to extracting main ideas from a passage. an
impbrtant clement of comprehension is understanding how and
why the 1deas are interconnected. Skill at understanding the
logical structure of a text is firmly rooted i'n?prior knowledge of
the worid. For example, if children do not understand how :two
events in the physical world are logically related, we can hardly
expect them to perceive this relationship in a text. It should be
noted that some Of the studies to be reviewed in this section arc
not explicitly focused on prose comprehension, but rather -the
comprehension of logical and temporal relations. They are pre-
sented here because they deal with what we believe is an Impor-
tant prerequisite of prose understanding.

Piaget (IP‘)ZG) is responsible for much of the recent inter-
est in sensitivity to logical structure. He reported that in retell-
ing stories. young children frequently mixed up the order of
events and expressed causal connections poorly or not at all. He
attributed these problems to the child’s inability to make use of
logical relations. However, the stories Piaget used were lengthy
and complex. and so perhaps were difficult to comprehend.

in an effort to clarify Piaget’s claims. Brown carried out
an extensive program of research investigating.children’s COIn-

prehension and memory for ordered sequences of events. (See .

Brown. 1976a, for a complete review.) In one set of experi-
ments. Brown and Murphy (1975) presented four year old chil-
dren with sets of pictures that depicted either a logical sequence
of events or an arbitrary sequence. The logical pictures were ar-
fanged in either normal or scrambled order. After presentation,
the children were asked to reconstruct the ordering of the pic-
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tures in each set, RCLOHSEFULthI’! was better on or(ibred logical

sequences thian on arbitrary or scrambled \equengub "This in-

dicates that the children understood the logical structure of the
pictures and wzre able to use their priofj knowledge about logiciil
refatiops to improve memory. Another experiment demonstrated
that the same set of unrelated-pictures was hetter reconstructed
when- it was occompanied by a narrative which meaningfully
interrelated the pictures. Since the pictures themselves were un-
reluted. the results cannét simply be s attributed to ‘correct con-

i strm_tzon of the order on th)c basis of prior knowledge alone.

\_

7 - In a similar study, Brown (1975a) tested the hypothesis
that the recall failures reported by Piaget were due to excessive

panied by a lesically structureu or an arbitrarily sequenced
ndrmtrﬂ. In.a :aird condition, chiidren were instructed to make
up their owa story to help remember the pictures. After viewing
the pictures, the children were asked to recognize, reconstruct,
or recall the sequences. As before, performance was worse when
the narratives were arbitrarily ordered than when they were
logically connected. Moreover, the sequences which went with
the self-constructed stories were as well-remembered as the
logically-structured sequences. Second graders performed equally
well on all memory tasks, but for kindergarteners. recognition
was better than reconstiiction which was in turn better than re-
call., Thus. the more external cues available, the bettcr the per-
furmanue This sStudy supports a point made earlier: Recall
difficuliies do not nELessarlly reflect failures to (,omprehend

-memorty demands rather than comprehension difficulties. Kinder-
garten and second graders were shown sets of pictures accom- ;

Brown’ s.experlmc,ntq demonstrate quite convincingly that

children, us young as fouxyears of age understand logical rela-
tionships expressed cither verbally or pictorially. Moreover. the

children are capable of capitalizing on these logical relationships .
to enhunce memory of the material. Thus, we have evidence.

that beginning readers possess thée prerequisite skills necessary
for comprehending logical structure in prose. It has been shown,
in fact. that five year olds are. very accurate in recalling theorder
of events in short stories that are logically organized (Mandlbr &
Jolmqon 1977:Stein & Glenn., 1978). -
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It appears. however, that young children’s comprehension
is impaired when the presented order of events does not con-
form to a logical sequence. For example, French and Brown
(1976) and Homzie and. Gravitt (1976) found that preschoolers
-had poorer comprehension of sentences in which the order of
mention was different- from the order of occurrence (i.e..
“Before Raggedy Ann culls't;he. doctor. the dog bites the baby ™).
T disruption was less detrimental when the events were
logically rather than arbitrarily related, indicating that the
children perceived and benefitted from the logiCui structure.
That voung children have ditficulty dealing with inverted
Csequences is not necessarily anvindication that they are dct‘i‘cieht‘
it a critical comprchension skill. Adults, too. ¢xhibit. poorer
mMemory of inverted than forward-order scquunbcs rJBukcr,
1978: Clark & Clark. K968).

Nevertheless, there appear to be developmental ditfer-
ences in children’s ability to deal with disruptions in logical
structure. This is reflected primarily in the strdategies children
use to impose a meaningful orgdnization on the material. For
example; Poulson. ¥intsch, Kintsch. and Premack (in press)
presented four and six year old children with sets of 15 to 18
pictures that depicted a story. A nonmemory method of assess-
ing comprehehsion was used: Children were asked to describe
the pictures one by one as they studied them (after having
already viewed the complete set), and their descriptions were

compared with adults’ ‘descriptions. The pictures were presented
" in either correct logical order or scrambled, in which case it was
extremely difficult for children to perceive the correct sequence.
e Most of the descriptions children produced were responses
to some feature of the stimulus picture, but they also made re-
. sponses that could only be derived through an understanding
of the story. Twice as many such “story propositions” were
produced when the story was. intact, which is to be expected
since the scrambied pictures did not depic* an obvious story.
However, many inappropriate story. propositions were added in
the descriptions of the scrambled stories, indicating that the
children were trying to impose a logical structure on the picture
set. Six year olds did this more frequently than fou_r’year olds,
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and they used more inappropriate story propositions when the
story was scrambled than they used appropriate propositions
when it was intact. Apparently. when the story was well-
structured. the children felt it would be redundant to add story
propositions, bui when it was scrambled, additions were needed
in order to make the logical structure more apparent. Thus, the
six vear olds seemed to be making up a story as they described
the scrambled pictures. In contrast, the younger children fre-
quently reverted to a strategy of labeling the pictures.

Stein (1976) also demonstrated developmental differ-
ences in the strategies children use to deal with disruptions in
logical structure. In additiorni, her experiment was a more ‘Sensi-
tive test of children’s understanding of logical relations among
events, in that she used prose stories with subtle disruptions in
logical order rather than picture stories with extreme disrup-
tions. Starting with three logically ordered stories, she sys-
tematically distorted them by moving specific statements away
from their points of origin. (These statements correspond to
““categories” in story-grammar terminology. Further details will
be provided later in the chapter.) In one case, the statement was
simply inverted with its neighbor, while in the other conditions,
it was separated by _more statements. Subjects in second 'md
sixth grades listened to the stories and then recalled them.

Althotagh sixth graders recalled more information than
second graders, the general patterns of recall were similar. In
general, the distorted stories were more poorly recalled than the
well-formed stories, with greater effects the further the move-
ment from the original position. Of most interest were the types
of reorganizational strategies children used when they enccun-
tered a disruption. If the statement wassimply inverted. subjects
tended to switch it back to its logical position. With larger
movements, children often repeated the statement; it was men-
tioned in the position in which it was heard, but it was also
mentlo_rLed in the position it should appear. Thus, children re-
membered the position of the displacement, but they repeated
the statement and sometimes added new information to make
the story conform to a better structure. The older children were
more successful than the younger in reconciling the discrepancies.
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In Stein’s experiment. (1976), the stories were illogical
when they were temporally disorganized; there was nothing to
alert the reader that the events had been mentioned out ot their
proper story sequence. It is possible that if the inversions were
marked in the text, there would be fewer disruptions in recall.
This was confirmed .in an experiment by Stein and Nezworski
(1977): similar types of inversions were used, but'markers such
as “This happened becaunse . .. were included as signals that
the order ol mention deviated from the order of occurrence.
For fifth graders, marked inversions were at least as well recalled
as when the information appeared in correct order, and some
inversions were actually better recalled. For first graders,
some inversions were recalled as in well-formed stories. but
some were worse. This indicates that young children’s compre-
hension is more dependent upon consistence with a forward-
order logical sequence than thot of the older children. First
graders are probably less familiar with temporal inversions as a
stylistic device in stories and so are less able to deal with them.

Similar conclusions were drawn by Mandler (1978). She
constructed four two-episode stories, and then violated the logi-
cal sequence by interleaving statements from the two episodes.
Each story began with a common setting, followed by alternat-
ing statements from each episode. Subjects in second, fourth,

and sixth grades, as well as college students, listened to either
" normal or interléaved stories on tape and recalled them 24 hours
later. Not surprisingly, standard stories were better recalled than
interleaved. In recalling interleaved stories. subjects frequently
repeated the statements in their logical position of mention, a
strategy similar to that observed by Stein (1976). Children of all
ages were more likely to recall the interleaved stories’in their .
logical sequence than were adults; they tended to separate the
stories into discrete episodes, whereas the adults recalled the
stories in their order of presentation. Mandler attributes this re-
organization to a lack of familiarity with discrepant structures;
in order to remember a story, children need to make it conform
to a-logical sequence. _

These studizs have shown that children are sensitive to
logical structure in stories, since deviations lead to decrements

l).
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in recall. Furthermore, it is clear that children begin to develop

strategies for dealing with the deviations by the time they are in
first or second grade, as evidenced by their attempts to recon-
struct a logical sequence. Thus, these studies are furtheér evidence
that skill at understanding how and why ideas are interconnected

within a story develops very early, probably before the child has

begun to read. _
Up to. this point, our discussion huas focused on children’s
sensitivity to logical structure in picture and oral narratives.

-Awareness of logical structure in expository prose is also an im-

portant concern, but few studies deal with this type of text.
Danner (1976), however, has carried out an initial investigation.
He constructed two short passages containing four topics related
to an overall theme. In the organized versions, each paragraph
dealt with one topic. while in the disorganized versions, each
paragraph contained sentences about different topics. Children
in grades two, four, and six listened to the taped passages and
subsequently recalled them, with each subject hearing an organ-
ized version of one passage and a disorganized version of the
second. The amount of text recalled was greater for the organ-
ized than the unorganized versions. and older children recalled
more than younger children. In the organized versions. all chil-
dren tended to group together those ideas that were related to a
particular topic sentence; however, developmental differences in
grouping strategies were observed with unorganized texts. Older
children reorganized the statements to contform to the logical.
topical grouping, whercas younger children did not.

After the recall task, the children were tested for their
understanding of logical organization: They were asked which
passage was more difficult and why; they were asked to state
the differences between the organized and disorganized passages;
and they were asked tl? group a random arrangement of senten-
ces into their topical groupings. On all tasks, older children per-
formed better than yiounger children, suggesting differences
in the awareness of the organization that can be built into
text material. For exainple, all children reported that the dis-
organized passages wete more difficult, but only the older
children could show the experimenter how the two passages
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differed or could actually state that one passage was “mixed
up” and the other in “the correct order.” Furthermore. older
children could more gasily group sentences in a passage arouvnd
specific topic sentences.

Danner’s results show an interesting parallel with Brown
and Smiley’s 1977 findings. Whereas all children appeared to be
sensitive to discrepancies in logical structure as reftected by
amount recalled, only the older children were able to explain
why the passages differed in difficulty. Again, we see evidence
‘of a metacognitive deficit. The results also invite the speculation
that children develop an understanding of logical structure in
expesitory prose at a later age than they do in stories. This
could result because children are exposed to narratives from the
time they first begin to understand language, while experience
with expository text is infrequent before third grade. |

In conclusion, comprehension of logical structure is an
early-developing skill. Children’s knowledge about logical rela-
tionships and structure greatly influences their memory for
prose material. Those passages that are organized according to
an underlying logical structure are better remembered than
arbitrarily sequenced or disorganized passages. The studies re-
viewed, however, illustrated that there are developmental dif-
ferences in the skills brought to these tasks. These differences
seem to be related to children’s awareness that logical structure
has a facilitative effect on memory.. Older children were more
flexible and competent in using active strategies to increase
memory for disorganized material. An important area of future
investigation is the process by which this flexibility and aware-
ness of logical structure develops.

Making [nferences

[n order to understand the main ideas of a text and per-
ceive their interrelationships, it is often necessary to bring in
information that is not explicitly presented in the text. Many
of the things readers need to know to comprehend prose are not .
expiicit_ly stated; therefore, they must be able to draw upon
prior knowledge of the world to make inferences and fill in
“oaps” in the flow of ideas. That comprehension involves an

S S
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interaction between the incoming information and what a
person already knows has been persuasively argued by Bartlett
(1932). By providing numerous examples of prose recall proto-
" cols, he demonstrated that meaning is not inherent in a text
but must be constructed by the reader and. so may differ de-
pendmg on experience, attitudes, and context. . .

Bartlett’s ideas have been influential in stlmulatmg re-
search on the role of inferences. in- prose comprehension. Al-
though most of the studies have used adult subjects (see Bransford
& McCarrell, 1974), developmental psychologists have also
become interested in the problem. Much of this work has been
reviewed thbroughly elsewhere (Paris, 1975; Paris & Lindauer,
1977; Tarbasso & Nicholas, 1977), so our discussion will be
relatlvely brief.

We would like to note at the outset that the research on
children’s inferencing skills leaves much to be desired. In many
studies, it is not clear that the children’s performance can even
be attributed to the use of inferences. Moreover, the most com--
monly used experimental task is far removed from normal read-
ing situations. Nevertheless, the work deserves merition, if only
to show how many questions are still unanswered. . _.

One of the most frequently tested hypotheses emerging
from Bartlett’s work (1932) is that people construct an inte-
grated semantic represer:itation as they read or listen to prose
_and that as a result of this integration, it'is_sometimes difficult

to distinguish the actual text content from inferred information.

This hypothesis was tested developmentally by Paris & Carter

(1973), after it received support in an adult study by Bransford,

Barclay, and Franks (1972). The materials in both experinients

consisted of sets of three related sentences, two premises and
~one filier. An example is: : :

The bird is in the cage. - (premise)
The cage is under the table. (premise)
The bird is yellow. (filler)

The two premise sentences allow one to infer the transitive rela-
tionship, ‘“The bird is under the table.” Of critical interest is the
extent to which subjects falsely indicate that this true inference
had been a member of the acquisition set. In addition to the
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true mferenu recognition itemms inciuded a true premise (“The
bird is in the cage”);a false premise ( The cage is over the table™);
and a false inference (‘““The bird is on top of the table™).

in the Paris and Carter study, seven sets of sentences were

vead aloud to children ‘in second and fifth grades. After a five
‘minute delay, the children were given the recognition state-

ments and were asked to decide if they were exactly the same as
those studied. Although second graders made more errors than
fifth graders, their response patterns were similar. Children in
both grades consistently made errors on true inferences: in fact,
they were as likely to identify true inferences as “old’” as they
were - - label true premises ““old.”” The children were considerably

more accurate in labeling both false premises and false inferences

as “‘new.”

These data led Paris and Carter to conclude that children,
like adults, construct the semantic relatiqnships among ideas
and integrate them in the representation stored in memory ; this
creates difficulty discriminating inferred from explicit informa-
tion. Brown (1976b) and Paris and Mahoney (1974) reported
similar results using pictorial materials. In all studies, the iact
thhat even the youngest children had difficulty recognizing irue
inferences as ‘“‘new” was taken as evidence that the ability to
make inferences develops relatively early.

However, a number of factors cast doubt on the conclu-
sign that the children were in fact drawing inferences. For
example, Trabasso and Nicholas (1977) suggest that the chil-

~dren may have had a loose decision criterion; that is, they said

“5ld” whenever a statement was semantically consistent, even if
it could be discriminated from an actual premise. A second
problem arises from the fact that the false statements on the
recognition task introduced new relational terms while the true
statements retained the original terms (Trabasso & Nicholas,
1977:; Thieman & Brown,1977). Thus, it is possible that ch11dren
falselv recognized true inferences as “‘old” items because the re-

lational term was the same and not because they had made the
- appropriate inference. Some support for this alternative explan-

ation has been provided by Thieman and Brown. Finally, young
children are notorious for their bias to respond “old” to items.
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on recognition tests. This bias is particularly a problem when
the data of primary interest are incorrect “old” responses.

A recent study by Kuail et al. (1977) provides somewhat
better evidence that children can and do make inferences. The
“earlier paradigm was modified by having children decide if the
test sentences were consistent with, rather than identical to, the
stories. This modification eliminated reliance on talse recogni- ,
tion errors as an index of inferencing, since responses are.
correct it true inferences are classified as semantically consis-
tent. Materials were similar to those used by Paris and Carter
(1973) except that some of the three sentence stories allowed
contextual, rather than transitive, inferences. For t,\:ample
“Mary was playing in a game. She was hit by a-bat.,” invites
» the inference, ““Mary was playing baseball.”” Children in second
and sixth grades read the sentences aloud from slides, control-
ling presentation times themselves. After the presentation of
each story, subjects received one premise and one inference

question.

Children at both grade levels showed greater than chance
accuracy on all types of questions, and second graders were
comparable to fourth. Of most interest was the fact that subjects
frequently judged true inferences to be semantically consistent,
while correctly judging false statements inconsistent. Thus, this
study strengthens the earlier claim that even the younger chil-
dren made inferences. Furthermore, it shows that they have the
ability to make “gap-filling” inferences, i.e., supplying the omit-
" ted information that the game was baseball, as well as the “text-
connecting’ inferences that establish intersentence relationships.
- It is mych harder to argue that the contextual inferences were
~ simply an artifact of the testing procedure.

' In all of the studies discussed thus far, the investigators
~concluded that the inferences were made during-initial exposure
‘to the story and stored in memory along with the explicit

information. However, it is possible that-.m inferences were not
made until the time of test, prompted by the recognition state-
ments. Thus, the data do not indicate that children made.infer-
ences during reading but simply that they can make inferences.

Of course, knowing that children can make inferences at all

-
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is really of -most importance. Besides. children should not be
encouraged to make wll possible inferences as they read. but
only those which are necessary. 1t is not clear that they ruest
make the transitive inference. “"The bird is under the table.” in
order to understand “The bird is in the cage. The cage is under
the table.™ ) .

In view of the limitations of his carlier work, Paris(Paris &
Upton, 1976) provided a more sensitive test of children’s ability
to draw inferences from prose. The materials® consisted of
passages that were seven or eight sentences in length, as opposed
to the simple sentence or picture sets used previously. The pas-
sages desctribed behaviors and incidents familiar to young
children (e.g.., raiding the cookie jar). Eight vyes/no probe
questions were constructed for each passage. halt ot which
required inferences and half tested memory for verbatim
information. The required inferences were ot two basic types::
those that could be made from single lexical items (e.g.. infer-
ring that scissors were used to cuf some paper), and those that
depended on contextual relations within and between sentences
(e.g.. inferring that a child who tried to help a wounded bird
liked to take care of animals). '

Subjects were children in. grades K-5, who listened to
each story as it was read aloud and then answered the eight
questions. The older thildren made morz correct responses than
younger children on both verbatim and inferential questions,
but the difference was greater on inferences. Further analysis of
the data revealed that the developmental improvement in mak-
ing contextual inferences was not simply due to better memory
of the stories (although the lexical inference improvement was).
This result led Paris and Upton to conclude that children’s
inference-making skills do improve with age, _cont_rlary to Paris’
earlier conclusion (Paris & Carter. 1973). ‘ ,

_ A second experiment by Parisand Upton (1 976) examined
. the relationship of pertformance on the probe task to a subse-
quent test of free recall. Recall accuracy correlated highly with
the ability to draw contextual inferences at each grade level,
and this correlation increased with age. The authors concluded
that inferencing enhapces recall and that the older the child, the
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more recall is 1mproved f\lthough thls conclusnon is intriguing,
it should be regarded as.tentative: The correlation does not
indicate that inferencing caused improved recall but simply that
the two were somehow related.

A few recent studies have provided perhaps the niost

.unambiguous evidencs that young childeen can draw inferences

from prose material. ;These siudies have all used a questioning
techmque specifically designed to elicit inferences. Brown,
Smiley, Day, Townsend, and Lawton (1977) presented cluldren

~ in second, fourth, and sixth grades with passages that could be

Using Higher Order Knowledge Struciures -

interpreted with respect to. a previously provided framework. A
series of probe .questions indicated that the children had ac-
cessed information from the orienting framework to- aid in the -
comprehension of the story. (See Levin, this volume, for a more
thorough discussion of the study.) Stein and Glenn (1978) and
Omanson, Warren, and Trabasso (1978) also found tnat young
children could draw inferences from stories. Although the infer-
ences were not always those an older child or adult would have
made, it was clear that the children accessed their previous
knowledge in dealing with the new material.

- In summary, despite weaknesses in many of the experi-
ments we reviewed, the available evidence is sufficiently compel-
ling to conclude that children can and do make inferences about
prose material, calling upon their general knowledge of the
world to supplement explicit information. Several issues remain
to be clarified, however, such as children’s awareness of the

- inference process, tlie conditions under ‘which inferences are

made, and whether or not inferences influence memory.

Throughout this chapter, we have argued that compre-
hension involves an _interaction between the reader’s back-
ground knowledge and the text itself. Prior knowledge plays a
crucial role in all of the skills we have discussed: extracting
main ideas, undemtandmg loglcdl structure, and drawing infer-
ences. When using these skills, specific knowledge may be
brought to bear on particular segrmgnts of text: for example we
aecess our knowledge about tools that can be used for cutting
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paper to infer that “scissor’” was the implied instrument in the
sentence “She cut the paper.” Situations also arise where more
generic knowledge can be used to enhance comprehension. For
example, people have generalized knowledge about stories, with
specific expectations about their structural components. Simi-
larly, people often have general knowledge about the structure
of reading materials specific to their field, i.c., journal articles.
Such organized collections of knowledge are known.as “‘high-
er order’” knowledge structures or ““schemata.” Schemata are
thought to facilitate comprehension because they can be used as

an organizing framework within which to integrate incoming in-

formation. (See Anderson, 197 7'and Rumelhart & Ortony, 1977,
for further discussion of the role of schemata in comprehension.)

Within the past iew years, several investigators have at-
teimpted to describe the higher order of structures that are used
to encode, represent, and retrieve information in stories. Atten-
tion has focused on the story because of the regularity in its
underlying logical structure. That is, despite variations in con-
tent, linguists have observed a stable organizational pattern
governing the types of information and logical relations that
exist in most stories (Colby & Cole, 1973 ; Levi-Strauss, 1955;
Prince, 1973: Propp, 1958). Whereas linguists have. been con-
cerned primarily with_:che structure of the stories per se, DSY-
cholcgists have been more interested in the knowledge people
have about the structure of stories. This knowledge has been
described in a number of different grammars for stories (Mandler
& Johnson. 1977; Rumelhart, 1975; Stein & Gienn, 1978;
Thorndyke. 1977). Despite some differences in terminology and
degree of elaboration, the major characteristics of the grammars

are similar. The Stein and Glenn grammar will be summarized

here for illustrative purposes. |
Table .| provides an example of a simple story that has
been partitioned into categories, the basic units of analysis in
the Stein and Glenn grammar. The story is considered well-
formed because it contains all of the requisite categories, ar-
ranged in their correct logical sequence. A simple story can first
be- broken down into two parts: a setting category plus an epi-
sode structure. The sefting begins the story with the introduc-
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tion of a protagonist and normally includes information about
the social, physical, or temporal context of the story. The ¢pi-
sode is the primary higher order unit of analysis and consists of
/ five categories of iriformation. These categories serve particular
‘functions in the story and occur in fixed temporal sequence.
The initiating event category contains an event or action that
changes the story environment. The major function of this
change is to evoke the formation of a goal. The goal is included
in the internal response category. Internal responses also include
affective states and cognitions, and they serve to motivate a
character’s subsequent overt behavior. Overt actions that are
directed towards goal attainment are classified as asremprs. The
result of an attempt is the consequence, which marks the attain-
ment or nonattainment of a goal. The final category is the reac-
tion, which can include either a character’s response to the
consequence or broader consequences of the goal attainment.

: ‘ Table 1
Category Breakdown of a Well-formed Story

- Setting I. Once there was a big grey fish named Albert

tJ

who lived in a big icy pond near the edge of a forest

Initiating 3. One day, Albert was sW-imming around the pond
Event 4. when he spotted a big juicy worm on top of the water
Internal 5. Albert knew how delicious worms tasted
Response 6. and wanted to eat that one for his dinner
Attempt 7. So he swam very close to the worm
8. and bit into him
Cohsequence 9. Suddenly, Albert was pulled through the water into
—— _ a boat

10. He _haEl been caught by a fisherman

Reaction 11. Albert felr sad

12. and wished he had been more careful

In reality, few stories have a structure as simple as the

one described; most stories contain many episodes, and these
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Stein & Neszworski, 1978: Thorndyke. 1977). This work

may- be connected by various types of logical relations. Simi-
lari;,, storics may also contain incomplete episodes. where one
or more of the basic categorics 18 omitted. In such cases, it 1s as-
sumed that the reader infers the information contained in the
missing category. lowever, if too many categories are missing,
and/or the logical connections are vague, people will not be able
to construct an adequate representation of the story. Such
stories are not considered “well-formed.™

“This brief description of a story gramiar is admittedly
over-simptlified due to space limitations. The main point we
want to convey is that there are rules governing the kinds of
information that should appear in a story and the order in
which this information appears.

A number of recent experiments have tested predictions
about story comprehension and memory based on the grammars
(Glenn, 1978; Mandler, 19738 Mandler & Johnson. 1977;
Rumelhart. 1975 Stein, 1976 Stein & Glenn., 19774, b, 1978
is
discussed 1n detail in Stein (in press) and the interested reader
is referred to that source. One of the major conclusions that has
ecmerged is that knowledge of the structure ot stories is critical
to an understanding of stories. Theretore, it is important to
study the development of this knowledge and its role in chil-
dren’s comprehension. |

A straightforward way tO assess children’s knowledge of
story structure is to ask them to produce a story. If they do

have knowledge about the kinds of information that belong in

stories, then this information should appear in their construc-
tions. Stein and Glenn (1977a) provided kindergartners and
third and fitth graders with story settings and asked them fto |
finish the stories. The children’s stories were classified according

to their stricture, which ranged from simple descriptions through
complex episodes. The more sophisticated structures werc char-
acterized by their inclusion of purposive behaviors and- increas-

‘ingly well-specified motives and goals. Only about half of the

kindergartners’ stories contained purposive behaviors, while
two thirds of the third graders’ stories were purposive, as were
almost all of the fifth graders’. Thus, there was a clear develop-
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mental progression in the logical complex;ty of the stones pre-
sumably retlecting i mc.n,asmg, knowledge of the constituents of a
well-formed story. M _

Leondar (1977) also found .a strong relationship between
age and the structural complexity of stories produced by
children ranging in age from three to sixteen. Similarly, Sutton-
Smith and his calleagues (Botvin & Su.con-Smith, 1977: Sutton-
Smith, Botvin, & Mahoney, 1976) reported high correlations
between age and several hypothesized levels of structural com-
plexity in the. stories constructed by children from three to
twelve years of age. Although all of the’ investigators used dif-
ferent indices of structural complexity, they observed strlkmgly
similar developmental patterns. Perhaps of most importance is
the common observation that children.as voung as four-and five
years of age were capable of constructing well-formed, purposive
stories., This finding conflicts with Piaget’s 1926 claim that chil-
dren lack the cognitive structures to produce a coherent story
before the age of seven or eight. All of these experiments sug-
gest that children acquire knowledge about story structure at a
very early age and use it to guide their story construction.

The extent to which such knowledge influences compre-
hension and memory of stories has also been investigated. The
basic paradigm is to present children with short stories and ask
for recall. The primary focus is on qualitative aspects of recall,
rather than quantltatlve in other words, researchers are more
concerned with the kinds of information children remernber
from stories than the overall.amount. Stein and Gilenn (1978)
presented first and fifth graders with children’s stories that had

been analyzed according to their grammar. The older children
" recalled more than the Yyounger, but recall of specific statements
was stable over grades. Some categories were more salient than
,others, as indicated by their frequency of recall. Major settings
were best recalled, closely followed by initiating events and
consequences. Internal responses were poorly recalled, except”
when’  they contained goal statements. The only consistent
developmental difference was that fifth graders recalled more
internal responses than first graders. This parallels the in-
creasing emphasis on motivations reflected in children’s story
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construction and importance ratings (Stein & Glenn, 1978). [We
should point out that this trend is not specific to storigs, but ap-
pearS in children’s u'ndcrst‘anding of many types of social inter-
actions (Flappan, 1968)]. .

Stein and Glenn (1978) also examined information that
had not been contained in the original stories but wils intro-
duced in recall. More intrusions were made by fitth graders than ®
first, and the intrusions frequently belonged to the internal re- ‘
sponses and attempt categories. The fact that internal responses |
were poorly recalled would lcad one to believe that children are
insensitive to psychological states of the characters: however,
the high proportion of internal response intrusions indicates
tha} this is not so. In fact, a second experiment by Stein and
Glenn ( l_,§)78) directly probed children’s perceptions of causality
in the staries, and showed that,all children regarded a character’s
interitions and motivations as the primary cause ot the conse-
quence. Responses to a series of “‘why’ questions revealed that
even the first graders had good comprehension of the logical re-
jationships existing among the story categorie: .

Mandler and Johnson (1977) also examined. qualitative
aspects of story recall using four short stories an lyzed accord-
ing to their grammar (Stein and Glean’s term.. logy will be
ased here since it has already been introduced). Children in the
first and tourth grades, and college adults, listened to an<d re-
called the stories. Adults recalled more information than fourth
graders, who in turn recalled more than tirst. Age differences
were observed in the amount recalled from specific categories,
but the patterning St recall was similar. Settings were best re-
called by the- first graders, closely followed by initiating events
and then consequences. Recall was progressively worse for at-
tempts, reactions, and internal responses. Fourth graders had
the same ordering of category recall except that attempts were
as well recalled as co quences. Adults recailed attempts, set-
tings, initiatin- .. and consequences$ equally well, but reac-
tions and internal responses were still significantly worse. These .
commonalities suggest that. young children-are sensitive to the
same structural components-in stories as adults. The results are
consistent with those of Stein and Glenn (1978) in showing dif-"
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ferential recall of specific categories. It appears that story gram-
mar analyses can p-edict what information will be remembered
, on the basis of its structural role in the story.

/ A major prediction derived from story grammar analyses
, is that stories which conform to the prototypical structure will
/ be better remembered than those that do not. Stein and Glenn
’ (1977b) tested this hypothesis by examining the effects of cate--
gory deletions on children’s story .recall. They constructed four
stories that contained all six categories specified by their gram-
mar and created five variations by deleting one category from
the episode. Children in first and fifth grades listened to and re-
called either well-formed stories or their structural variants.
Fifth graders recalled more than first, butin general, the category
deletions did not have the anticipated disruptive effects on re-
call. However, for both grades, recall was disrupted when the
‘nitiating event of the story was deleted, and first graders showed
_.—decreased recall when the consequence was deleted.

| An analysis of the intrusions in recall proved informative.

Fifth graders made more inferences than first graders except
when the stories wers well formed or when the reaction was
deleted. There were more inferences relative to the well-formed
stdry when the initiating event, attempt or, consequence was de-
leted, but no increases with deletions.of the internal response or
reaction. It is interesting to note that it is when the most fre-
quently recalled categories (initiating events and consequences)
are deleted that most new information is added to recall. Simi-
larly, the deletions of these categories produced the largest
decrement in accurate recall. The added information was often
of the same category type as that which was deleted; that is, if
an initiating event was deleted, children would infer one; if a
consequence was deleted, a new one would be inferred. This
study provides further evidence that young children do have
knowledge of story structure-and that they use that knowledge
to make deviant stories conforim to the norm. Nevertheless, de-
velopmental differences were apparent in the skill with which
gap-filling inferences could be made. :

A related prediction of story grammars is that compre-

«  hension and/or memory will be impaired if the presentation of a
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story violates the prototyplcal sequence of categones Since a
disruption in category sequence produces a disruption in the
logical flow of ideas, it is intuitively clear that this prediction
would be supported by ‘empirical test. In fact, we have already
described the studies which have been undertaken as specific
tests of this hypothesis in the section on logical structure
(Mandler, 1978; Stein, 1976; Stein & Nezworski, 1977). To re-
iterate, these studies demonstrated that young children are sensi-
tive to disruptions in story sequence, as reflected by decrements
in recall and attempts to reorganize the story to conform to a
more logical structure.

In summary, it appears that knowledge about the structure
of stories develops during the preschool years. Most children’s
exposure to stories begins before they can even talk so it is not-
surprising that .a story schema is acquired qulte early. The
schema goes through refinement during the elementary school
years, with an increasing focus on internal goals and responses.
Several studies have provided evidence that children, as well as
adults, benefit from the organizing framewcrk of the story
schemua. Story grammars have been constructed to describe the
schema and are useful as an dpprocu,h toward understanding the
comprehension process. The grammars offer a model of the
strategies people might use when reading or listening to a story,
enabling them to encode information efficiently.

Conclusions

What Can Researchers Tell Educators
That They Don’t Already Know?

As we cautioned at the beginning of the c.hapter the rele-
vance of many of these experiments to comprehension instruc-
tion is far from obvious; nevertheless, we claimed they were of
practical significance. We will now defend this claim, but at the
same time point out the limitations of the research and direc-
tions for further study.

It is undoubtedly true that many of the experlments we
reviewed simply confirmed what reading teachers have always
known: under the right conditions, young elementary school
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children can identify main ideas, -understand logical structure,
make inferences, and use knowledge about the structure of
stories. Perhaps teachers would feel gratified to know that their
intuitions and classroom observations have been supported
experimentally, but they would probably prefer to be told
something new. Since the new information provided by these
experiments lies primarily in their implications, it will be help-
ful to make these implications explicit.

Of the skills we discussed, the one most du'ectly relevant
to comprehension instructioR, is main idea identification. The
experiments showed that regardless of age, children have better
memory for important than unimportant information in a pas-
sage. As we noted, however, recall does not necessarily reflect
an ability to identify main ideas. The best way to find out if
children can identify main ideas is to ask them directly, ideally
with the text available to minimize memory demands. Although
Brown and Smiley’s importance ratings (1977) were obtained in
such a way, the task complexity undoubtedly ied to a low esti-
mate of children’s abilities. Using a much simpler task, Danner
(1976) found that second. graders could identify main ideas
with some success. However, the passages he used were so short
and simple that the older children may have found them insult-
ingly easy. (This problem can arise whenever there is a large age
range among subjects; materials that are the right level of com-
plexity for one age group may not be appropriate for another.)
Thus, we do not have much data on older children’s main idea
identification skills with more challenging passages. Moreover
we do not know how skill at identifying main ideas changes
with age.

We do know that there are developmental differences in
the types of information children judge to be most important in
stories (Stein & Glenn, 1978). There are undoubtedly individual
and cultural differences as well, since everyone comes to the
reading situation with different background experiences. How-
ever, the nature of the educational process requires that such
differences be ironed out, for students are expected to extract
the main ideas from their textbooks. Just how children learn to
identify this normatively important information remains to
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be investigated. ‘ -

The research on children’s understanding of logical struc-
ture has fewer direct parallels in educational practice than the
main idea research. Although children in the early grades are
often asked to unscramble pictures or sentences to create a
logical story, it is not until the upper grades that attention 1is

" devoted to teaching how and why ideas within a passage are
interconnected. '

One reason for this lack of early instruction may be that
teachers feel children already understand logical relationships by

/t'h’e time they start to read. The research we reviewed demon-
strates that preschoolers are, in fact, sensitive to logical struc-
ture in oral and picture narratives. The primary developmental
difference in understanding logical struc’tt?rcsegms to be in the
strategies that are available for dealing with disorganized pas-
sages (Poulson et al., in press; Stein, 1976; Stein & Nezworski,
1977 Mandler, 1978). Although we don’t really knowhow these
strategies develop, experience alone must be an important factor.

, [n view of the increasingly dominant role of expository:
texts in the child’s educational experience, further research on
understanding expository text organization is needed. Although
Danner’s contribution is important, additional studies should
extend his work using more complex materials. Such research
would be valuable not only for comprehension instruction, but
also for instruction in writing; children must understand logical
organization in order to write logically organized prose.

The research we reviewed on inferences provides us with '
little more than the conclusion that children can draw inferences
when asked questions about sentence triplets and simple stories.
The extent to which children spontaneously draw inferences re-
mains an empirical question, although there is some evidence
that children will infer information that is crucial to compre-
hension (Brown et al., 1977; Stein & Glenn, 1978).

Given the methodological problems inherent in the infer-
ence research, the following generalizations should be regarded
as tentative. There seems to be no evidence cf developmental
change in children’s abilities to make inferences from sentence
or picture triplets (Paris & Carter, 1973; Paris & Mahoney, 1974;

*
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Kail et al.,, 1977). However, there were developmental differ-
ences in making inferences from stories. Paris and Upton (1976)
reported that older children were better at making contextual
inferences than younger, and Stein and Glenn (1978) reported
age differences in children’s ability to infer missing elements in
a story./T.hese discrepant findings may result from differences in
the scope of the required inferences. That is, inferences based
on the sentence sets could be made by considering two simple
sentences, whereas with stories, inferences often dealt with the
theme of the story as a whole. Thus, younger children may have
had difficulty considering the many components of a story simul-
taneously; this conclusion is supported by the fact that when
the inferences dealt with specific words and phrases from a story,
the developmental differences were eliminated (Brown ct al,,
1977; Paris & Upton, 1976). ) ,

An important comprehension skill that we did not touch
upon in our review of the literature, but which is related to in-
ferencing, is the ability to consider new material in light of what
is already known. Little or no research has focused on this higher
level aspect of comprehension (which some do not consider to
be comprehension per se but, rather, applying the products of
comprehension) primarily because appropriate questions are dif-
ficuit to formulate and are rather subjective. Nevertheless, this
skill is crucial in answering ‘‘application” and ‘“integration”
- questions frequently encountered on tests. Since even college
students have difficulty with such questions, it is unlikely that
young children consider incoming information with regard to a
broader context of experience. By focusing too much on typical
memory tests of learning and comprehension, such as free recall
and recognition, educ.itors run the risk of restricting students’
intellectual creativity. Every teacher, for example, has probably
encountered students who knew their course ‘material by heart
but failed a test because they were required to do some creative,
integrative thinking. (See Baker & Santa. 1977 and Baker, Santa.
& Gentry, 1977, for empirical demonstrations of tiiis phenome-
non.) Though the necessity for such ‘“‘transsituational’ compre-
hension increases as children become more involved in studying
for content courses, it is probably never too early to introduce
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trammg in this skill.

The research dealing with children’s understandmg of story
structure showed that children do in fact know what kinds of
information beldhg in stories. Even four and five year olds are
capable of constructing well-formed stories that include purpo-
“e behavior. The research shows that young children have ex-
‘ellent comprehension of stories that conform to the structure
specified by the schema. However, their comprehension is
impaired when stories deviate from the schema, and this impair-
ment is greater than that which occurs for older children and
adults. One source of this developmental difference isless famili-
arity with discrepant structures. Clearly, repeated experience
with such stories allows one to build up strategies for dealing
with them. : |

An important practical application of this research is to
use the story grammar as a model for construction of instruc-
tional materials. Many of the materials currently prepared for
beginning readers are sometimes little more than strings of
sentences, lacking the conflicts and goals that are such crucial -
elements of stories (Bruce, 1978&). It’s no wonder, then, that
many children regard reading as a boring task and not worth the
effort. However, if stories were to conform to a story schema,
not only would the children find them more comprehensible,
but hopefully they would discover that reading can be intrin-
sically rewarding. .

While it is important for begmmng readers to enjoy read-
ing, it is also important that they learn to read eXpository prose,
a ‘task that is usually not nearly as much fun as reading a good
story. Virtually all of the experiments on prose comprehension
dévelopment have used stories as stimulus materials. One reason
for this focus is to maintain children’s interest in the task, but
the primary advantage of using stories is that ‘their structures
can be specitied by story grammar analysis. Nevertheless,
researchers must also’ investigate expository comprehension,
particularly in children of the “‘transitional” period: i.e., third
and fourth graders who have mastered basic decoding skiils
but are not vet tluent readers. It is often at this time that
reading problems become apparent, both because of the shift in
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emphasis from “decoding” to comprehensiort and because the
children are expected to deal with ‘expository prose in their
social studies and science books for the first time.

Although there are undoubtedly many commonalities
underiying comprehénsion of stories and expositions, thure. are
also many differences which should be explored. We know that
children understand stories qQuite well at an early age, yet we do
not know how well they understand expository prose. It is pos-
sible we would find something akin to what Piaget (1952)-has
termmed a “*horizontal décalage’: a particular child may be quite
capable of performing a certain mental operation (i.e.r‘, making
an inference) with a story but not with an expository text. Simi-
larly, as we suggested earlier, children may understand logical
structure in narrative before expository text. A number of fac-
tors may contribute to this hypothesized décalage the most ob-
vious of which is the child’s greater experience with stories. In
.'addltlon stories have a higher order strucfure specified by
“cultural conventions, while expository text structures are more
.variable and ill-defined. Thus, children can use their story schema
to enhance their story comprehension: no such generic knowledge_
"is available for expository prose. Finally, stories are more con-
crete,.with events and characters that the child can identify with,
through expericnce or imagination. Expository material, o the
other hand istypically abstract, dealing with unfamiliar concepts
and situations. In summary, since understanding is highly de-
pendent on prior knowledge and experience, we should expect
to find that young children have better comprehension of narra-
tive than expository prose.

Our discussion will conclude with a brlef introduction to
a new area of investigation, alluded to prev1ously, that has
important implications for educators: metacognition. Meta-
cognition refers to the knowledge or awareness people have
about cognitive processes (e.g., memory, attention, comprehen-
sion, communication). A number of experiments have shown
that young children are deficient in a variety of metacognitive
skills (Brown, 1975; Brown, in press; Flavell, 19'7_8; Flavell &
Weilman, 1977). For example, we noted previously that chil-
.dren seem to lack metacognitive knowledge about importance
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and logical organizatibn (Brown & Smiley, 1977 ;Danner, 1976).

But of more direct consequence to comprehension instruction is -

the growing evidence that young children have poor “meta-
comprehension” skills; that is, they do not always:know when

they don’t understand. A recent study by Markman (1977) pro-
“vides a good demonstration of this phenomenon. Children in
grades one through three were gziven instructions on how to play

a game or perform a magic trick. Tn both cases, information was

left out that was critical to being able to follow the instructions.

After listening to the instructions, the childreq were asked a
series of questions designed to get them to indicate that they
‘didn’t understand. The children were told that their help was
needed in coming up with good instructions, and they should

let the experimenter-know if something was omitted orwas———
not clear. ' ' '

The older children ‘asked questions much more readily
than the younger, realizing that the instructions were incomplete.
[t was often not until the first graders actually tried to carry out
the instructions that they realized they didn’t understand. Mark-.
man concluded that this metacomprehension failure occurred
because first graders did not execute the instructions mentally
as they listened to them. Although their passive listening may ’
have given them a feeling of understanding, because they didn’t
actively evaiuate whether the instructions made sense, they didn’t
know they didn’t understand. In this experiment, then, children
as young as third grade showed good metacomprehension. How-
ever, when the task demands are more complex, even college
students are not very good at monitoring their comprehension
{Baker, 1978).

These data suggest that keeping track of the state of one’s
coraprehension during reading may be crucial to comprehension.
This implies that poor comprehenders may benefit from meta-
comptehension training. Furthermore, it suggests that efforts
should be made to teach metacomprehension skills in parallel
with comprehension skills rather than.waiting until remediation
is necessary. At present, it seems that teachers do much of the
metacognitive work for children (Wertsch, 1978); the -burden
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should be shifted to the children themselves. We expect that
further reszarch will reveal that increasing children’s awareness
of their ongoing comprehension processes enhances their com-~
prehension skills. . . s

The preparation of this chapter was supported by the National Institute of Education
under Contract No. US-NIE-C400-76-0116. The authors would like to thank Susan
Goldman, Glenn Kleiman, Carol Santa, John Santa, and Thomas Trabasso for their
helpful comments on earlier versians of the chapter.
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Improving_Children‘s Prose Comprehension:
Selected Strategies that Seem to Succeed

Joel R. Levin
and
Michael Pressley
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University of Wisconsin -

While struggling to find just the right words to commu-

nicate what this chapter is about, we came across Gordon
Bower's introductory remarks in a recent’ article on what it

\\ takes to understand a story. Since his wordsreflect our thoughts,

‘we
the
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will apply the ‘‘law of least effort” and simply reproduce
em here:

Let us begin with the familiar observation that texts we read differ

tremendous amount in. their comprehensibility and in their
memorability..In fact, some are so difficult that the only memo-
rable thing about them is how incomprehensible they were. I recall
taking a literature course in college where we read James Joyce’s
Finnegan’s Wake [sic] . although ! enjoyed the flow of words and
images, I could not remember enough about what 1 had read in
order to discuss it when 1 went to class the next day. The same is
true today if 1 read experimental-ﬁction writers such as John
Hawkes. The language and imagery is often stunning and-beautiful,
but "I barely remember enough to know where to pick up my
reading again in case I lose my bookmark. One might attribute all
this to my poor memory. But on the other hand, I find I have very
good memory for adventure stories and t:olktales, for stories like
those in Canterbury Tales, The Decareron, for detective thrillers
or simple Western-cowboy stories. Most readers Or Imovie-goers
have similar experiences. It is such observations that cause psychol-

-
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ogists to become interested in how people understand .r(ti re-
member simple stories (Bower,"1976, p. 511). -

- "‘

Why is it that certain prose passages are easy to follow
‘v and recall. whereas others are virtually unintelligible? Factors
\‘ including passage . content and topi¢ interest are obviously
important and cannot be ignored. Even if such factors are held
» constant, however, prose passages can still be more or less -
. comprehensible simply as a function of the way in which the
iauthor formats, orgamzcs and/or presents the prose content.
\The effect of these “‘presentation’ factors on the compre-
‘hLI]Slblllty of text will be discussed here. Of equal. if not more,’
\mportdncc from a practical standpomt is what a learner can do
to increase the likelihood that a prose passage will be compre-
hended and recalled. PO,S‘ilbllltlES in this domain -will be dis-
cussed here as well. Thus, we will focus on two general c,lasses
n* prncn--lfv wraing strategies: (1) those that authors can AIse to

optlmlzc communication (i.e., prose-dependent strategies) and
(“) those that learners can use -to optimize reception (i.e
processor-dependent strategies).

| The expansive prose-learning literature has been dealt
with in several previous reviews, two of the most. recent and
mos: thoughtful being those of Gagné (1978) and Reder (19580).
There is no need- to retrace the same steps here. Rather, we have
selected tfrom some of that literature and elsewhere research
that 'we believe has implications for enhancing the prose learn-
ing of children. Although our primary focus will be on the
middle school years (i.e., on children between ages nine and
fourteen), selected rescarch findings derived from both older
and younger populations will be included. Such findings will be
cited chiefly for purposes of developmental comparison and
contrast, or because research conducted using children within
our targctcd age range iIs lacking.

\th did we choose to focus on the prose learning of
children? Our primary consideration was that the work dis-
cussed i\"n this chapter be consonant with that discussed in the
other miain chapters of this volume, namely the development of
n,ompruhtnmon skllls in children (Baker & Stein) and the use of

\
1
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comprehension—relatéd curricular materials in schools (Johnson
& Barrett). Although a veritable plethora of prose-learning
strategies have.been investigated in adolescent and adult popula-
tions (primarily high school and college students), there are
obvious cognitive-developmental diffefences between older and
younger stud'cn_ts. Because of these differences, we believe it
unwise to conclude.that strategies ‘found to be effective at one
developmental level will be similarly effective at another. _
Consider, for example, the strategy of having students

focus on topic-related guestions while reading a prose passage.
This particular strategy has commanded considerable research
attention «in the past decade. and its potential tor enhancing the
prose comprehension of older students has bcen’a,_mpl'y detailed
(see, for exampie, Anderson & Biddle. 1975 Frase. 1975; and
- Rothkopf, 1972). A similar conclusion is et justified from the
small amount of . question-asking  research that has been con-
ducted with children, however. For example, the typical adult
IﬁTdiTTg‘t’m}f—qaes{—imxs_meeﬁ_iust after a portion of text facili-

tate students’ subsequent .recall of prose. content (including
material not explicitly questioned) has not consistently cmerged
in studies involving children (e.g.. Fischer, 1973: Richmond.
1976: Rowls, 1976 Watts, 1973). ,

Analogous developmental differences may: be tound in
studies where subject-generated. visual imagery constitutes the
prose-learning strategy of interest. Although there is good
reason to belieye that such a strategy produces prose compﬁ:‘-
hension gains in children eight years of age and older (Levin,
1976 Pressley, 1977), on the basis of research conducted in our
laboratory over the past few years (Dunham & Levin, 1979 °
Guttmann. Levin & Pressley, 1977; Ruch & Levin, 1979), 'the
same cannot be concluded for children younger than this. Thus,
we believe that inferences about the effect of various prose-
learning strategies must be made with reference to the age range
on.which the resecarch was based. As far as our present orien-
tation is concerned, one is simply not justified in extrapolating
downward or upward to students in the middle school years
from studics conducted with older and younger students
respectively (sce also Levin & Lesgold, 1978).

).
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In summary, then, in this chapter we report on Strategies
*  thdat seem to hold promiise for facilitating children’s prose
< dearning. Our basi¢ emphases may be reiterated ingthe following
two questions:. L
1. What strategles can be apphed by an duthor or in-
structor to enhance the comprehensibility and memorablhty of
the information in a prose pdssage‘7
2. What strategies can be applied by a child who is
readmg or listening to the passaie in order to accomplish the
same thing? .
These two questionsyshould sound familiar to those who
are acquainted with our previ S wrltmgs (Levin, 1972, 1976;
Pressley, 1977), inasmuch as they serve to evoke the dlstmctlon
between what we have called imposed and induced. learning
strategles This dlStlnLtloq will provide us with a cohvement
framework for organizing-the present chapter

General Framework for the Strategies Considered

Facilitative prose-learning strategies can be imposed bya

communicator (Question 17 above); inducedin a -processor-- — - -
(Question 2), or both. The “both> implies that such strategies B
need not be mutually exclusive and, indeed, certain strategies

that we will consider contain elements of each. For example, an
author may include a summary at the end of a chapter to help

the reader consolidate -the previously presented information.
"This would be an imposed strategy or, in the present context,

what we earlier referred to as a prose-dependent strategy. On

the other hand, readers may be required to write a brief SYn-
opsis of what was just read, summarize it in their own words,
review mentally the most important information, etc. Such
strategles are induced in that they require some kind of relevant
cognitive activity generated from within the learner. With these
processor-dependent strategies, the onus is on the reader to
‘merform--to give and not just to receive. Finally, as was implied
above, certain strategies may be both prose- and processor-
dependent. Consider, for example, a, prose passage that is
_followed by short-answer review questions. The questions are
prose dependent inasmgch as they ge externally provided-

'

-
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adjuncts to the written prose and, presumably, they are struc-’\
tured to consolidate in the reader’s memory the information-:
previously presented. At the same time, however, review ques-
tions are processor dependent since it is clear that whether or -

~not they function as intended depends on the use made of them
by the reader. That is, the author’s objective in including such
questions would obviously be frustrated if the reader did net

expend the effort necessary to answer them (correctly).

Many, if not most, prose-learning strategies are hoth
prose- and processor-dependent, and this should be realized at
the outset. In our attempt to compartmentalize them, however,
we are forced to make some “either/or” decisions about strat-

_egies, based on whether a particular strategy appears to us as

cither prcdomr’ii’amiy prose dependent or processor dependent.
Although we are reluctant to dichotomize strategies in this
fashion, by doing so our strategy classifications and discussion

~ becomie more manageable.

We turn, then, to Table 1 where exemplars of our present
emphases are presented. The row levels, of course, represent the

Table 1
Four Classes of Prose-Comprehension Strategy, as Represented
by Assumed Primary Function and Type

Primary Function of Strategy

Stage-setting - Storage/Retrieval
Prose
8 Dependent
3 p
e
7]
)
W
=9
2 Processor
Dependent
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two classes of prose-learning strategies just.considered. A second
dimension to our framework is aftorded by the two column
labels. That is, strategy types (prose- or processor-dependent)
can be further broken down according to their assumed primary
function in a prose-learning context. As will be scen, these
functions loosely correspond to the particular point in time that
the strategy is-uapplied: prior to, as opposcd to during, passage
presentation.:

We are inclined to view the general class of prose-learning
strategies that are activated prior 10 passage  presentation as
serving prirnarily a conrext- or stuge-serting function. That is,
they. sensitize the student to what the passage is about, what
should be learned from it, what existing information the stu-
dent alrecady possesses concerning the material, and the like. In
contrast. prose-learning strategies activated dwring passage
presentation will be regarded as serving an-information storage/
retrieval function. Although borh strategy types discussed here
are, to some extent, -concerned with storage and retrieval (and,
in particular, with tacilitating storage and retrieval), those
applicd during passage presentation .-per ' on prose informa-
tion directly and in its presence. b .. ples nclude alternative
structural and logical text organijzat.nn~ {sce Baker & Stein, this
volume), the provision of content-clarif'ying auxiliary materials,
and student-generated cognitive elaborations and transtorma-
tions of passage content. |

As mentioned earlier. our general plan in this chapter is
to provide the reader with examples of children’s prose-com-
prechension strategies that “‘seem to succeed.”” These examples
are just that: illustrations and not exhaustive listings.? OQur
presentation of the various exampiles will ‘now follow from the
four cells represented in Table 1.

Examples of Seemingly Successful Childrern's -
Prose-Comprehension Strategies
\\ .

Stage-Setting Strategies \

PROSE-DEPENDENT, STAGE-SETTING STRATEGIES

Whether contained in the prose materials or provided by

e
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an instructor, our stage-setting strategies encompass the kinds of
“preinstructional strategies’” recently reviewed by Hartley and
Davies (1976). Included are question answering (pretests),
instructional objectives (“‘goals” and ‘““purposes’’), overviews,
and Ausubelian *‘advance organizers” (Ausubcl, 1963). The first
two strategies may be regarded as primarily sensitizing Or
“orienting” (Frase, 1'970) 1n nature, in that they may introduce
terms or hint at to-be-learned content and skills. but they do
not intform per se. Of course, the hope is that when such sensi-
tizers are combincdiwith the subsequent prose content learning
"will be enhanced (possibly as a result of increased attent’on paid
to particular terms and ideas when thoy are encountered in the
text). The success of sensitization strategies, with respect to the
specific wmaterial sensitized. has been fairly well established with
students of all ages. In short, alerting students to exactly what it
is they are to learn is generally more effective than ‘“‘leaving
them in the dark™ - not very surprising, perhaps, but often over-
looked in instructional practice. | : - _

- The sccond two of the Hartley and Davies (1276 pre-
instructional strategies are basically content-clarifying and,
theretore, informational in their own right. It is worth men-
tioning that previous distinctions (and arguments about dis-
tinctions) between overviews and advance Organizers appear
throughout the literature (Barnes & Clawson, 1975; Lawton &
Wanska, 1977). and we do not wish to fuel the fire here. That
is, we will not debate what the salient characteristics of a good
advance organizer, as conceived by Ausubel. are (e.g.. consists
- of a higher “ievel of abstraction,”” provides a needed ““ideational
scatfolding.”” etc.), in contrast to those of a good overview.
Rather than belabor the issue, we will regard both overviews
and organizers as content-clarifying preinstructional strategies,
and use the terms more or less interchangeably. Certainly as far
as the prose comprehension of children is concerned, we sub-
scribe to the view that content-clarifying preinstructional
strategies {of whichever type) should be relatively simple and
concrete. We further believe that such simplification or con-
cretization strategies will exhibit their greatest payoffs on prose:.
"passages whose content is far from simple or concrete. We will
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return to both of these points following an illustration of the
kind of strategy we have in mind.

Arnold and Brooks (1976). A number of adult studies
have demonstrated that prose learning proceeds much more
efficiently once an appropriate organizing context has been
established (i.c., once the stage has been properly set). Of
particular significance to the present discussion, Bransford and
Johnson (1973) have found that students’ understanding and.
recall ot an otherwise difficult-to-comprehend prose passage was
helped considerably by the provision of either a stage-setting
visual illustration or a verbal title. Arnold and Brooks sought to
‘replicate and extend the Bransford and Johnson findings using
second and fifth grade children. What follows is one of the ught '
short passages Lrt,dtc,d by Arnold dnd Brooks:

Jimmy was hanging by his knees and his legs were beginning to
ache. but he still hung on. The swan was flying very fast towards
jimmy’s Home. The wind was blowing through Jimmy’s hair and
jacket and he was getting cold. The other children were having a
good time. Jimmy wished the trip were over. Lisa had fallen asleep

on the white fe,dther mattress and Joey was singing a sons, (Arnold
& Brooks, 1976, 712) :

Although each individual sentence is easily comprehended—‘even
by a child —the passage formed by the collection of sentences is
not likely to be—even by an adult. What seems to be missing is a
meaningful context, or theme, within which the individual
sentences can be embedded.

Just prior to listening to each passage, children in onec
condition were provided with a theme, in the form.of a stage-
setting illustration. One such illustration is provided here as
Panel A of Figure 1. (How does this information affect your
reinterpretation of the previous passage?) In a control condi-
tion. children were shown a random arrangemenrt of the same
elements of the illustration (Panel B of Figure 1) just prior to
the presentation of the story. This condition was derived from
Bransford and Johnson (1972), and was designed to control for
everything except the explicit context in the. ekperimen_tal
condition.
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Figure 1. Example of organized (A) and control (B) pictorial sg.gge-setting
: contexts. (Taken from Arnold & Brooks, 1976 copyright 1976

by the American Psychological Association; reprinted . by
permission.) '

If an appropriate context is related to comprehension and
recall of a prose passage (as suggested by the adult research),
then performance differences between the two conditions
would be expected. Based on a subsequent free-recall measure
of information derived exclusively from the passage, this was
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indeed found to be the case for flfth grade children: Those who
received the integrated. context recalled ‘almost one-third more
passage content than did control students. Thus, the same sort
of siagg:-setting illustrations that improve.the prose learning of
adults (Bransford & Johnson,; 1972) also seem to succead with
children as young as fifth graders. The Arnold and Brooks data
do not permit the conclusion that children younger than this
will .exhibit similar improvements, since in that study the
second graders did not appear to benefit from the preinstruc-
tional organizer.®* This latter finding is but one instance of
our introductory caution against making blan}cet across-age
generalizations. .

Related remarks In addition to the two pictorial con-
ditions described in the preceding section, Arnold and Brooks
included .two similar (though less specific) purely verbal con-
" ditions in their experiment. These consisted of informing
students just prior to-passage presentation either that the story
- was about ““two boys and a girl riding a swan’ (Context) or that _
it was about ‘““two boys and a girl and a swan’’ (Control). Based
on the passage-recall measure discussed previously, no signifi-
cant increase in the performance of context students, relative to
controls, was apparent at either grade level (the increase was °
cnly about 6 percent among fifth graders). Why should the
pictorial organizer be effective and the. verbal organizer not,
when it comes to recalling passage content? Surely these two
organizer types differ in many respects (including the greater
- specificity of- the pictorial organizer, as may be appreciated
from a look at Figure 1), but it cannot be denied that the
provided illustration affords a very simple, concrete framework
for organizing the incoming passage content. As we argued
before concerning content-clarifying preinstructional sfrategies,
they should be easy to follow and concrete. One¢ of ‘the best
ways to satisfy these criteria is to provide a comﬁ_act pictorial
organizer. Although we are not denying the possibility of
devising similarly effective verbal organizers, it seems unlikely
that even the ultimate ‘“‘thousand-word” treatise will be “worth’’
perceptib’y more than a compact “‘one-picture’ organizer.

.Qur second previously stated belief about content-
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clarifying preinstructional strategies is that they should become )
particularly effective when the “‘going gets rough.”” What 'this
means is that the benefits derived from _content-clarifying

organizers should be greatest with difficult-to-comprehend

passages. “‘Difficult,” as applied here, is only vaguely defined,
but is a concept that can be easily operationalized in relative
terms. For example, the thematically barren passages of Arnold
and BrooKs (1976) could be mixed with comparable, though
thematically rich, passages and read to students for compre-
hension-difficulty ratings (see Bransford & Johnson, 1972). If
our speculations about organizer effectiveness are on target,
then it should. be the case that content-clarifying organizers
would be comparatively more beneficial for the subsequent
recall of passages rated' more difficult to comprehend. An

~alternative way to evaluate these speculations would be to

examine the effectiveness of content-clarifying organizers using

prosc passages of varying abstractness.

_ It is fairly well established that learning materials (prose
passages included) which deal primarily with abstract referents
and events arc less well comprehended and recalled in com-
parison to learning materials focussing on concrete referents and
events (M. Johnson, Bransford, Nyberg, & Cleary, 1972; R.
Johnson, 1974). [We are using the terms “concrete’” and
“abstract’ in the contemporary psychological sense here to
refer to stimuli that are rated as being more and less tangible/
visualizable. respectively (see Paivio, 1971).] Thus, we would
predict that _content—clarifying organizers would be especially
helpful for children in situations where the passage content was
relatively abstract. Although little, if any, systematic data
bearing directiy oh_ this prediction seem to be available, a few
studies based on-adults lend indirect support to it (see David-
son, 1976 and Royer & Cable, 1976). In these studies students’
comprchension of very abstract prose passages wds helped by

instructor-provided concrete organizers.

FROCESSO R-DEPENDENT, STAGE-SETTING ST RATEGIES

We turn now to the second of our stage-setting strategiles

 as represented in Table 1. Here, organizing information relevant
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to the upcorming passage must be called into play by the prose
processor. The most usual application of this strategy is for
. students to reiate what they anticipate the passage will be about
to what they already know. In a phrase, relevant ‘“‘knowiedge of
the world” is activated by students in order to comprehend
better (or even at all) the to-be-learned prose material.

Consider, as a simple analogical manifestation of this kind
of strategy, the television game show, *““The $20,000 Pyramid,”
which we watch regularly to get ideas about comprehension,
communication, and how people think. In the first segment of
cach coqtest,-the player must identify category members when
given clues about those members by his or her. partner. For
‘example, suppose the category were ‘““French things’ and one’s
partner were to say: ‘““A very tall structure, trademark of Puris,
built for a World Fair.”” (Of course the answer desired is Eiffe!l
Tower.) During the time allotted for a given game (30 seconds),
a contestant must identify. seven different exemplars from a
given category (e.g., seven different “French things’). Thus,
time is at a premium. It turns out that a very good (4nd very -
obvious) pregame, stage-setting strategy that contestants can*
employ is to focus their attention on thé particular category,
and to start activating their existing knowledge structures
within that category in order to anticipate exemplars that might -
be requested. What follows is a strategic contestant’s plausible
self-dialogue (exaggerated, of course, since only a few seconds
of preparation time are allowed):

Now let’s see, the category is ‘“‘French things.” What do I know
that's French? Food things (a popular first choice): French fries,
French onion soup, vichyssoise, maitre d’, cabernet sauvignon,
escargots, quiche lorraine, Cuisinart. What else around here?
Renaults, French poodles, Brigitte Bardot, Truffaut, Jacques
Cousteau, Jean Claude. Killy, the French Alps. What about in
France? The Riveér Seine, Paris, Arc de Triomphe, Eiffel Tower,
Notre Dame, The Louvre, Toulouse Lautrec, impressionism. What
else? Napoleon Bonaparte, Joan of Arc, .. .OK, let’s go.

A similar type of strategic anticipation can come into

play when processing text and to paraphrase a familiar saving:
What one brings into a prose passage often determines what one
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will take out. (Juist take a crack at Finneguns Wake, for example
_see also Footnote 1.) However, the processor-dependent,
stage-setting strategy cell of Table 1 is a maverick of sorts.
- Frankly, it was born purely out of “slot-filling”’ necessity in
order to provide some (literal) balance to our prose-compie-
hension framework.S. We will now attempt toexplain why we
view this particular cell as a forced entry. but a forced entry
that is important to consider when discussing prose-learning
strategies. _

First, it is often the case with prose that no stage-sctting
clues are provided concerning passage/topic content, and even
when they are they may be'too vague (fora student to operate
on them effectively) or unhelpful (if the stage-setting clues do
not trigger oftf the student’s preexisting related knowledge).
Second. and partly because of the above. the stage-setting
strategies applicd by a processor are bound to be much less
purposive {l.e.. applied with less intention) than is connoted by
our-use. of the term “‘strategy’ throughout this chapter. Thus,
we apply the term “stratggy” to the processor-dependent., stage-
setting cell of Table 1-with some reluctance.®

A few preliminary remarks are in order. There is ample
theoretical discussion, and corroborative empirical evidence,
relevant to the notion that one’s prior knowledge predicts one’s
perception, comprehension, and recall of “‘new” information
(Anderson et al., 1977, Footnote 5). Brief mention of an
interesting recent study by Gordon, Hansen, and Pearson
(1978) will suffice to make the point here. These authors found
that young (second grade) children who had some prior know-
ledge about a given topic (‘‘spiders”) learned more from those
portions of a ‘‘spider’” passage where that prior knowledge
could beapplied, relativerto children wha had little or no prior
““spider” knowledge. In contrast, for information explicitly
_stut_cd in the passage and for which no prior “spider’” knowledge
was necessary, the two groups of children did not differ signifi-
cantly with respect to amount learned. X ,

As far as procesSbi‘-dependent strategies are concerned, it
is easy to make a mockery of the prior-k nowledge-predicts-
present-learnin% principle: Sirhply provide students with as
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much background knowledge us possible--before giving them
additional related material to learn (Levin, 1978). But surely
the less extreme recommendation that follows from the princi-
ple is not so ridiculous: Simply provide students with as much
background knowledge. as is necessary to facilitate comprehen-
sion ot the to-be- lecarned material. This less extreme prescription
has in fact been proftfered to reading practitioners (Betts, 1957,
p. 494). and is well illustrated. we believe, in an experiment
reportcd by Brown. Smiley, D'ty. Townscnd, & Lawton (1977,
Exp. 2). |

Brown et al. (1977). In this experiment, sec.ond fourth;
and sixth graders were asked to listen to a passage about a
hunter from the fictitious ““Targa™ tribe. Although certain
dertails of the passage were left unspecified, the passage itself
was perfectly comprehensible in its presented form (unlike that
of Arnold & Brooks, 1976). However, in an attempt to in-%
fluence students’ Jinterpretation of the passage, Brown et al.
manipulated the children’s background knowledge of the Targa
the week before the passage was actually presented. One group
of children was informed that Targas were of the peaceful
Eskimo variety, and details {(both pictorial and verbal) such as
snow-related settings, polar wildlife, and all the ‘‘trappings’’
“were provided for students to embellish this oritentation. A
second group of children was given a warring Indian orientation,
along with burning deserts, water and animal shortages, ctc. A
third (control) group was given information about Spanish
people the week betore, which was of course irrelevant to the
ensuing Targa-target passage. (For turther description of this
experiment, see Baker & Stein. this volume.)

Two findings are of particular note. First, the two groups
with preestablished background knowledge about the Targa
recalled over 25 percent more passage content than controls.
Sccond. convincing evidence wus provided to show that the
ditterent kinds of relevant background information (Eskimo vs.
Indian) did influence students’ processing of the passage. In
particular, the recall errors that were made were consistent with
children’s preestablished backgrounds: About two-thirds of all
recall errors consisted of appropriate background information
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that was not in fact mentioned in the passage; that is, Eskimo-
oriented students ‘‘recalled” Eskimo-related information that
was not there. whereas unmentioned Indian-related back- -
ground information was !‘recalled’ by Indian-oriented students.
The same pattern was apparent in some follow-up questions
designed to determine whether specitic background in formation
did. in fact, influence the children’s interpre ctation ot the
passage.

Relured remarks. Gordon et al.’s rescarch (1978) has
demonstrated that young children’s existing knowledge about a
particular topic may determine what and how much they will
learn from a prose passage containing new topic-related intfor-
‘mation. From a methodological standpoint this is important
inasmuch as it highlights the claims of others (Levin & Lesgold,
. 1978: Royer & Cunningham, 1978) that if on¢ is interested in
assessing strictly what a student has learned ftrom a prose
passage. then what the student already Anows--or can deduce
without e¢ven reading the passage ~must first be taken into
account. From a substantive standpoint the finding suggests
that if relevant knowledge structures are well vestablished,
lecarning will procezed more efficiently. Brown ct al’s experi-
mental ,demonstration (1977, Exp. 2) is in accord with this
pomtlon as is a study with adults reported by Davidson (1 976)
The Davidson study will be described here in some detail since
it is a good example of how prior knowledge can make compre-
hensible otherwise very difficult-to-comprehend 'material.

Davidson selected “The Mat Maker™ chapter from Mel-
ville’s Moby Dick as the to-be-learned prose content. Given our
earlier comments about stage-setting strategies likely being more
helpful for comparatively difficult and/or abstract passages,
“The Mat Maker™ certainly is a prime candidate for facilitation.
As the reader may recall from his or her own experiences with
‘this passage, a number ol “abstract concepts (such as fate,
¢chance, and free will) are mtt,rreldted, to each other as well as
metaphorically to various concrete parts of a loom (such as the
warp. the woof, and the shuttle). It goes without saying that
“one’s background familarity with looms should predict how
well Melville’s analogies should ““work” (as with the Gordon et
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al., 1978, “*spider” study).
"Realizing this, and by selecting learners with presumably
“loomless” backgrounds (in contrast to weavers—see Anderson,
Reynolds, .Schallert, & Goetz. 1977, for an interesting variation
on this theme), Davidson attempted to fill in the needed “loom™;
network by preinstructing one group of students as to the
nature of the loom and its working parts. Both pictures and
verbafl descriptions were used in this loom-knowledge phase.
‘On the subsequent passage, Dav1dson found that the
students with built-up loom backgrounds outperformed two
groups’ of control students on a true-false assertlon test. Com-

- pared to the two control groups combined,; loom- -knowledge

students correctly identified almost 50 perc.ent more items. In
 addition, qualitative analyses of free-recall protocols of the
. students revealed quite different structurings of passage infor-
mation in the loom-knowledge and control condltlons Loom-
knowledge students were found to be muLh more likely to
relate abstract concepts from the passage to concrete loom
parts, relative to control students who tended to maintain
separate abstract and concrete concept clusters.

In reviewing the literature on content—clarlfymg strategies
in the stage-setting domain (Arnold & Brooks, 1976; Brown et
al., 1977; Davidson, 1976), the present authors have come to
beheve in the utility of such strategies—but within limits. A few
of these linvits were specified earlier. For example, it appears
that organizers and background knowledge facilitate student-’
comprehension of difficult-to- comprehend (abstract, unfamiliar,
or ambiguous) material. This is intuitively pleasing and seems to
have modest empirical support: After all, why skowld stage-
setting information be needed if the upcoming passage is’
concrete, familiar, and straightforward? At the same time, it is
reascnable’ to suppose that extrermely difficult- to-comprehend'
passages (and/or organizers) would diminish stdge-settmg
effects. Moreover, this supposition may be of special impor-
tance when the students are cognitively less advanced, as. .
evidenced by reported facilitation breakdowns when elementary
school children have been presented with preinstructional -
organizers for difficult passages (e;:,, the second graders of
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Arnold & Brooks, 1976; Hawkins, 1971).
Storage/Retrieval Strategies '

As was mentioned in the introduction, storage/retrieval
stratégies (as we have detined them) encompass the class of
adjuncts and information-processing activities that can be
brought into play during passage” presentation (i.e., in the
company of the to-be-learned.~text). Our initial reference to
‘Bower’s introspective excursions with Chaucer (1976) 1n
contrast to James Joyce could serve as a testimony to the very
different perceived- means by which a text’s struc;ture and/or
content can be organized. Baker and Stein (this volume) and
Shimmerlik (1978) provide recent reviews of relevant passage-
organization variables, and these will not be duplicated here.
Suffice it to say that 1) better-organized prose passages are
generally better learned as well and 2) how a passage is Or-
ganized generally determines what prose content students will
learn and how they will arganize that content. In this section
we consider il.lustr.'i‘:tive-strategies that seerh to render a given
prose content and/or structure more memorable for children.

PROSE-DEPENDENT, STORAG E/RETRIEVAL STR ATEGII}.S

* Apart from providing an efficient structuring of the prose
content that is there, a communicator can alter or add to the
form in which that content is presented. Altering the form of a
prose passage includes ty pographical/formatting changes (Frase,
1977) and modality/media alternatives to reading per se, such as
listening to a live lecture or.a tape, watching a miovie or drama-
tization, and various multimedia explorations (see, for example,
almost any recent issue of the A4 V Comrunication Review—
now, Educational Conmumunication and Technology). Adding to
4 prose passage’s. form includes communicator-inserted aids
designed to facilitate storage and retrieval of the prose content,
such as the use of topic sentences, appropriate headings and
emphases, and marginal comments (Browning, 1976; Dee-
Lucas & Di Vesta, 1978; Doctorow, Wittrock, & Marks, 1978;
Wilkie, 1978). " -

A personal trilogy (1977-1978). We wish to include as an
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(literal) illustration of a prose-dependent, storage/retrieval
- strategy one that. definitely seems to succeed with children
(and, for that matter, with adults as well). This is the strategy
‘of inserting visual illustrations (pictures) into a prose passage to
convey the essence of the content (for recent. reviews docu-
menting the success of this strategy, see Levin, in press: Levin &
Lesgold, 1978; Pressley, 1977; and Schallert, 1980). The
“‘personal ‘trilogy’ aspect of this illustration comes from the
. fact that we will cite three recent studies from our own labora-
~tory which adequately represent ‘the strategy (Bender & Levin,
1978; Guttmann et dl., 1977; and Ruch & Levin, 1977). _
In each of these studies, children were read 10- to 20-
sentence narrative passages, either in the company or absence of
content-capturing colored line drawings. Each sentence of the
passage had its own associated picture that was displayed while .
the sentence was read. Following passage presentation, the.
children were asked a series of short answer (**Wh’’) questions,
constructed so as to be highly ‘“‘passage dependent” (Tuinman,
1973-1974). By this is meant that it was very unlikely that
students could respond correctly to the Juestions withot
having first been exposed to the passage. Thus. we can be
quite certain that the data from these studies represent leamég‘_i
from text, rather tHan pure prior knowledge of the world
test-wiseness. : : - ‘ .
' To make the preceding comments more concrete, con-
sider the initial sentence from one of the passages (Guttmann
et al., 1977): One evening Sue’s family sar down to cat a big
turkey for dinner. The picture accompanying . this sentence is
shown as Panel A of Figure 2, and a guestion related to the °
content is: Whar did Sue’s fumily ear for dinner one evening? 1t
can be stated that the correct answer, turkey, is not likely to be
supplied by students who are -a@d the qucstiBn v’rithout their
first having heard the passage, since sentences and questions
were constructed on the basis of just such ““norming’ infor-
- mation. That is, students who are asked to provide a reasonable
answer to this question out of context typically respond with
hamburgers,” -hotdogs, or soup: Nonetheless, whether or not
students who heard the passage and correctly answercd the

<o
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Figure 2. Examples of completé (A) and partial (B) pictures.
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" question actually comprehended what they heard is a matter we
will consider shortly.

. The basic datum of present interest is that in each of
these studies, children who heard the story in the company of
pictures recalled substantially - more prose information in
comparison to children who simply heard the story without
_pictures. In the Guttmann et al. (1977) study, kindergartners,
first graders, and third graders experienced gains due to pictures
of about 43 percent, 36 percent, and 39 percent respectively.
From these figures, it can be seen that the intuitive notion that
pictures are likely to be relatively more helpful for younger
children than for older children is not supported, since the.
facilitation percentages are comparable at all grade levels (see
Levin’s 1976 discussion related to picture effects in general).
In the Bender and Levin (1978) study using a longer passage,
third graders increased their recall by over 'S percent when
pictures were provided; and for the main target group of that
study—educable mental retardates between ages ten and sixteen
—the increase-was 89 percent! Clearly, performance gains of this

" -~ magnitude cannot be regarded as trivial.

These studies appear to be significant in at least two
other respects. First, it will be noted from Panel A of Figure 2
that the information asked for in the question (i.e.; turkey) is
physically present in the picture. In contrast, because of their
interest in visual  imagery and its presumed devqldpment in
prose-learning situations, Guttmann et al. and Ruch and Levin
(1977) fashioned illustrated contexts (‘‘partial plctures ') in
which the to-be-supplied information was strongly suggested by,
though not physically present in, the provided picture. (See, for
example, Panel B of Figure 2, where a perspective-blocking
tactic was adopted.) Students who were presented'these partial
pictures  were told to use what was displayed in| the picture
to help them construct an image of what was not displayed.
As was previously noted for text-embedded questlons such a
strategy can be seen to involve both prose—dependent elements
(here, author-illustrated _contexts) and processor-dependent
elements (listener-imagined content). In the case of partial
pictures it is assumed that the pictorial contexts ‘“‘prompt”’

-
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(Rohwcr.“{{)73} the appropriate visual imagery. Interestingly
For present purposes. partial pictures were found to increase
children’s pros&xr_ccall (by about 30 percent). As far as prose-
dependent struteg\i‘a\s per se are concerncd, the important point
is that even less-than-complete pictures (if appropriately con-
structed)’ can  function as effective children’s
qids (see also Riding & Shore. 1974). .

The sccond significant aspect of the studies being con-
sidered here is some evidence provided concerning the nature of
information processing associated with communicator-provided
pictures. [t has been argued previously that short-answer ques-
tions should consist of paraphrases ot the original

prose-learming

passage
content in order to increase one’s chances of measuring cormpre-
Iiersion rather than simpie rote recall (Anderson, 1972). Thus,
in contrast to the carlier given verbatim question about what
Sue and her family were cating for dinner, a paraphirase ques-
tion could be stared as: What food wuas served at the girl’s house
at suppertimme’ Consistent with theoretical notions about the
verbatim-paraphrase distinction, it has been found that simple
rote repetition ol passage content is sufficient to produce
tacilituted performance on verbatim-worded questions (Blank &
frank. 1971: Levin. Bender, & Lesgold, 1976). On the other
hand, provided pictures and partial pictures have becn found to
facilitate performance  with borh verbatim and paraphrase
questions (Bender & Levin. 1978; Levin et al., 1976:; Peng &
Levin, 1979: Ruch & Levin, 1977). In the Levin et al. study, for
example. pictures were superior to simple repetition tor first
graders’ performance on verbatim questions; in the F.uch and
Levin study. partial pictures improved the performance of third
sraders on both verbatim and paraphrase questions, whereas
simple repetition was effective only for the former (presumed
less comprehension-demanding) question variation; and in the
Bender and Levin study, pictures facilitated retardates’ per-
formance agzain on both question variations, whereas simple
repetition did not facilitate performance on either type. Such
tindings ars important in.ofar as they lend support to the argu-
ment that jactures do mese than simple repetition in the way of
promoting increased comprehension of prose content. (See
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Levin, in press, and Levin and Lesgold, 1978, for additional
comments about what pictures in prose can and cannot be
expected to accomplish.)

PROCESSOR-DEPENDENT, STORAGE/RETRIEVAL STRATEGIES

The final cell of Table 1 is the one in which there is
ongoing activity on the part of the prose processor to store the
passage information in a manner that is effective for subsequent
retrieval. Based on a review of thie relevant empirical literature,
it seems safe to conclude that the kind of activities likely to be
successful prose-comprehension strategies are those which
require personal ‘‘cognitive constructions.” Although cognitive
constructions have been variously referred to by others in the
past, we take these to include those mental operations of a
processor that are aimed at (re)organizing and/or elaborating
upon the prose content. Strategies such as constructing imaginal
representations of textual information, responding to questions
that require comprehension-level processing of the prose con-
tent, and generating paraphrases of the information just pro-
cessed have all been identified as effective strategies with
children (Doctorow et al., 1978; Guttmann et al., 1977; Yost,
Avila, & Vexler, 1977). Other cognitive-constructive activity
such as underlining of perceived important content and note
taking could also be considered, but they are neither well-
established successes nor well-studied with children (Anderson,
1980; Brown & Smiley, 1978; Browning, 1976).2 Let us con-
sider here an example of a processor-dependent, storage/
retrieval strategy that has been applied by elementary school
children to yield handsome reading comprehension returns.

Doctorow et al (1978). In this study, sixth grade stu-.
dents were given fairly complex passages to read (high and low
readers were given different passages, appropriate for their
reading level). Included in the several experimental conditions
were two of concern for present purposes. Students in a para-
phrase condition were required to write a sentence summarizing
the content of each paragraph as they read it. It was thought
that this type of activity would induce students to process the
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story information with greater comprehension in comparison to
control students who wefie exposed to the passage for the same
amount of time but with no paraphrasing instructions. A
commendable feature of this experiment that should be high-
lighted is the equivalent amount of passage exposure time across
treatment conditions. As a result, performance differences
between conditions cannot be attributed to time and/or content
repetition differences per se. 4s has been argued for other
adjunct-to-text experiments (Ladas, 1973; Levin & Lesgold,
1978).

[t was found that constructing paragraph paraphrases was
an eminently manageable task for children of this age since they
could do so about 80 percent of the time (no content analysis
of the *‘quality” of the paraphrase "was provided, however).

Moreover, consistent with the hypothesized comprehension-
inducing character of this activity. paraphrase students out-
performed controls on both an immediate multiple-choice test
and a deluyed (by one week) modified cloze test. This was true
for both high and low reading groups. Averaged across reading
groups (and. thus. across passages), paraphrasing increased
students’ performance by over 50 percent on broth tests.

Related remarks. Recent work with high school and
college students supports the notion that paraphrasing (Pio &
Andre. 1977) and other forms of cognitive-constructive activity
(Dee-Lucas & DiVesta, 1980; Shimmerlik & Nolan, 1976) are
effective prose-learning strategies. included here is the activity
ot responding to text-embedded questions while reading. Given
our obvious affinity for pictorial comprehension aids, an
interesting study is that of Showman and Cunningham (1975)
in which it was found that both student-gencrated verbal
responses and student-generated line drawings (in response to
communicator-provided questions) functioned cttectively and
equally to improve performance.

With younger stuadcnts (seventh graders), Yost ct al.
(1977) found that a question is notf a question is xotr a question.
Consistent with what could have been anticipated from the
carlier sentence-learning findings of Watts and Anderson (1971),
as well as the levels-of-processing framework of Craik and
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Lockhart (1972), these authors demonstrated that questions
prompting more elaborate cognitive constructions on the part
of the student (i.e., questions whose answers required greater
integration and synthesis of text content) produced greater
learning gains in comparison to questions prompting simpler
cognitive constructions. Students responding to higher-level
questions also expended more time, however, which must be
considered when interpreting the Yost et al. results. |

o Finally, a study by Brown and Smiley (1978) serves to

illustrate an important chicken-and-egg problem that must
frequently be wrestled with by researchers in this domain.
Potentially effective prose-learning strategies are often dis-
covered either on the basis of a researcher’s intuition or from
introspective reports supplied by effective prose learners (e.g.,
college students and precocious children). For example, in one
of their experiments with fifth, seventh, and eighth grade
students Brown and Smiley found that the most proficient
prose learners were those who elected spontaneously to take
notes and/or underline while they were reading. It might there-
fore be predicted that if less proficient prose learners were
instructed to engage in the same kind of cognitive-constructive
activity, their prose-learning performance would exhibit an
‘increase. Instructing students to generate visual images to
represent the content of concrete narrative passages has proven
successful ' in this regard (Levin, 1972, 1976; and Pressley,
1977). In the Brown and Smiley experiment, however, the less
proficient prose learners did not¢ benefit from a preinstructional
suggestion to take notes and/or underline. This is not surprising,
given that suchn studenis were found to produce notes and
underlinings of inferior quality. Thus, the experiment helps to
~make the point that simply instructing a less proficient prose
learner to adopt a strategy spontaneously applied by a more
proficient prose learner will not always be sufficient to effect a
comprehension increase. In fairness to note taking and under-
lining, however, it should be mentioned that in the Brown and
Smiley experiment no explicit instruction was provided con-
cerning Aow to take notes and underline effectively. Indeed, the
request for students to apply the strategies was given as little
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more than a hint that it would be permissible for them to do so.

Reflertions on Research into Children s
Prose-Comprehension Strategies

We conclude this chapter by reflecting on a couple of
general feelings that were evoked during the course of our
perusal of the children’s prose-learning literature. One general
feeling we had was that a vast number of prose-processing
activities have the porential to be effective strategies for child-
ren. Whether or not a particular strategy realizes its potential,
however, depends on a host of situational factors. These factors
include both prose characteristics (e.g., difficulty and concrete-
ness, as discussed earlier in this chapter) and processor charac-
teristics (e.g., the student’s cognitive-developmental level).

‘Unfortunately, however, researchers typically select the specific
© prose passages and students for their experiments on the basis

of convenience rather.than on the basis of substantive or
theoretical considerations. An informed guess is that the mixed
results and nonreplications that crop up in the prose-learning
literature may be traced to just such unconsidered choices.

For these reasons we believe that quests for the single
“best’” prose-learning ‘strategy are not likely to be productive.
Because of the situational constraints alluded to above, it is not
at all surprising that one researcher’s ““champ” turns out to be
another’s ‘‘chump’ as far as effective prose-learning strategies
go. We want to reiterate our earlier comments (including
Footnote 2) that we have not exhaustively survevyed the many
prose-learning strategies that have been studied LY educational
researchers. In particular, we are well aware that other re-
searchers believe in ‘‘champs’ that differ from those included
here (e.g., the Ausubelians and the many rescarchers in the
Rothkopf, 1970, ‘“‘mathemagenics” tradition). We regret that
we were unable to give their candidates more attention "~ this
chapter. Nonetheless, we are convinced that the strategies
illustrated here will prove to be important educationally.

Another general feeling we walked away from the hter-
ature with was that there is tremendous variability in the

. apparent effectiveriess of strategy implementation from one
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study to the next. By this is meant that one must pay close
attention to the thoughtfulness and thoroughness with which a
particular strategy is administered in any’ particular study. To
say that a “‘paraphrase’” or “‘note-taking”’ strategy was employed
by so and so et al. is simply not sufficient. Attention to imple-
mentation details is mandatory. In the case of prose-dependent
strategies, one should ask how crudely or how elaborately they
were represented, and whether in fact they conveyed what they
purported to convey. (We are reminded here of the Aiiiold and
Brooks, 1976, verbal organizer, among others.) In the case of
processor-dependent strategies, one should ask what and how
much systematic instruction (including practice and "examples)
was provided for students prior to allowing them to launch out
on their own. (We are reminded here of the Brown and Smiley,
1978, hint to take notes and/or underline, among others:) As
has been argued previously in the context of evaluating innova- _
tive educational programs, one must be careful not to confuse
the issue of whether a program ‘““worked” with whether it was
implemented as intended. Obviously, failure of the latter would
preclude success of the former.

- In this sense, it must also be realized that prose-learning
strategies of the processor variety are surely not going to fulfill
their promise unless a ftair amount of dedicaticn and old-
fashioned hard work are invested by the student who is employ-
ing them. For example, the few attempts to provide children
with extended instruction in the use of a visual imagery strategy
have not yielded overly impressive returns (Pressley, 1976),
especially when the children aretransferred to slightly different
contexts (Lesgeld, McCormick, & Golinkoff, 1975; Triplett,
1980).° Although we remain hopeful that training programs
desigiied to improve children’s prose learning will constitute a
viable (and perhaps even vital) prescription for many children
and other 1nefhu<.nt prose processors, what must be considered
more carefully are the boundary conditions associated with a
particular strategy’s effectiveness. The questions of when and
- with whom any given strategy will be effective are terribly
important ones. We have alluded to numerous likely boundary
conditions throughout this chapter, and Levin (in press) con-
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siders the case of visual imagery in particular.

In the final analysis, potentially effective prose-learning
strategies require clever delivery on the part of an instructor
(including the matching of strategies to materiais and students),
and conscientious application of the selected strategy on the

part of the student. Only then will the pain of learning bring
about the joy of having learned.
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.. ' An aside to the highbrow: What’s wrong with this title? (Answer to be pro-

vided later in this chapter.)

2_Time-tied classifications of prose-learning adjuncts and activities have been
adopted by others as well (Anderson, 1980: Casroll, 1971; Gagné, 1978). Moreover,
there are effective information-consolidation activities that can be applied following
a prose passage, such as review quizzes of various kinds and with various types of
information feedback (see Anderson & Biddle, 1975 and Kulhavy, 1977). Test-
taking ‘“‘strategies’” will not be considered here, however, and activities such as’
summarizing or reviewing a prose passage will be regarded as during-prose strategies
for present purposes.

The termn “‘illustrations” is used here in both the literal and figurative sense,
if the reader will excuse an inverted double pun. “‘Literal” illustrations will be taken
from children’s prose-learning studies in which the strategies consist of prose-
dependent picrures and processor-dependent visual imagery. On the other hand,
“figurative” illustrations will be taken from the same sort ‘of studies, but in which
the strategies are nonpictorial in nature. We alert the reader that as a consequence
of our own experiences (and biases) associated with children’s prose-learning re-
search, our emphasis in this chapter will clearly be on the former (literal) type of
illustrations. : ’

These conclusions are based on the summary data supplied by Arnold and
Brooks, and it is clear that our interpretation of their data differs from their own.
Without going into the specifics here, this is due to the fact that Arnold and Brooks’

 discussion was based primarily on analyses of what we consider to be an inapprop-

riate performance measure. This measure (‘*inferences’”) included as correct responses
certain information which was not explicitly contained in the passage and which
serves unjustifiably to bias the recall data in favor of context-provided students.
When one focusses strictly on students’ correct recall of passage-derived content,
about all that can be said is that fifth graders who are provided with stage-setting

illustrations display a significant performance increment relative to appropriate
controls. ' e '
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S«Siot filling"” is a term purposely borrowed from schema theory since that best
elucidates the nature of the processor-dependent, stage-setting strategy ceil. Anderson,
Spiro, and Montague's 1977 volume is devoted to schema theory and is highly
recommended. Ncot only is the theory’s basis clearly articulated throughout, but
specific educational implications of the theory follow directly from much of the
work 6re:ported there (see also Baker & Stein, this volume).

On the other hand, there are reading authorities who exphcn.ly advocate the
use of processor-dependent, stage-setting strategies. For instance, in reviewing texts
on how to teach reading, we found numerocus recommendations that teachers ought
to prompt children to apply what they already know in order to improve their
comprehension of upcoming text (Dechant, 1970; Spache & Spache, 1977; Stauffer,
1969; and Zintz, 1970). When viewed from this perspective, the term “strategy”
might not be as ill-suited to our processor-dependent, stage-setting cell as one might

7This “appropriately constructed™ proviso was motivated by the failure of other
studies to detect positive effects due to pictures. The studies can be characterized by
their use of pictures that were either irrelevant or only weakly related to the essential
prose content, however (sce Levin & Lesgold 1978).

The reader activities of previewing (sklmmmg) and reviewing relevant portions
of text could be included here as weli.

The multiple-strategy approaches of Dansereau and his colleagues (Dansereau,
McDonald, Collins, Garlanid, Holley, Dickhoff, & Evans, 1979) and of Weinstein and
her colleagues (197%) with older students may ultimately prove successful, but
systematic data on which to evaluate them are presently either unavailable or com-

__._promised by inadequate controls. Similar comments apply to other multicomponent

reading comprehension strategies, such as SQ3R (Robinson, 1961).
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- Other chapters in ‘this monograph analyze and evaluate -
theory and)\ research related to the comprehension of prose
passages. Th\; purpose of this chapter, however, is to examine
suggested instructional practices designed to develop children’s

_fomprehension of prose passages in'a selected sample of pro-
fessional and/ instructional sources dealing with the teaching of
reading. To accomplish this objective, we did four things, which
in turn provaded the basis for the organization of this chapter:

1. A/ framework of readirig comprehension tasks was
developed to serve as a criterion reference for ex-

 /mining the instructional practices found in the
“aforementioned sources |

2. The comprehension tasks suggested in selected basal
reading series were analyzed at two grade levels

3. The comprehension tasks in a set of current profes-
sional texts on the teaching of reading were examined

4. Some currently emphasized elements for instructional

strategies to facilitate the comprehension of prose
passages were isolated.
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with\ so many facets of education, abounds with overlappmg
and confusing jargon. Some concepts have many labels and
some labels represent different concepts. In this chapter the
terms (asks and strategies are differentiated somewhat arbi-
. trarily ‘and, at times unevenly, by referring to things students do

as comprehensxon tasks and the things the teachers do as
instructiénal strategzes

s seems warranted. Comprehension pedagogy, as is true

;}\ Before proceeding, a comment about our use of certain

A Framework of Comprehension Tasks

"In order to-organize our descrlptlve analysis of current
instructional practices related to the. development of children’s
comprehensipn of prose passages, we developed a framework of
comprehension tasks to serve as a criterion reference for the

" analysis. Ther e are. of course, a number of such frameworks
available. They range from taxonomies of the cognitive domain
or reading comprehension such as those- proposed by Bloom
(1956), Sanders (1966), Guszak (1967) and Barrett (1974); to
information pracessing models of reading such as those de-
veloped by Chase and Clark (1972), Trabasso (1972) and
Rumelhart (1976); to discourse analysis procedures such as to
those described by Dawes (1966), Meyer (19735), Fredricksen
(1972) and Kintsc‘b (1974).

Taking as many variables into consideration as possible,
we decided to use ‘the framework of comprehension presented |
by Pearson and Johnson (1978) as the foundation for what"
would .become the'ifinal framework for the analysis. It was
selected because it is based upon . rather recent research and-
theory development in psycholinguistics, cogmtlve psychology,
computer science as well as “tried and true” practices in reading
pedagogy. While theit scheme is not a complete portrayal of .
comprehension tasks, as they readily acknowledge, it is a
logically developed compilation of major comprehension tasks. |

‘The Pearson and Johnson view of reading comprehension
is best characterized by\their phrase ‘‘comprehension is building

i
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bridges from tHe: new to the known.” In essence, one cannot
learn anything unless it can be tied to something already known.
Each individual possesses a vast storehouse of linguistic and
experiential knowledge organized in networks of some fimes
discrete but often overlappmg categories. Borrowing termi-

nology from computer scientists who spec1ahze in the buddmg_,

field of artificial intelligence, the categories within an md1wd-~
ual’s accumulated knowledge and experience are called .sdzemata
Cr scripi‘s.

Comprehending written. text involves develdping linkages
between the printed_words,'ser;tences, passages and their inter-
and intra-relationships and the informetion already contained in
the individual's scripts. Thus comprehension is highly active,
not passive and it is probably true that readers bring more
information to any printed page than they take from it. As
passages are read. new information is assimilated into existing
scripts; but at the same time that new infarmation causes the
scripts to be continually revised.

Pearson and Johnson present two major categories of
comprehension tasks, word-level comprehension and propo-
sition level comprehension. The nine word-level comprehension
relations they have identified (synonymous, antonymous,/
associative, classificatory, analogous, connotative-denotative,
multiple meaning, homographic and homophonous) will not be
treated here because the purpose of the present chapter is to
considcr instruction in the comprehension of prose rather than -
- concepts. We selected the remaining- three categories of com-
prehension tasks and relations for inclusion in the framework
for thxs analysis.

Propesitions.may be thought of as basic units of thought.
They are what most of us know as dependent or independent
clauseé‘t. “] went to the store.” is a proposition and is also a
sentence. The sentence, ‘I went to the store and applied for a
job.” has two propositions. Table 1 lists nine proposition level"
comprehension tasks, together with examples, where appro-
priate, and descriptions. .

All nine proposition level tasks shown in Table I~ apply

"
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’. _
equally well  to comprehensmn of pardgraphs passages, and
even lor{ger units of discourse as they da.to written materials
of sentence and prop051t10n length. Of these fasks, the ninth,
Anaphora, deserves specxai attention: because of its frequent
usage in *ritten dlscourse Anaphora means, simply, the use
of a wo. words as a subst1tnte for a preceding (or following)
word or gioup of words. Anaphonl,fre‘fanons can be extremely
difficult to’ process and research has shown (Richrek, 1977;
Dahlberg, 1978) that"dccurdcy in assigning antecedents to
anaphora isa crucial element of reading comprehension Table 2
presents eight types of anaphoric relat1ons anmples of each
and possible comprehensmn probes. _.- .

In addition to the nine items presented in Tdble 1, eight
other tasks drawn from a variety of sources were also mcluded

~in the final criterion frame These eight additional compre-
hcnslor tasks are: e

. Discerning tact and oplmon

. Evaluating bias in writing

. Analyazing the author’s purpose, style and effectiveness,
i.e.. the author’s craft

) Formmg mental images while reading

. Using reading-study skills such as dealing witk 'Jraphs
‘maps, arnd other visual displays

.Distinguishing reality from fantasy

-y l’
Reading punctuation marks

. Becoming familiar with a variety of tasks which might
fall inder the large catch-all umbrella called literary -~
Sform. Included within literary form are such things as
noting the plot, mood, setting, and climax of stories,
.and readirig different types of writing including plays,
poetry. nonfiction, blogrdphles descriptive, persuasive,
- and expository works

W N

L N

o -, O\,

-l

In the analyses of materlals and textbook chapters which
follow, we will compare what is being taught or recommended
agamst this rather stnnghtiorward set of tasks which is, in
summary: ' '

L

)
4

.
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_Table 1

Proposition Level Comprehensior Tasks
As Proposed by Pearson and Johnson (1978, pp. 84-85)

8}

Task Example Description
. Paraphrase The lady shut the door = ) Recognizes the equivalence in meaning
The door was closed by the woman. -betwe’n two or more sentences.
. Association Student reads paragraph. Selects the

one sentence_that is out of place in
the paragraph.

. Main idea—Details

Student reads paragraph. Then
1. Selects the main idea, or
2. Selects details that support a main idea.

. Comparison

One paragraph is about bicycles, a
second about canoes. Question; How
are the pedals on a bicycle like the
oars-in a canoe?

After reading a paragraph, student compares
relationships therein to relationships in another
paragraph, story, or experience.

/

. Figurative Language

1. John is a veritable gazelle =
John can run fast.

-~

I. Recognizes the equivalence betweeh a
figurative and a literal statement, and '

2. Recognizes the difference in tone and feeling
communicated by the two sentences.
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6. Ambiguous
Statements

| Flyiﬁg plangs can be dangerous= %cognixes that  singe senence can have

1 Itcan be dangerous o fly planes. - more than one meaning, and
2. Itcanbe dangerois to be around . Selecs the appropriate meaning fora given
whete airplanesae flying. ~— paragraph context,

7, Causal Relations

The people revoled becaus thenew 1. Can idently cause orexplanatios
king was a tyrant, | 1 (answer why questions) or
1. Why did the peaple revols? 1. Can identify effects (answer what happened

2, What happened because the new - becauge or whar will happen next questions),

king was a tyrant! B
8. Sequence John went into the store, He bought Afe radinga paragraph, |
' anew tre Then he wenthometo 1, Places events in the sequence explicated in

put it on b bike, What happened the pararaph, or

;o after John bought a new ire? 1. Anstwers when or what happened after or

' what happened before questions.

9. Anaphora John is my friend. He is kind, Recognizes the logical equivalence between an

Lply ball So doeseary. ~~ anaphorc (substitute) term and s antecedent,
o




Table 2
Anaphoric Relations

As Proposed by Pearson and Johnson (1978, pp. 124-123)

8L

Relation - Exanple Possible Comprehension Probe

|, ronouns: [ me, we,us,  Mary hasa friend named John. She Who gets picked up? Who picks him
you, he,him, they, them, ~ pickshim up on the way to s:ool up? Name the person who gets

They walk home together too. picked up,
), Locatie (ocation) pro-~ Theteamclimbed tothetopof Mt~ Where hae only a few people been!
- ouns: here, there. Everest, Only a few peopls have Name the place where only a few
been there. people have been.
3, Deleted nouns: usuallyan ~ The students scheduled a meeting ~ Whowent to the beach? Who attended
adjective serves as the but only a few attended. Apparently  the dance in ourgym? What does the
 anaphora, several went to the beach, Others word others refer to!

attended a dance in the gym. Only
the most serious actually came to
the meeting, (Notice that each adjec-
tive phrase or adjective refers to

)

4 stdents)

§ 4, Arithmetic Anaphora. Mary and John entered the bulding., ~ Who s tal and lovely? Who mkes an
3 ~ The fommeris tll and ovely, The interesting coupl!

N latteris short and squatty. The two

3 make an interesting coupk.

0
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5. Class nclusive anaphora:
asuperordinate word,
substitutes for another
word,

1. The dog barked a lot, The animal
must have seen a prowler,

2. The lion entered the clearing
The big cai looked graceful a
it surveyed its domain,

3, John was awakened by a iren

He thought the noise would never ™

0p,

1, What animal must have seen 4
prowler? What does the word
animal refer to?

2. What cat looked graceful? What
does the word cat refer to?

3. What noise did John think would
never stop?

6. Inclusive Anaphora; that,
tis, the idea, the problem,
these reasons, Can refer
back to an entire phrase,
Clause, or passage.

L. (After twenty pages discussng the
causesof the Civl War) For shege
reasons, the South seceded from the
Union.

2. Someane was pounding on the door,

This (or i) surprised Mary,
3. Crime is getting serious in Culver,

- The policz bave to doa betterjob

With this prc lem

4. “Do unto others as you would hase
them do unto you.” Such an idea
has been the basis of Christian

1. Why did the South secede from the
Union?

L, What serprised Mary”

3, What do the police have to do
better job with?

4. What has been the basis of Christan
theology for 000 years!

theology for 2000 years,

C



o8

\
0
~
h
W
0
3
R
3
VI
.
R
Y
Y
i
)
H

.

To*le 2. continued

Anaphoric Relations |

7. Deleted predicate adjective:
5015, i not, i too (also),
0 i

1, John s dependable So is Henry.
2, John is dependable, Susen is o,
3, The lion was lrge but raceful,
The tiger was foo.
4, The lion, as is the tiger, i
large but graceful.

|, Is Henry dependable’
2. 1s Susan dependable’
3, Describe the tiger.
4, Describe the tiger

8, Pro-verl;s;so does, ¢an
will have, and s0 on
(or), can, does, wil oo
(or), can, does, will ot
gt did, can will,

1. John went to school. S0 did Susan.

2, John weat to school, Susan did too
'3, Heary wil et an A, So wil

Theresa. ,
4, Amy can do a cartwheel, Matthew
canne,
5. Mom \es bologna. Dad does not,

6. John likes, as does Henry, potato

chips.

1. What did Susan do! |

2. What did Susan do too?
3, What will Theresa do?

4 Can Matthew do a cartwheel? What

can't Matthew do? -

5, Does Dad ike bologna!

6. What does Henry. like? Does Henry
ke potato chips'




17 Criterion Comprehension Tasks

1. Paraphrase 10. Fact and Opinion

2. Association 11. Bias

3. Main Idea - Details 12. Author’s Craft

4. Comparison " 13. Mental Images

5. Figurative Language 14, Study Skills
6. Ambiguous Statements 15. iteality and Fantasy:
7. Causal Relations 16. Punctuation

8. Sequence . . 17. Literary Form

9. Anaphora

-~

-The above list would seem to have a very serious omission
—Making Inferences. Obyiously, inferences are an inevitable
part of the comprehension process and comprehension of even
the simplest prose passage requires a considerable quantity of
inference making: Inferences -are not listed separately because
they are an inherent aspect of all eleven of the above tasks,
depending upon what information is explicitly or implici:ly

- stated in the passuge and what is derived from the reader’s
experience (script). Depending on the nature of the question-
answer relationship, comprehension is either textually explicit
(a question has an obvious answe. right on the page), téxtually .
implicit (an answer to a question can be inferred from infor-
mation on the page), or scriptually implicit (there is no way to
answer the question based on the information presented; prior
knowledge and experience must be drawn upon). The following
paragraph z..d the three questions which follow exemplify this:

The center made the hook shot. The home crowd
cheered with ©* .'piness and relief. |
1. Who made the hook shot? (Textually explicit)
2. Whose team was the center on? (Textually implicit)
3. How many points for that basket? (Scriptaily
implicit)

In short, inference is not specifically presented in the frame-
work because it can be and very often .is involved in all of the
seventeen tasks listed. -
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Busal Reuading Materiuls

Reading materials at grade levels three and five from four
major basal publishers* were analyzed (Gmnn, 1976; Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, 1977 ; Macmillan, 1975 :Scott, Foresman,
1978). For each of 'these series we examined the scope and
sequence charts and teacher manuals tor all grade three and
grade five materials to determine which comprehension tasks
were included. We made no attempt to determine the extent or
qu‘ality of instruction or to see if a given task was introduced,

Table 3
- Grade Three Comprehension Tasks, Literal °
and Inferential, in Four Basal Reading Series

GRADE 3
Holt, Scott,
Ginn Rinehart Macmillan Foresman
and .
B Winston
Comprehension Tasks L I L ! L 1 L I
1. Paraphrase x
2. Association
3. in [ - Detai
I{M::;?ts)dca etails % X e X X % X
4. Comparison X X X X
5. Figurative Language X y'd X X .
6. Ambiguous Statements - . , x
7. Causal Relations X X X X X
8. Sequence X X X X X X X
9. Anaphora i - X -
10. Fact and Opinion X X X
11. Bias - x - X
12. Author’s Craft .
(purp(:)rses, 51;1::) X X X X X X
13. Imagery
14. Study Skills X x X X
15. Fantasy - Reality X X
16. Punctuation X
17. Literary Form ) __X X X X X

* Sce list of basal materials at the end of this chapter.

82 o Johnson and Barrett
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maintained, or reinforced in the materials. Such detailed anal-
ysis was beyond the scope of this paper,

The analysis presented in Tables 3 and 4 is subject to
several kinds of limitations. First, some tasks may indeed be
taught or reinforced but are not included in scope and sequence
charts. Sccond, some entries may receive only superficial
attention while others are treated in-depth within the series.
Third, authors and publishers sometimes use different terms to
reter to the same tasks (e.g., title; main idea, plot, central
thought, topic). Thus the present writers had to use their best

Table 4
Grade Five Comprehension Tasks, Literal
and Inferential, in Four Basal Reading Series

GRADE 5
Holt, o Scott,
Ginn Rinehart Macmillan Foresman
and
_Winston
Comprehension Tasks L I "L I L I L H
1. Paraphrase X X
2. Association
. Main Idea - Detai
3 Ceraits) ails X X X X X X
4. Comparison X X X X X
5. Figurative Language X ' X
6. Ambiguous Statements . X
- 7. Causal Relations . X X X X x X X
8. Sequence X X X X X X
9. Anaphora X
10, Fact and Opinion X X X X x X X X
I11. Bias N X X X
2 Fd * b .
L. (;‘:::)‘:Sz‘(;:f;) X X X x X x @ x
13. Imagery X
14. Study Skills X X X ‘X
15. Fantasy - Reality X - X
16. Punctuation X X
17. Literary Form X x X x
- . -
Analysis of instructional Practices : '} ; - 83
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judgment in classifying some of the entries listed in the scope
and sequence charts. For example, predicting outcomes may be
“horrght of as forward interencing or future causality while
drawing conclusions about.the reasons for some action or event
might be viewed as backward inferencing. Both predicting
outcomes and drawing conclusions, then, were viewed as
inferential causal relation tasks. A second: example is that
character trait identifications were classitied under details while
character comparison tasks were placed under comparison.:
With these kinds of limitations in mind, Table 3 and Table 4
indicate which comprehension tasks were identified as being
developed in the grades three and five materials.

Each  table lists the seventecen comprehension tasks trom
the previously developed framework - Beneath each publisher is
a literal and an inferential column. The check marks indicate
whether a comprehension task is taught, and whether it 1s
taught at a literal (textually explicit) or inferential (textually or
scriptually implicit) level. ' :

An examination of the tables reveals the tfollowing

1. At both grades in all or nearly all of the programs
examined. comprehension instruction of the following
tasks at both literal and inferential levels seems valued:

. Main Idea and Details

. Comparisons

. Causal Relations

. Sequence

Fact ;.nd Opinion

. The Author’s Craft

. Study Skills

. Literary Form _

_ Little. attention seemed to be given to:

a. Paraphrase Tasks

b. Association Tasks

c. Figurative Language Comprehension
d. Ambiguous Statement Comprehension

3. Practically no instruction at githe. grade level in the
four series was provided in:

L
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a. Using mental imagery
b. Reading punctuation marks
¢ Dealing with anaphoric relations

One series included imagery in grade five, two included punctu-
ation, and one taught anaphora (specified as pronoun referents)
in grades three and five.

There are several reasons why comprehension tasks
associated with paraphrasing. assuciating, figurative language,
ambiguous statements, imagery, punctuation and anaphora
appeared to receive little or no attention in the programs
analyzed: 1) such tasks were presenici in the programs but
were not iscerned in the scop=> and sequence charts; 2) the
tasks were taught at levels of the programs not examined;
3) the iasks were deemed of lesser importance by the authors of
the programs thzjm‘ the ones included.

Professional Textbooks

VWhile the instructional programs teachers use probably
have the greatest influence on the comprehension tasks they
teach and the instructional strategies they use, other likely
influences are the professional textbooks they recad in under-
graduate or graduate courses. We, therefore, felt it would be of
value to examine a selected sample of recent professional
‘textbooks to determine the ce.nprehension tasks that such
sources were emphasizing. :

Since nearly 100 textbooks .intended for undergraduates
and graduate reading courses are in print, certain criteria were
used to select the final sample of textbooks analyzed. Arbi-
trarily, any book not published within the past five years was
not considered. A large n'aumber of books published since 1974
were ruled out because they either contained no discrete
chapter on reading comprehension, or because within a discrete
chapter they contained no listing of comprehension tasks. They
taught ‘““how” but not “what.” All books examined included
various instructional strategies that teachers might use and somo
of those suggestions are described toward the end of this
chapter. Ot the dozen or more reading books published since -

o
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1974 which contain discrete chapters on comprehensicn with
full discussions of reading tasks, five were selected for inclusion
here. Though their overlap is inevitable (and even desirable),
they were selected because they were sufficiently different in
content, organization, or extent.

Hittleman, in Developmental Reading: A Psycholinguistic
Perspective (1978), presents 14 specific: tasks to facilitate
pupils’ understanding of sentences. Most of his tasks are equally
applicable to paragraphs and longer prose passages.

1. Recognizing *who™ or ‘““what” the sentence is about.
Felice got into the blue truck.

[

Recognizing “what is being done’ by the ‘““who’’ or ‘“wvhat”
of the sentence.

Raymond hugged his aunt and uncle.

3. Recognizing and using the sigrals for information that indi- -
cates “where’ something is or is done. The signals for “where’’
information are under. cover, in, on, at, to, between, among,
behind, in front of, tnrough.

The class had its_morning recess in the school gym.

4. Recogrizing and using the signals for information that indi-
cates ‘‘wnen’’ something is done or happens. The signals for
“«when'’ information are before, after, later, while, as, now,
then. - T

Frank was able to get inside his house before the thunder
and lightning ctarted. '

Recognizing and using':he sipnals for information that indi-
cates ‘how’ something is done. The signals for ‘“how” infor-
mation are the adverbial endings -ly, like, as.

They walked quietty vp the steps.

W

6 Recogrizing and using the signals for information that indi-
cates ‘“how long” or “how much” something is. The signals for
“how long” and ‘‘how much”- informacion are for, about,
almost. as long (much) as, unril (and infoermation dealing with
any sort of meﬁsurement).

The cat sat for hours waiting for the canary to leave its
cage. : h

7. Recognizing and using the signals for information that indi-
- cates a ‘‘condition’ exists. The signals for ‘“‘condition’ infor-
mdtion are is, seems, appears.

Harry is the name of my pet cat,

86 g ( Johnson and Barrett
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10.

11.

12,

14,

. Recognizing and using information thait indicates “whait Kind

of” thing something is. The ciues for “what kind of”’ irforma-
tion are thee pc ™ ible transforms of the “‘condition” sentences.

The tired quarterback looked at the clock and wished the,
gAM: Was over. (The quarterback is tired. ) ] T ;

Understandmg how some mformatlcm in a sentence can be
moved without changing the mear ng of the sentence.

The architect skillffully drew the lines of the house.
_Skillfully, the architect drew the lines of the house.

Understanding that different sentences can have practically the
same meanihg.

Sandra painted the furniture to match the drapes her
mother made. '

The furniture was painted by Sandra to match the drapes
made by her mother. _ \

Recognizing and using the signals for information that indi-
cates certain information about someone or something has
been placed within the sentence. The clues to:' this extra,
descriptive information are who, which, and that.

The test questions, which seemed unanswerable by all the
students, covered everything that they had learned about
the geography of Asia.

Recognizing and using the signals for 'mformaition that indi-
cates certain information has been replaced. The clues to the
replaced information are 7, you, ke, she, it, they, we, us, them,
their, his, her, your, our, him, this, these.
“Wait until you see rhis,” shouted Randy, running to the
other kids with his stamp collection.

Understanding that words are often left out of a sentence and

that the reader has to mentally replace the omitted informa-

tion. The clue that information has been omitted is that
questions beginning withh what or did what ‘an be asked at the
point the information was omitted.

While everybody was eating the hot pancakes Leslie made ©

some more. (More what?)

Understanding how different sentences can be connected
together, and conversely, how sentences can be separated into
other sentences. Thesignals to understanding the connccting
of sentences are a vanety of conjunctions that seem to signal

.. four types of relationships (Hittleman. 1778, pp. 237-240).

To these tasks, Hittleman adds six
ation,

A.nlalys'is of Instructional Practices
LS

aragraph patterns (enumer-

generalization, comparison/contrast, sequence, effect/

9.
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Ld.USt. and question/answer) and, w1thm longer discourse, seven
paragraph functions (wtroductory, explanstory, narrative,
descriptive, dLllI‘ll[lOlldl transitional, and concluding).

In Reading-: cnguage lnstruc tion: /nnovarzl'e Pructices,
Ruddell (1974) identifies three levels of comprzhensiofl and
shows the relationship among these three icvels and seven types
of what he refers té as u,omprc,lu,nblon skill L.ompc,wnuc5

Comprehension Levels

Skill Competencies Factual - Interpretive Applicative
1. Details
a. ldentifying X N X
b. Comparing X X - X
¢. Classifying - X X
2. Sequence ‘X X. X
3. Cause and Effect X - K¢ X
4. Main Idea ' D, X X
5. Predicting Outcome . ! ) . X X
6. Valumg } :
a. Persondl_;udgmcnt X ' X X
b. Character trait !
ide tification .‘ X X
¢. Author’'s motive . : : ' ’
x vlentification . - X X
7. Problem Solving _ g X )
(Ruddell, 1974, p. 380) | N
8 '1 _/'_’ A

————r

Lapp and F"loodf leport in Tcachngg Reading to Every
Child a list of eleveil types: of conditions which require inferen-
tial processing in read,mfri Though the list by no means’ is

~presented as being r‘ompletg,, it 1s a good representatlon of tasks
with wnmh rt,ddLrS need to deal. —

T
. !
. - s,
€ i
N

Lt}

-,
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11.

Type

1.

Ambiguity in sentences

. and c¢lauses.

—aclear anaphoric referents.

. %,
Unclear cataphbric - 7

. referents.

10.

(Lapp and Flood, 1978, p. 302)

. —

order to ge:

Unclear«ci-tic referents
(person, place, time)

.. Unclear topical referents.

¢ "
Partial lexicalization. -

Missing connective,

Unclear segmentation. l

. [%d N
Need for reduction. ° "\

b

Need for extenﬁio'ns

Pragmatic considerations.

/ ;

o In their book. Fo;césed Reading Instruction (1974), Otto; ‘
Chester, McNeil and Meyers state,

R

Example

Flying planes’can be dangerous..

[ like her cooking. .
She fed her dog biscuits.

Zoe and Zeke were masons. They were
paid by Vera and Veima. They ‘sere

inflexible.

lt
when Jim los\& his _]Ob

was .a day in spring.

The month

Paula and Patrlck were meeting in the
afternoon for food. Patrick was so late’

that Paula left.

- It was always this way.

i
They had so

much fun when they wert there that
they decided to return again. "l

-The set dlsappcared

Jony drove too fast. The
care about the emergency.

Maria went to the fire station. Bernard

Ny
police didn’t

and Maria lived happily ever after.
They got the firemen to help them put

out the fire.

Tom was whining, coughing, vomiting,

. crying, tossing.

Emma lost her tooth. Her father. put -
- her quarter in her piggy bank.

The house was 80 years old and the

crew arrive.

accountability —-two of .the main challenges tl .t
reading education—wé€~must be able to focus con Jteaching.
Focusing instructiocn through the use of oblechvec and objective

based ‘teaching”™

“We are convinced that in
down .to the business of individualization and
face us in

(ix). From this point of view about readmg,

they .present an outline of comprehension thsks at six levels
intended to span the elementary grades.

:‘



Level A
1. Identifies a topic: pictures
2. Detcomines sequence: first or last event
3. Uses logical reasoning: synthesizes information
4. Uses logical reasoning: predicts outcomes

Level B
1. Identifies a topic: paragraphs i =
2. Determines sequence: event before and alter
3. Uses logical reasoning: synthesizes information
4. Uses logical reasoninc. predicts outcomes
5. Reads for details

Level C
1. Identifies a topic: paragraphs
2. Determines sequence: event before and after

3. Uses logical reasoning: determines causc-effect rf.latlom,hlps
4. Reads for details

Level D

Identifies a topic sentence

Determines sequence: explicit and implicit relationships

Uses logical reasoring: determines causc-effect relationships
Uses logical reasoning: reasons from a premise

Reads for details: interprets negative sentences

Reads for details: interprets sentences with right-branching
Reads for details: interprets sentences written in passive voice
Uses context clues: unfamiliar words

Level E

Identifies a main idea: paragraphs

Determines sequence: implicit relationships

Uses logical reasoning: reasons syllogistically

Uses logical reasoning: reasons inductively

Reads for details: interprets sentences with one centrally embedded
part .

Reads for details: interprets negative passive sentences

Uses context clues: unfamiliar words ,

Determines the meaning of prefixes AN

Level F .
Identifies a main idea: two paragraphs

Determines sequence: orders events along a time line

Uses logical reasoning: applies a premise

Reads for details: interprets sentences with one centrally embedded
part combined with right-branching

5. Uses context clues: unfamiliar words

6. Determines the mcanmg of suffixes

Level G
“1. Identifies a main-idea statement: extended passage

00 ~I OVt bWt -
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2. Determines sequential relationships between events from separate
passages

3. Uses logical reasoning: reasons syllogistically

4. Uses logical reasoning: applies a premise

5. Usec context clues: obscure meaning of familiar words

6. Determines the meaning of prefixes

(Otto, Chester, McNeil and Mevers, 1973, o~ 184-185)

To this listing they add a number of other related, though
rnot so measurable, objectives under the categories of self-
directed. interpretive. and creative reading.

Guszak identifies five major categories ot comprehension
tasks 1n “"Reading: Comprehension Skilis,” Reading: Fournda-
tions and Instructiona! Srrategics (Lamb & Arnold, 1976).
Beneath cach category. as shown. in Table 5. are listed several
specitic subskilis.

When comparing the comprehension tasks listed in these
five reading textbooks with the 17 criterion comprehension
tasks described carlicr in this chapter, a good deal of overlap is
apparcent. All but the Lapp/Flood list make reference (though
sometimes using different terms) to main idea/details, sequence
and causal relations. Several cite comparison tasks, and making
judgments. Two lists each refer to paraphrasing and processing
anaphoric relations. One lists sentence ambiguity. All five
textbooks include sections on study skills and four of them
describe tasks associated with matters of literary form and
aspects of the authors craft.

Surnunary of the Comprehension Tasks Presented in
Four Basal Readers and Five Professionul Reuding Textbooks

Table 6 presents three clusters of . comprehension tasks.
The first set includes thosc tasks which are widely taught
(according to the Basal Series examination) and widely advo-
cated (according.to the Professional Reading Textbook examin-
ation). The sccond set includes those less in common practice,
and the third set includes those which were rarely or never
mentioned. "
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Table §

Reading Skills Checklist: Comprehension
As Proposed by Guszak in Lamb and Arnald (1 976, p. 378)

Predicting/Extending Locating Information Remembering Organizing Evaluating Criticalily }
Predicts convergent Locates specifics within Remembering Retells: Mukes judgments abo
ouicomes from: written materials ' simple sentence sentence the desirability of a:

pictures phrase(s) content sentence set character

picture and title sentence(s) : paragraph “ituation

title paragraph(s) Remembering the story

oral description
story situations

Predicts divergent
outcomes -

Explain story character
actions

Explain gadget
operations

Generalizes from sets of
information in story(ies)
(include task of
identifying an unstated
main idea).

Restores omitted words
in context

Labels feelings of
characters, i.c.
sad - glad

Explains why stbry
characters hold
certain viewpoints

page numbers

parts of a story
(beginning, middle,
end, etc.)

Locating information
with book parts
titles
stories
table of contents

Locating information
with reference aids
picture dictionaries
maps (political)
dictionaries
encyclopedias
atlases
globes
telephone books
new/spapers

content of two or
more simple sentences
and sentence seis

Remembering
paragraph

content
Remembering story
content

Qutlines orally
the sequence
of the story
5
Rcorganizes a
communication
into a:
cartoon
picture
picture
seauence

Makes judgments about
the validity of a:

story

description

argunment, cte.
by making both external
and internal comparison

Making judgments about
whether stories are
fictional or nonficticnal
by noting:

reality

fantasy

exaggeration

Making judgments about
whether the author is
trying to amuse, bias,
cte. the reader

Detects in reading materials
the following propaganda
techiniques:
--bad names, ¢.g.
wallflower
—-glad names, e.g.
superstar



Table 6
Comprehension Tusks
Rated by Frequency of Mention in Four Basal Series and Five Protessional
Reading Textbooks

Most Taught . . Main Ideas and Supporting Details
or 2. Sequence
Recomimended _ 37 Causal Relations

4. Facts and Opinions
5. Reuality and Fantasy

: ~ 6. Compuarisons
\ - 7. Study Skills
P : ) .
' " 8. Literary Form
9. The Author’s Craft
Sometiines Taught . L. Associations
or Recommended 2. Detecting Bias
Least Taught L. Anaphoric Relations
' or 2. Paraphrasing
Recommended 3. Mental Imagery .

4. Punctuaation
5. Figurative Language
6. Ambiguous Statements

The comprehensics asks in the top set probably came as
a surprise to no one. They are common tasks which have long
been taught. It is somewhat surprising that detecting bias tell in
the middle category since it is such an important type ol critical
reacting. Associations (discerning and -discarding irrelevant
information) is either not taught too frequently or it is hidden
beneath other labels. The battom category holds:several sur-
prises. Paraphrasing sentences and paragraphs, and pro?essing
figurative language, ambiguous statements and anaphoric
relations would seem to be vitally important comprehension
‘tasks deserving more attention than they scem to be getting.
The remaining two tasks, forming mental images while reading,
and reading (not writing) punctuation marks received minimal
mention and, thus, are probably rarely taught.

e
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In the remaining pages of this chapter attention will be
shifted from tasks suggested by current professional and in-
struuctional sources for children which are expected to facilitate

their comprehension of prose passages to instructional strategies
for teachers when they teach reading comprehension.

Instriectional Strategies

The current iiterature related to reading instruction
shows an increased concern for the teaching of comprehension.
For example, recent books by Smith (1975), Gerhard (1975),
Griese (1977), and Pearson and Johnson (1978) are devoted
entirely to aspects of teaching reading comprehension or
comprehension in general. [t is not our purpose here to present
an analysis of the strategies for teaching comprehension of
prose passages comtained in such sources. Rather the intent is to
highlight what we perceive as the -current status of selected
teaching strategies designed to facilitate student comprehension
of prose passages. )

For many years the standard approach to teaching the
comprehension of prose passages was certain strategies:

]. Relate the content of the passage to the reader’s
background. ‘

7 Introduce vocabulary which may prove troublesome.

3. Set purposes or prose questions to guide the reader.

4. Have the readers read the passage part by part or in
total. :

5. Determine how well the readers have understood the
passage by asking questions related to the purposes or
questions introduced betore reading.

6. Reread the passage, or parts thereof, to verify under-
standing or for new purposes.

This approach, or modest variations of it, is still recommended
in instructional and professional sources. And it would appear
to have merit if teachers use it selectively, judiciously, and
creatively with the intention of helping students transfer some
of its strategies to their personal reading.

v
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On the other hand, if teachers carry out.the strategies in
the approach in a perfunctory manner, certain unfortunate
tendencies can result on the part of teachers and students
alike. First, there may be a tendency on the part of teachers
to deemphasize the importance of relating student language
and experiential background to the forthcoming passage;_:];}*lus,
students may not become actively involved in “putlding bridges
from the known to the new.” Second. the perfunctory setting
of purposes and questions before reading may lead to a tenden-
Ccy on the part of teachers to focus on bits of literal information,
since these are the easiest types of questions to develop. This
tendency in turn may condition students to pass over inciden tal
information when they read which might contribute signif-
dcantly to their understanding. Third, students may develop a
tendency to become passive ruather than active readers, it the
approach is implemented in a ‘“‘cookbook fashion.” [n other
words, they may become conditioned to thinking compre-
hension of a passage is a mundane exercise requiring minima!
cognitive involvement on their part.

The concerns raised about the pertfunctory implemen-
tation of the standard aprroach for teaching the comprehension
of prose passages provide a point of departure fpr presenting
further comments about three of the strategies_i?fcluded in the
appioach, namely: 1) relating the reader’s backiround to the
content of the passage; 2) setting purposes for reading the
passage; 3) asking questions before, during, and after reading.

Background of the reader. As implied in our brief dis-
cussion\'\@f the standard teaching approach, the importance of
the background of the reader has been r;—:'coénized by practi-
tioners for years. It is not a new idea. What is new in our
opinion is that the relatively recent work of theoreticians and
researchers who have been interested in this variable and its
‘influence on - comprehension has influenced authors of instruc-
tional and professional materials to give increased attention to .
strategies which help readers relate their storehouses of language,
knowledge, and experiences—their scripts or schemata—to the
conient of prosc passages. -

-~
T
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_ To illustrate the latter point, consider that rcading
comprehension has been described by certain contemporary
quthors as relating new “experiences to the alrcady. known
(Smith. 1973). building bridges from the new 1o the known
(Pearson & Johnson. 1978).- and reconstructing the author's
message  (Goodman & Goodman. 1977). Each of these des-
CTiptions sugEests, cither implicitly or explicitly. thut compre-
hension depends upon what the redader brings to a puassage.
Moreover. these authors are familiar to reading cducators ind
do through their writings influence. directly or indirectly,
the strategies used by teachers in the cliassroom. _

' A specific example of a current teaching strategy that
recognizes the intluence of the reader’s background on compre-
hension is the advanced organizer. An advanced organizer is a
statement used to ready the reader to comprehend a passage to
be read. Ausubel (1963), the originator of this _s't_rategy, suggested
that its purposc is to relate the materials to be comprehended to
the readers cognitive structure. in other words, an advanced
organizer is to call attention to what a recader already knows
about the content of a given passage as well as to what is new.
Ausubel did point eut, however, that the eofficacy of this
strategy to tacilitate comprehension was proportionate to the
degree Of interface between the cognitive structure of the reader
and the new mtormation to be assimilated. The research dealing
with advanced organizers, which is » iewed in other chapters in
this volume:, bears out this complexity and others. Nrvertheless,
the use ot advanced organizers 28 a classroom sirategy has made
headway because of their poatential to facilitate the cognitive
interaction ot readers with an author’
the possibility of comprehension.

Purposes for reading.” As pointed out in the discussion of
the standard instructional strategy for tecaching comprehension
of prose puassages, purposes tor reading are often determined
and initiated by the fohcher. Staufter (1975) has argucd against
tihis practice for ycars. His directed-reading-thinking activity
{in which the student's role in reading passages is to predict (set
purposes) read (process ideas) and prove (test answers) and the
teacher’s role is to activate and agitate thought by ask ing such

s megsage, thus enhancing

e ey
-
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questions as What do you think? and Why you think so? and to
require evidence] removes this responsibility from the teacher
and places it with the reader. He argues that the reading-thinking
" process must begin with the reader. Readers must be active.
They must conjecture or develop questions about what the
passage holds on the basis of informiation available. These:
self-initiated predictions or questions then become the students’
purposes for reading. The teﬁ;_:ho.r’s_ job is to keep the process
active and alive.

Many of Staufter’s ideas are supported currently by such
people as Smith (1975), and Goodman & Goodman (1977), and
Hittleman (1978). For example, the idea that the comprehension
of prose passages can be facilitated if readers are taught to use
strategies in which they continuaily predict and prove as they
process print is a very current theme. [t suggests that instruc-
tional strategies used by teachers should involve students in
setting their purposes tor reading so that they will feel respon-
sible tor and actively involved in achieving such purposes.

One task that is commonly used -tor developing the

strategy of predicting and proving is the cloze procedure.
Cloze passages designed to teach this strategy need not have
wery tfitth word deleted. Rather they may have every seventh
or\r\@lth word deleted or every noun or verb or adjective deleted.
Exact replication of the author’s words is not required either
when cloze passages are used for this tvpe of instruction;
synonyms are acceptéd. The point is that cloze tasks focus on
what the reader knows in anticipation of .the message the
author intended. Cloze tasks, then, can ntribute to the
acquisition of the strategy of predicting and proving and are
being used by classroom teachers for this purpose. ‘

Questioning ;

Since the publication of Bloom's Tuxonomy of Educa-
tional Objectives (19%3 number of reading theoreticians and
educators have proposed taxenomies of reading comprehension
(not necessarily heirarchial) which provide frameworks for
asking questions (Barrett, 1974; Guszak, 1976 Sanders. 1966).
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Recently Lapp and Flood (1978) combined and summarized

' thcse taxonomies of que estion types in relation to the six cogni-
tive levels of Bloom’s taxonomy: knowledge. comprehension,
application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation.

Levels of Cognitive

\Devet’opmenr

‘Knowledge
* (recall)

Comprehension
(undersianding)

A»nplication
(a ystracting)

T

Analysis
(analyzing)

98

Reading Comprehiension
Toxt Explicit Injormation
(literal comprehenston)
Identification of
sounds
letters |
phrases
sentences
paragraphs
Recognition amd recall of
cetails
inain ideas
sequence
comparison
cause-and-effect relationships
character traits -
patterns

Translation of idcas or
information expli- ltly stated
classifying
e gencralizing
U3 outlining
sumimarizing
synthesizing

. Tex: Tmiplicit "Tnformation
linferential comprehension)

- Rcaliz@wvﬁmxpcriences

and textual exposures

Inferring
details
main tdeas

. sequence

comparisons
cause-and-effect relationships
character traits

~

Predicting outcomes

%, . Johnson and Barreti
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Synthesis - ' Interpreting figurative language
(produz *ion) imagery, character, motives, and
' ‘ responses

‘Synthesizing
. convergently
: “‘Q, divergentiy’

-

\
Y

, World Knowledge Information
Evaluation - " (critical comprehension)

Gudging) - ' Making evaluative judgments of
’ reality or fantasy
fact or opinion _
. adéquacy and validity
. ‘appropriateness
' ' worth, desirability, and
acceptability

- Valuing
: - Propaganda detection
euphemism
fallacy of reasoning
- ’ statistical fallacy (maps, charts)
stereotyping
oversimplification
Appreciation

Emotional response to content
. Identification with characters
‘ ' or incidents
' n - Reactions to the author’s use
’ of language Ces
'Reactions to the author's
word pictures

(Lapp and Flood, 1978, pp. 297-298):

&

It is safe to say that a good deal ‘of instructional time is
spent in asking students questions — prior to reading, during
reading, and after reading a’selection. It follows that a lot of
student time  is spent answering questions, both }ho’se asked
orally by one’s self or the teacher, and those ubiquitous written
‘questions found at the end of so many stories, chapters and
books. One might Ieg1t1mate1y ask whether asking ‘questions
‘really helps develop comprehension or if it merely assesses it.
Questioning likeily satisfies elements of both.

o < -
- 3
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In Table 7. Singer (1978) presents an adaptation of
_ Ruddell’s discussion (1974) of cuestion purposes (types) which
provides a useful basis for considering the various roles which -

questiéns can play. He points out that teacher’s questions, may = _
be used to focus on an issue, extenﬁ’the level of a discussion, or
clarifva point, among other things. Jn turn v“'frious yvpes of
ques;iogs may requires;t; ents-to respond at the-litér§, inter- -
pr;etive, applied aluative levels. Singer’s paradigm,: then,
provides a useful way of viewing=tedcher-student interaction
when questiorning by -the_teacher is involved. ‘

Questions have been a' standard instructiornl strategy in
reading 'comprehensic;ﬁj féorsgdecades. They serve a critical role in

any discussion activity amud ‘are’ obviously uséful for beth in-
.+ formal and formal assessment. ¥ o ‘ -
5 Summary “of instructional strategles. To reiterate, this

section focused upon three elements in .instructional- strat-
cgies designed to :facilitate compr_eh._ensiox{ of prose passages:
1) language and - informational background of the reader:
2) purposes for reading; and 3) questioning before, during, and _
after reading. These elements, while not new, were highlighted:.
because -current thinking related to the teaching of reading
comprehension supports their importance. Suffice it to say that
professional and instructional materials are suggesting’ tofteach- !
ers to place emphasis on these elements as tl}_szy attempt to 74

N
facilitate their students’ efforts to comprehend prose passages. 7=

——
A Final Note ~ ;

-
-

The. purpose of this chapter was to examine’and analyze N
suggested instructional practices, designed to pramote :hildren’s
comprehension of prose practices, found in a selectéd sample of
current professional and instructional sources dealing with the 8
teaching of reading. Although a different sample of such’sources
may have produced somewhat different informatian, it seems
reasonable to suggest that the instructional practices highlighted
in the preceding pages are representative of those currently in
use. [t also appears that some of the current thinking about the - ™
comprchension of prose passages by- theoreticians and re-
searchers in the cognitive sciences has been translated into

-

F

100 s - ‘Johnson and Barrett

PN
- PR O B

-



Table 7
Tzacher-Student Interaction
(Siager, 1978, p. 903)

Teacher-student

interaction ]
Who calks Function .
- Teacher . Question
Student ’ Response
Cuaesticning strategy
Type ' - Purpose - Question

Focusing ' Initiate discussion or refocus Wha.t did you like best

or. the irsue. . about the story? What

. was the question we
. started to answer?

Controlling Direct or dominate the ‘ First, would you review

discussion. - the plot?
fgnoring or °  Maintain current trend in " Would you mind if we
rejecting discussion. Disregard a don’t g6 into that now?

- student’s interest.
Extending Obtain more information at a What other information
T y particular level of discussion. do we have about the
" _ - hero?
Clarifying Obtain a more adequate: Would you explain what
: explanation. Draw out a you mean?
student. ’ .
: ’
Raising . Have discussion move from We now have enmough
g factual to interpretive, cxamples. What do they
inferential, or abstraction » bave in commmon? (Abstract)
and genecialization level. Was it always true for his
A behavior? (Generalization)
Response Level

Factual or literal (What the author said) :

Interpretive (Integration of ideas of inference)

Applied (Transfer of ideas or judgment that idea is subsumed under broader
generalization) B, -

- -

Evaluative (Using cognitive or affective criteria for judging issue)

’ -

’ . -
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instructional terms by the authors of recently published sources.
' While many of the current practices are likely to persist,
it is equally likely that, as a result of recent and present compre-
hension research, a chapter such as the present one, written a
decade from now, might look substantially different. Compre-

hension has been and will be the most pervasive and intriguing
aspect of reading acquisition.
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Can We Integrate Research and
Instruction on Reading Comprehension?

%omas Trabasso
tversity o) Chicago

When I was asked to read, review, and discuss the respec-
tive papers by Baker and Stein, Levin and Pressley, and Johnson
and Barrett, I was told by the editors that I would be reading re-
views focusing on three content areas. The first, by Baker and
Stein, would review what we know about reading comprehension
as a result of basic research on the problem. The second, by
Levin and Pressley, would present and evaluate technigues used
to teach reading comprehension. The third, by Johnson and
Barrett, would be concerned with what was actually done to
teach comprehension in classroom practice. The notions that
one could compare what we know about comprehension from
laboratory studies with how we use research to assess, teach, and
improve comprehensiori and how instructional practice coincided
with what we knew to be sound and proven procedure all ap- ‘
pealed to me. Thus I approached the papers with anticipation
and hope, assuming that there would be direct and mutual influ-
ences between the laboratory and the classroom. Upon reading
the three reviews, I came daway disappointed-and even dismayed.
In my discussion, I shall try to register the basis for some of my
chagrin. In the hope that I can restore some .of my original
optimism, I shall try to make constructive comments or point

The writing of this paper was supported by National Institute of Education Grant
NIE-G-77-0018 to Thomas Trabasso.




to instructional examples which appear to be based upon sound
and proven practices which were not included in the reviews.

The central problem with the literature cited in the three
reviews is the apparent lack of influence between the respective
.three domains. Baker and Stein focus primarily on studies of
narrative or prose recall where the text materials are largely heard
rather than read. Levin and Pressley discuss experiments which
demonstrate some benefit for recall or question snswering on
ambiguous text which was preceded or accompanied by pictorial
or single word context cues. Johnson and Barrett borrow a
taxonomy of tasks from secondary sources on comprehension
(Pearson & Johnson, 1978 Johnson & Pearson, 1978) to com-
pare basal reader programs, finding that, unlike the emphasis
upon recall studies by educational and developmental psycholo-
gists, the programs developed by publishers focus on tasks which
1sk the students to identify main ideas, learn temporal sequen-
ces. find causal relations, and learn facts. Strangely enough,
Johnson and Burrett do not examine actual curricuila or practice
but rely upon commercial programs for what they think is actu-
ally taught. Nor do they evaluate what skills are most important
to teach, which procedures are most effective. and what practical
tasks actually capture the content which is summarized in their
taxonomy. Their examples struck me as lim
rather than classroom based.

Let us first look at the Baker and Stein review. The most
vivid impression is that reading comprehension, as studied by
psychologists, 1s regarded as not different from memory
prose and it seemes

ited and laboratory

for
to matter little whether the material is heard
or read. Throughout both the Baker-Stein
papers, the nearly exclusive measure of comprehension is one of
recall, mostly verbatim recall, although occasionally probed or
recognition questions are used . Other memory measures such as
verification or paraphrase Or summarization are infrequent and
almost no other product of comprehension is described, save
some work on story production. The central working thesis must
be. uas Baker and Stein indicate, that that which is not well
understood is also not well remembered.

and Levin-Pressley
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The focus on memory and its measurement has historical

" precedent in psychology butits dominance in what is purported
to be comprehension research strikes me as rather restrictive,
especially when compared to what is done in practice (see
Johnson & Barrett and below). While the use of memory tasks
operationalizes comprehension (and we know that subjective
judgments of -comprehension are correlated with recall (Brans-
ford & Johnson, 1973), they can produce misleading results. For
example, even when children are assessed as to their ““sensitivity”
to “‘main ideas,’” we find that recall is the index of understanding.
Unfortunately, as Baker and Stein note. since the purported
main ideas are complete, concrete, surface sentences and non-
main ideas are incomplete, more abstract, sentence fragments,
then it is not surprising that main ideas are recailed better. The
reason for supernor recall, however, is less likely to be because

of the central role that these sentences play in a narrative as it is &

to be because of completeness and the ease with which the child
can understand and imagine the events portrayed. What are called
main ideas are really sentences that are easier to commit to
memory, independent of the text. _

What is needed here is an a priori analytic or theoretical
basis for deciding what is a main idea or at least specific criteria
for such a decision. The theory should not only analyze text
but include some consideration about how children process these
main ideas and commit them to memory for later use in answer-
ing questions and solving problems.

One promising approach to identifying whu,h elementary
sentences, called propositions, are important to the cohesiveness
of a text, and therefore important to the ease with which chil-
dren can process text, is that of Kintsch and Vipond (in press).
Kintsch and Vipond analyze a text intc basic units called propo-
sitions. Propositions are essentially simple sentences which con-
tain one predicate and one or more of its arguments. That is. a
verb and its subject, object, instrument, or other case relations.
These authors identify central or important propositions by
which arguments are repeated frequently across propositions.
As a result, sentences (propositions) are linked by common
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arguments and that proposition which contains the largest
number of direct or indirect links becomes most central. .

Kintsch and Vipond have also simulated which proposi-
tions get into memory by a computer model. The model 18
psychological in nature in that it includes parameters for the
size of working space in memory and the number of propositions
which can be taken into memory. These parameters are impor-
tant since the model shows that text which is low in cohesive-
ness is not well understood (represented in memory) if the size
of short term memory is limited. In addition, coherence as
measured by their analysis was shown to be a better predictor
of readability ratings, comprehension ratings as well as ease of
recall and details of what content is recalled.

On. the positive side, the Baker and Stein review takes
what is another, almost dominant, view in comprehension re-
search on adults. The dominant view goes under the heading of
“schema theory” (Shank, 1977: Lehnert, 1977). The idea is-
that we have many stored experiences which guide our inter-
pretation of new experiences or events. Stored experiences are
abstracted and generalized from specific episodes and these
scripts enable us to interpret events described in narratives, relate
them to what we know, store the new knowledge (facts, opin-
ions, events) with the old, and store this information in memory.
Once stored, these facts may be used along with what is known
to make inferences,answer questions, paraphrase, summarize, etc.

Story grammars are a part of this general schema theory
and are used to describe the knowledge we have about narratives
which allows us to interpret stories as to their content, the func-

tions of sentences and their causal or temporal relations.

These grammars, serving as analytic devices for stories,
could provide valuable insight into some of the factors which -
Johnson and Barrett list. For example, main ideas in stories
should be those events which are causally related to the goals
and purposes of the protazonist. Noncentral ideas would be
those events which are not purposeful or related to the goals of
the protagonist or which are not causally (logically or seman-
tically) related to other sentences (see Omanson, 1978, for a
detailed analysis of central events in narratives). Stein and Glenn
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(1978) commented on this possibility. In addition, the causal-
relations between sentences represent a special kind of knowl-
edge which allows the child to set up expeciations of events in
narratives, to relate new information to other ideas expressed in
the text or to what one already knows, and to create a coherent
representation of the text in memory. Finally, the grammars
point to the temporal sequence character of events. That is, in
well-formed stories, events are ordered in time according to cer-
tain sequences of categories. Knowledge of the categories and
their expected order helps the child to encode events in their
proper or natural temporal order of occurrence. Note, therefore,
that four of the comprehension tasks stressed by reading pro-
grams receive potential analytic treatment by the story grammar
Or schema or script approach: main ideas, sequence of events,
causal relations. and facts (events per se).

In contrast, LLevin and Pressley are vague about what they
mean by activation of knowledge and how this knowledge is
actually used in comprehension. The story grammars and schema
theory indicate one kind of knowledge that is important and
which can be activated not just by the teacher but by the text
itself through the use of well-formed narratives or content
which is script-like, that is, highly familiar to the child. This ac-
tivation of knowledge is conimon classroom procedure. In the
readiness stage of reading, the teacher discusses with the children
those experiences and concepts which are relevant to the content.
If the child does not know the concept, it is taught. Apparently
such instruction is content oriented. In contrast, the scripts,
schemata, and story grammars are general, higher-order organiza-
tions of ideas and do not specify content. Rather, they are
abstractions or categorizations of the content organized accord-
ing to well-known situations or regularly occurring aspects
of narratives. _

Questions arise with respect to the review of Levin and
Pressley: What is adtivated by single word concepts or pictures
and why does this activation facilitate comprehension? Presum-
ably the picture includes familiar objects or activities which are
externally organized. The possibility exists that the facilitation
observed results from information in pictures which is stored in
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memory independent o1 tne IMIOTMHALIIE 257 220 =2 = = 7=
tation of recall could result from recall of picture content per se
and not recall or comprehension of the text. What is needed in
this research is inclusion of control conditions where the chil-
dren study picture contexts alone and then are asked the same
probe gquestions. An additional factor is the organization con-
tained in pictures per se. Wa could use analysis of both the
structural relations within pictures and text as well as how pic-
- tures relate to text.-Such analyses remain to be done.

The title of the Baker and Stein paper as well as the stud- B
ies surveyed by Levin and Pressley promise to help us understand
the development of comprehension and what strategies are
characteristic of or appropriate for children at different leveis of
reading skill. One does not, however, learn about what is the
development of comprehension, other than the recurrent find-
ing that older children recall more or that some methods seem
to work for older but not younger children. One problem is that
what are called developmental studies are merely experirnents
done on children at different ages. Seldom is the study done on
reading or with some measure of reading skill as a covariate.
What is also missing are longitudinal studies on the same children
as they progress from prereading stages to skilled reading stages.
The lack of the latter doesn’t disqualify age-related studies but
it creates problems of not knowing what are the bases for age-
related differences. What we seem to have before us is a list of
ways in which younger children are less good at remembering
orzl prose. We would like to know why these so-called failures
occur, independent of possible memory capacity differences.
Since memory differences predominate between children of dif-
ferent ages, one wonders why these weren’t controlled for, as in
the Paris and Upton (1976) series. If one were to match a five
year old with an eight year old on memory for information in-
dependent of the content in question, would there still be dif-
ferences in their ability to answer inferential questions? If one
were to query children of different ages on content or relations
between events as they were heard or read and if one matched

- children of different ages on their understanding of these on-line
events, would they differ in subsequent recall? If older children
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do better on inference questions than younger ones, when
memory for premises is controlled, thean we would have evidence -
that older children can infer or relate events betcer than younger
children, independent of memory. This is, in fact, what Paris &
Upton (1976) and Omanson, Warren, and Trabasso (in press)
have found. ‘

In their discussion of questioning, Johnson. and Barrett

raise an interesting issue by asking whether questions help de-
velop comprehension or merely assess it. Suppose we assume
“that the child tries to interpret a narrative by finding the logical
and causal relations between events, as assumed by general
schema theory. We might futher suppose that the asking of
causal questions (i.e., ones involving why? what happencd?
how?) may promote comprehension because they promote or
force the child to find connections between events which he or
she may not find otherwise. Alternatively, on the other side of
the issue, those children who can find such relations are those
“  who understand the text better and also show better recall.
~ Wimmer (1979) has'done a clever comparison of kinds of ques-
tions during listening to a story on recall. Wimmer read to chil-
dren, four to eight years of age, the farmer and the donkey story
which involves a large number of embedded episodes where the
farmer asks other animals to help him get the donkey into the
barn. Wimmer asked one group of children why? questions on
each action, and thereby required an answer involving a preced-
ing sentence. He asked a second group of who? or whom? ques-
tions where the content of the questions was within a sentence.
He found no effect of which question was asked on recall but
he did find a higher correlation between performance on why
questions and recall than he found between performance on the
who/whom questions and recall. These data favor the assessment
over the promotion argument on questions. One possible artifact
in Wimmer’s study is the restriction or range of scores in the
who/whom question condition—that is, the high rate of per-
formance reduces variance and the degree of correlation.

Wimmer’s study suggests that knowledge and not strategies
or “‘metacognition’ may be more important in comprehension.

Baker and Stein’s apparent commitment to metacognition |
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(Flavell & Wéllman, 1977). to account for age-related differences
in recall and presumably comprehension, contrasts sharply
with the results of Chi’s experiments (1978). Children who
know. more about a subject such as chess or dinosaur names
actually recall more than less sophisticated - adults, despite
reasonable assumptions that adults are more cognizant of their
abilities and more strategic in their learning approaches. Perhaps
Levin and Pressley’s as well as Johnson and Barrett’s emphasis
on prior knowledge and its activation in teaching (what the reader
already knows prior to reading) is well taken, given Wimmer and
Chi’s results.

Baker and Stein as well as Levin and Pressley frequently
cite the contribution of the text per se to comprehension. Text
factors seem to be omitted from Johnson and Barrett’s review.
But, we may ask, what is a text? What role does it play? What
kind of structures, other than well- or ill-formed stories, promote
comprehensicn? How do we measure cohesiveness of text? Levin
and Pressley’s use of pictures or concepts as context in under-
standing degraded or ambiguous texts leaves one wondering
how much these aids would benefit the reader of a normal,
more cohesive text. We would seem to be better off to put our
effort into writing more comprehensible, cohesive, and logical
texts using familiar content than into teaching strategies or
providing other contexts.

A few other brief comments are in order. First, it should
be mentioned that Baker and Stein’s discussion of story grammar
fails to point out that the grammars are analytic, taxonomic
descriptions of story content and are not models or theories
about how a child comprehends and recalls a text. Moreover,
the grammars and the research they inspire do not have explicit
rationales for some of their major findings on disorganization .
on recall or differences in recall for different categories of story
content. The fact that disorganizing a story by moving about its
content leads to poor comprehension and recall could result be-
cause the disordered story separates logically and causally related
events rather than preventing the use of a script or story schema.
Second, the fact that settings, goals, actions, and consequences
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are better recalled than internal responses or reactions could re-
sult from differences in content rather than from functional dif-
ferences. In a recent study by Nezworski, Stein, and Trabasso
(1978), it was found that children five to eight years of age in-
ferred motives and recalled information from settings, initiating
events, internal responses, consequences, and reactions equally
well when the categories were equated for content, casting doubt
on the supposed importance of categories. ‘

Inferences receive brief comment in only one review
(Baker & Stein). This is a shortcoming of the field. Inferential
comprehension has nét been a topic of research, partly because
we lack theory and analysis on what inferences are. Tentative
suggestions are contained in Clark (1975);Nicholas and Trabasso
(in press); and Warren, Nicholas, and Jrabasso (1978) who pro-
vide taxonomies. Omanson, Warren, and Trabasso (in press)
have conducted a study of memory and inferences on five and
eight year old children, finding successful performance by both
ages over a wide range of inferential types, including those which
fill in slots between events. The basis for making inferences
appears to be experimental or world knowledge rather than
. formal reasoning. . :

Finally, the reviews om1t one major questlon How do we
learn from what we read in a text? How do we acquire new
structures? The reliance upon scripts, schemata, story grainmars,
and prior knowledge as explanations or theories of how compre-

- hension occurs begs this question. The work on metamemory or
strategic behavior hints that learning is important but meta-
memory studies are not based on any learning theory. It merely

“says that knowledge about skills helps in choosing to use them
and omits explanations about what these skills are and how they
are acquired. We desperately need to know how we learn from
what we read and what conditions promote this learning.

I'n the final section of this paper I wish to fill in a miss-
ing element of the Johnson and Barrett review, namely, what
do the schools actually do in teaching or promoting comprehen-
sion skills?

As an example of practice, I would like to draw your
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attention-to a curriculum for teaching comprehension developed
by the Montgomery County Public Schools (1974) in Rock-
ville, Maryland. .

A comparison between the methods cited in the reviews
and those_in the curriculum developed by the Montgomery
County Public Schools leaves one with the impression that the,.
practitioners Or educational technologists are far ahead and
more imaginative in procedures, goals, and methods than are

.. .- --basic researchers, the teacher of teachers, Or the publishers of
programs. The implication is obvious, namely, that persons doing
research-on rcading comprehension should go back to the class-
room and reexamine those situations in which reading and read-
ing comprehension occur. This return to the real world would
influence several aspects of research: what tasks and texis are
chosen for reading as well as how understanding of these tasks
or texts is to be measured.

- The Montgomery County Public Schools organized their
curriculum on teaching comprehenEion around nine goals,-Tﬁe
goals constitute an operational definition of the products of
comprehension and their realization involves content, method;
and assessment, assumed to be appropriate to grades K through
12. The categories of comprehension and goals are:

1. Word-meanings. The goal is to have the child under-
stand what he reads by knowing what individual words mean.
The basic approach is associationistic, naming of words in as-
sociation with objects and ideas. The curriculum involves correct
use and identification of word meanings; production of syn-
onyms and dantonyms; use of specialized words from subject
matter fields; distinguishing connotative and denotative mean-
ings: and the learning of roots of words, classes, or discriminating
features as well as formal definitions. This section builds basic
"conceptualizations necessary to comprehending larger units of
discourse. It is curious that research on vocabulary knowledge
(which must increase with age and specific subject matter ex-
periences) and reading comprehension was omitted from the

reviews. Fither such work is nonexistent or not in vogue. It
shouldn’t be hard to demonstrate a correlation between vocabu-
lary and recall, independent of age.
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2. Location agnd recall The twin goals are the location
(external) and recall (internal) of specific information. The ap-
proach recognizes that much of what is known is external to us
and stresses the active seeking of information trom mu1t1ple
sources—newspapers, books, films, filmstrips, tapes or records,
dictionaries, etc. The child is encouraged to learn to vse appro-
priate sources: This learning involves learning their structure —the
parts of a book or the organization of a dictionary or the con-
tent headings of an encyclopedia. Other text materials involve
glossaries, thesauruses, telephone directories, TV guides, atlases,
almanacs, magazines, pamphlets, brochures, catalogues, adver-
tisements, and concert or theater programs. This listing should
make us aware of the range of communication materials which
require reading comprehension. Since the structure “and task
demands of these vary, we may wonder whether the compre-
hension processes are general or specific. My guess is both, and
that different media or forms of c,ommumcatlon require special
knowledge for understanding. ) . _

As far as recall is concerned, the children are encouraged
to write or remember the content they seek in these sources.
Thnis involves notetaking, constructing and use of representation
of information although what scripts appear here seem quite
varied. We note also that very little verbatim recall is required
since the material read clearly exceeds limitations of surface re-
tention. The current stress on free (verbatim) recall or at least
recall of surface content finds little place in this curriculum.

3. Translation. The goals here are for the child to be able
to transcribe or translate between different forms or representa-
tions of communication. Activities involve translation from pic-
tures or words and vice versa or following directions from pictures
or words, acting out through body language, theatrical instruc-
tions, recoding -dialects, reducing figurative or literal description
via interpretation of fables, proverbs, morals, etc. and paraphras-
ing or illustrating or sSurmrmarizing materials from one level of
abstraction to another. :

This category contains what Johnson and Barrett as well
as Levin and Pressley refer to as paraphrase but the contrast in
richness is striking. The representation of information in dif-
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ferent modes, following directions, acting out, translating into
own words, giving examples and summarizing all seem, intuitive-

ly, to be good procedures to measure comprehension. One ques-
tion of interest is whether or not they are measures of acommon
representation or set of abilities. Could researchers use more
than one of these measures foracommon text or communication
and look for individual differences? Are some translation abili-

" ties dependent upon developinent? Does translation help subse-
quent comprehension?

' 4. Interpretation. Here, the-goal is to get’éﬁﬂ'cfr\e’n to relate’
ideas. One approach stresses identification of main ideas, themes,
or issues, the outlining of ideas which are relevant to the theme,
the identification of facts, truths, possibilities, fantasies, unreali-
ties, impossibilities, incongruities., opinions, values, value

judgments, elements of a plot, premises, stated and unstated
assumptions, hypotheses, evidence, arguments, and conclusions.

[n addition to such identification, organization of ideas is stressed -

by allowing the child to compare ideas for similarity, identity,

differences and contradictions. Classification, analogy, inference, '

implication, conclusion and generalization occur as well as
identification, production and recognition of cause and effect
relations. o )

This listing indicates that we are just beginning with the
work on main ideas, inferences, and causality to tap into a rich
area of comprehension. The goals here seem 30 be more grade
level dependent than others and developmental studies which
test the assumed level might be useful. , '

5. Prediction. The goal here is to help the child learn to
make predictions from- data where the data are narratives oOr
‘sequences of events. This category demonstrates understanding
through what has been termed “slot-filling”’ -inferences and what
is studied in story production (Stein & Glenn, 1977). In it, out-
“comes, consequences, actions, and reactions of characters are
predicted. My impression is that the work on story graminars
and story production is focusingon this aspect of comprehension.
The reviews did not cite it because much of it is forthcoming.

6. Application. The goal here is to develop problem-
solving skiils in children. That is, the goal is to teach them to
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apply what they read to new situations. This invclves problem:
analysns generation of solutions, planning, and deciding as well
as “‘metacognition” skills such as Justlfymg and specifying the
limits of one’s ability to solve the prohlem.

This category strikes me as overlappmg with the .others
" but ‘the. fOLy‘Z on recading as probiem -sclving may be both
practical ‘and representative of why we read. It is more than just
ca. problem of following directions for it gets at creativity.
The study of problem-solving and reading comprehension as’
joint onterprises has not been clo e (to my knowledge) by
psychologists. - : >

7. Analysis. This category anOIVCb goals whiCh are more
literary in chdracter. Analysis is of narratives, plot, character
development, literary forms, genre, point of view, tone, mood,
purpose, style,, values, and structure. This topic received discus-
sion by Johnson and Barrett-but little is known-on its utility.
- The work orrjnurra-.tives; cited ‘by Stein and Glenn is a start in
tHis area but it seems restricted only to simple stories. What is
the child’s.conception of a story shquld be one central purpose
of this area. The potential is there given the initial work on story
. grammars. Another question for research would be to investigate
-the value of knowledge of literary_aspects to comprehension of
narratives. Does literary amalysis help one’s comprehension or’is
it a specialized knowledge domain? Does it affec,t production
or writing? :
’ 8. Synthesis. The goal here is to develop creative integra--
tion of ideas through expression, commumcatlon,, and problem— -
solving. : : :

This portlon of the curriculum. stresses whtmg and is
taught largely in gradeS‘seven through twelve. Does writing
about a subject help comprehension? We understand sc little
about writing as a process that it is difficult. to formulate research-
able questions other than simplistic, functional ones such as
that above. This area is probably the least understood from a re-
search point of view and was unmentioned in the reviews. The
_nascent work on information integration of narrative content _
(Lane & Anderson, 1976; Surber 1977) or inferences (Paris,
1975) is of“interest here. -
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9. Evaluation. This category SIresses the personal evalua-

tion of communications by the child through the establishment

~ and use of standards or criteria for evaluation (accuracy, consis-

/‘Ee'ncy, data adequacy, clarity, relevancy, and validity), literary

_ standards (rules for form, genre, plot structure, development-or

resolution, setting, character delineation, motivation or develop-

" ment, tone or mood, style, and literary language), and evaluation
of ot! . techniques (advertising, editorial, and political).

This category purports to‘_teach just what I am supposed

to be .doing in this chap"'ter, namely, evaluating the work of others. .

[ doubt that 1 could articulate all the criteria I havée used but’

- felevancy. and validity seem to have the highest weighing in my .

scheme® We may wonder how children acquire and use evaluative .

skills in reading and comprehending communication. Is\this a

“metacognitive” skill or isit crucial to comprehension in ge_heral?

Do.we readily form opinions? In studies of moral development

‘(Kohlberg, 1969; Rest, 1975) children evaluate characters in

stories and make decisions abcut outcomes according to” some

sort of interndlized standards. This clearly is a form of compre-

" hension and the éppli'cation of story grammars to this area

would seem fruitful (Grueneich, 1978). '

| There we have it—nine categories of teaching comprehen-

sion. I think.that the reader will agree with me that the research °

on reading comprehension and teaching of reading compre-

‘hension suffers by comparison. I hope that my message has

. =. a constructive. effect, namely, that researchers examine what

\they mean by ‘comprehension by studying curriculum such as

that adopted by the Montgomery Public Schools (1974). From

this, converging operations on the concept should emerge as

well as a new set ‘of questions for the study of the development

Ly
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y and teaching of reading comprehension skills. If the research
oo~ uses rédding situations that.have ecological validity, it is more
,\ . likely to hav-exrelevance to educational and practical, everyday

life situatjions.
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A Retrospective Reaction
to Prose Comprehension

Y

P. David Pearson
University of [llinois at Urbana-Champaign

This paper is a reaction to the threepapers that wére pre-
pared for this volume, authored respectively by Baker and Stein,
Levin and Pressley, and Johnson and Barrett, with special em-
phasis given to the Levin and Pressley article. This discussion is
divided into several sections. In the first, I speak directly to Levin
and Pressley’s offering—often underscoring a point they have
made, sometimes taking issyues with one of their conclusions,
and at times pointing out an omission in their treatment. The
second part is a briefer ¥eplication of part 2 for the Baker and
Stein and Johnson and Barrett articles. In the third section, I
have tried to raise some general gssu/es about research and prac-
- tice in prose comprehension that weé all need to examine if we
are to improve our models, materials, and methods for teach-
ing comprehension.

Levin and Pressley
The Framework

Grice (1975) speaks of a set of tacit contracts between

-
»

This work was completed while Professor Pearson was a Visiting Scholar Professor at
the Wisconsin Research and Development Center for Individualized Schooling at the
University of Wisconsin, Madison. It was supported by the National Institute of Edu-
cation under contract No. US-NIE-C-400-76-0116 (Center for the Study of Reading)
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author and reader. Pearson and Johnson discuss comprehension
as an active dialogue between the writer and reader. Levin and
Pressley make a similar distinction when they divide prose strate-
gies into ‘‘those that authors can use te optimize communication
(i.e., prose-dependent strategies); and those that learners can use
— —to—optimize- reception (i.e., processor-dependent strategies).”

Their second independent classification vector—stage setting
strategies versus storagefretrieval strategies—while not quite as
tidy as thz first, has some heuristic value for classroom teachers.
It should allow them to classify strategies they use with children
according to when, in the conduct of a reading lesson, they
ought to be emphasized. |

I see one problem in such a two way classification system,
at least from the point of view of what teachers often do during
reading lessons. If stage-setting strategies occur before reading
and storage/retrieval strategies occur during reading, where are
we to place the myriad of discussion, interaction, studying, re-
finement, and rereading activities that teachers can and do use
with some students after reading a selection? If one has a goal
of maximizing the likelihood that a student will learn what is
in a text, it seems that what teachers and students do after read-
ing may be equally as important as what they do while students
read or before students read. I would modify their scheme to
include post-reading study strategies under the storage/retrieval
rubric for processor-dependent strategies. Indeed, I think they
must have had such a modification in mind; witness the fact
that they included writing summaries ( a post-reading strategy)
in this category. _ '

Nonetheless, the two way classification scheme—given the
inherent problems that Levin and Pressley pointed out and the
one I have added —seems useful. And they weré able to classify a

large number of stratcgies from research studies.into each of
their four cells.

A Teachcr’_s Point of View

Though I am no longer a classroom teacher, my dealings
with classroom teachers on a daily basis in an instructor/advisor

Pearson




role have given me some sensitivity toward their views of theory

- and research (mostly derived from implicit and explicit com-

plaints about the essential irrelevance of my graduate methods

~courses). At any rate, I have tried to examine the Levm/PressIey
paper from a teacher’s point of view.

. Indeed the teacher is not highlighted in their strategy

classification scheme. The teacher does exist in the scheme im-

plicitly. I think Levin and Pressley would argue that thie teacher’s
roles are 1) to teach students to use processor-dependent strate-

- gles that work and avoid those that do not, and 2) to select
materials that demonstrate good prose-dependent strategies. In
their closing’ paragraph they allude to one of these roles when
they suggest that “. . . potentially effective prose learning strate-
gies require clever delivery on the part of an instructor. . .”
(p. 31). But such advice falls short of providing the kind of ex-
perimentally and clinically validated directions for intervention
that many if not most teachers might like.

_ In fact, Levin and Pressley-—and, for that matter, Baker
and Stein and Johnson and Barrett—are noticeably cautious in
the tiirect advice they give to teachers. All tend to use qualifiers
hke “possible,” “‘potential.” and ‘“‘tentative.”” There is good
reason for their caution. For while there do exist many possible
.mphcatlons for practice from one research study to another,
the implications suffer in three dimensions.

First, as Levin and Pressley point out, the conclusions
(and hence the 1mphcat10ns) differ from one study to another.

Second, many of the implications can and should be vali-
dated experimentally in classroom situations before we make
any plans for widescale adoption. For example, Levin and Pres-
sley report considerable evidence to support the conclusion that
what a reader brings to a passage greatly influences what he or
she takes away from it in the form of recall or comprehension
(Davidson, 1976; Brown, mlley, Day, Townsend, & Lawton,
1977; Gordon, Hansen, & Pearson, 1978). A possible implication
of this research is that spetific schema-building instruction (in
the form of vocabulary, conEept, or semantic network activities)

prior to reading should enh
"

ance comprehension of a passage.
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Such a suggestion is hardly surprising to us; it fits our intuitive
feelings about the value of such instruction. Yet it is one thing
to demonstrate that existing schemata, developed naturally over
time and/or invoked for a particular selection, facilitate compre-
hension: it is quite another to demonstrate that specific teacher
direcged activities designed to alter readers’ schemata for a par-
‘ticular topic will have a similar etffect. -

Third,_many of the implications suggested in the Levin

and Pressley and Baker and Stein papers are only incidentatiy
important for teachers; they are really directed at publishers
and curriculum developers since they deal more with materials
than instructional strategies. Teachers can avail themselves of
these implications only in their materials selection function and
only if the publishing industry responds to the conclusions drawn
in papers like those in the present volume.

Lest I dwell excessively on the “cautious” side of Levin
and Pressley’s offering, let me offer my conviction that there is -
much to be gleaned by a classroom teacher from their review.

Levin and Pressley close their review by pointing out the
inconsistencies from one study to the next. One study’s “champ”
is a second’s ‘‘chump,” they say. These incornsistencies stem
largely from the fact that different ‘“‘situational constraints’ are
controlled or uncontrolled from one experiment to the next. in
such a state of affairs it is tempting to conclude that our re-
search is inconclusive due to our lack of scientific rigor. But this
same state of affairs probably seems reasonable to a teacher
“who is used to making instructional decisions in-a highly inter-
active environment—in an environment where the success of an
instructional strategy depends upon factors like the difficulty
and structure of the content, the demands of the task, and a

host of individual student characteristics. In other words, if .
' teachers regard the Levin -and Pressley paper as a catalog of
promising and partially successful ideas that need to be validated
in their own classroom ecologies, then they will definitely bene-
fit from the ideas presented. What is missing, what teachers will
" have to add, are the specific details of-the general strategies
described in the Levin and Pressley paper.

Perhaps all this is but another way of saying that our -
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-prose comprehension research is still in a relatively primitive
. stage. Indeed one of the distinguishing characteristics of an
~established versus a novitiate science is the level of specificity
that the established science can provide to explain and predict
phenomena. To those who would argue that research like that .
reviewed by Levin and Pressley adds nothing new to a teacher’s
repertoire of instructional strategies--that they have succeeded
in verifying the obvious—I would counter in two ways. First, I

—tend--to—be guite—suspicious of research—which -concludes by
recommending prose-learning strategiesthat are counter-intuitive.
There is no good reason to expect research to reveal surprises;
indeed, it ought to corroborate our best intuitions and reason-
ing. Second, as | have already argued, as our research becomes
more sophisticated, our conclusions and recommendations will
become more specific. For example, now we can say that stage-
setting strategies help, sometimes more- so, sometimes less so,
depending upon several factors. A decade from now we may be
able to specify particular conditions. In other words, the main
ideas we now offer to teachers may not differ from their own

" Intuitions. And they may not change in the future, but the “‘de-
tails” we generate in the future may be quite novel.

Some Specific Issues

Stage-serting strategies. One of Levin and Pressley’s points
regarding conteni-clarifying strategies (a subclass of processor-
dependenr stuge-serting strategies) deserves special emphasis and
expansion. They point out that such strategies seem to help
when the material to be read is “‘difficult to comprehend
(abstract, unfamiliar, or ambiguous) . ...” for a particular stu-
dent. For the past two or three years at Minnesota, we have
been trying to specify the boundary conditions for such pre-
reading instructional activities. Like so much of the research
reported by Levin and Pressley, we get different findings from
one study to the next. For example, Swaby (1977) found that
an intensive vocabulary developmernt (really concept develop-
ment) treatment was superior to an advance organizer or read-
only control treatment, but only for helow average readers read-
ing reasonably farniliar material. Schachter (1978), on the other
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hand, found that a somewhat similar treatment was uniquely
effective for above average readers reading relatively unfamiliar
material. | .

These inconsistent findings lead me to conjecture that it
is not difficulty per se that renders a passage appropriate for
cantent-clarifying strategies. Instead it is an optimal level of dif-
ficulty. If a passage is too simple (as it might have been for the
above average students in Swaby’s study), then such strategies

_ aresuperfluous. . ___ '

If the content of the passage is too difficult or novel (asit
might have been for the below average readers in Schachter’s
study), such vocabulary instruction may not “take.” There
simply may be too little in the way of preexisting semantic net-
work to build on. ,

Verbatim/paraphrase distinction. I want to take issue
with the emphasis that Levin and Pressley have given to the
verbatim/paraphrase question distinction. First, after Anderson
(1972), they argue that paraphrase (different words or syntax
than in the text) questions measure comprehension, whereas
verbatim (same words and syntax as in the text) measure some-
thing like simple rote recall. They go on to point out that ad-
junct pictures facilitate both verbatim and paraphrase question-
answering behavior, whereas simple story repetition facilitates
only vérbatim question answering. '

To suggest that verbatim questions measure rote recall
surprises me. Surely, if such a conclusion is drawn, it can only
be drawn for very, very short text segments. Otherwise we
would have to assume that readers hold the surface str.icture of
text verbatim in working memory. The conclusion might also be
drawn where students are allowed to look bdck at a text while
answering a question. But what is measured in such cifcum-
stances is not so much rote recall as it is student ability to en-

. gage in orthographic and syntactic search strategies. In factif one
believes (as most people seem to these days) that the surface
structure of a text 1i$ interpreted (or possibly converted to
semantic primitives) as information travels from short term to
long term memory, then one is forced to speculate that both
paraphrase and verbatim questions will have to undergo some
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sort of recoding transformation when a subject tries to compare
. it to information. stored: in long term memory. If this is true,
then paraphrase and verbatim questions ought to differ in diffi-
- culiy only insofar as paraphrase questions employ more difficult,
unfamiliar or ambiguous words or phrases. If it is true, as they
conclude, that adjunct pictures are comparatively more helpful
for paraphrase than verbatim questions (when compared to the
absence of pictures), it is likely to be because pictures help with
more difficult probes rather than because pictures are more
_helpful when a “bhetter” measure.of comprehension isused. .

[ have another concern about that same conclusion. They .
conclude that pictures are useful for both types of question
prebes while passage repetition is useful only tor verbatim ques-
tions. Bat the: data they have marshalled better supports the
conclusion that pictures are more helpful in general. In other
words, their conclusion implies an interaction between level of
aid and question type. But such an interaction is present in only
one {Ruch & Levin. 1977) of the four studies cited in this scc-
tion cf the paper. In the other, pictures appear to be better than
textual repetition across both question types.

A Final Word about the Levin ‘a'.'n'd Pressley Paper

I am favorably impressed with the Levin and Pressley
contribution. Many of the reasons for this impression should be
obvious from my review. But the section I like best is their con-
ciluding section. It possesses the appropriate balance of caution
about. drawing instructional implications too soon, criticism of
our research shortcomings, and optimism about our future in
both research and:instruction in prose comprehension.

o

Baker and Stein and Johnson and Barrett
Baker and Stein

‘"The Baker and Stein offering differs from the Levin and
Pressley paper in severai ways. Most notable is its direct emphasis
on developmental patterns of growth in prose comprehension
skills (as opposed to the emphasis on direct efforts to improve
prose comprehension inherent in the Levin and Pressley article).
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A second difference involves the way the two groups of authors

" have chosen to divide up ihe world of prose comprehension into

skills and strategies. This difference underscores a classic diffi-

culty in communication about comprehension, one thdt Johnson
and Barrett emphasize early on in their article.

I find little to-disagree with in the Baker and Stein paper

-They have marshalled an impressive array of evidence to support

their conclusions. And they have exercised appropriate caution

in jumping toward unwarranted implications for classroom in- .

struction. But 1 do want to amphfy two issues that they have

- raised: 1) The whole issue of what a main idea is and 2) the
' relatlonshlp between prior knowledge and the logn,dl structure
of text.

Main ideas have ledYb puzzled me. L concur in the judge-
ment of Baker and Stein that the research completed upon main
ideas is confusing because people use the term to refer to some-
what different entities. The research seems almost as confusing
as instructional practices in the field. The basic problem is that
the term--"main idea™ is but a main idea for a polyglot of tasks
and relations among ideas. For example. in several of the studies
reported by Baker and Stein. an idea was a main idea to the
extent that it was related to the theme of the selection (Kormani,
1945, cited in Yendovitskayz, 1971). In other ‘;tuclus. main
ideas were those judged to be most important (e.g.. Brown &
Smiley., 1977). In a few others, what was meant bv main ideas .
were the “‘most general’® ideas in the text (e.g.. Otto, Barrett, & -
Koenke. 1969). Surely there will be times when one idea meets
411 three of these criteria: yet, there will be times when a general
idea is neither important nor thematic. Conversely there will be
“times when the most important idea is not the most general
(e.g.. a crucial action in a story). Relevant to thie Baker and
Stun pdpcr these variant underlying definitions of main idea
make it ditficult to finterpret the trends they suggest at the end
of the section on main ideas: one simply cannot be sure to
which facet of main idea these trends apply. Nonetheless. I am
torced by their evidence to infer that, by any definition. main
ideas are better remembered than details.

kS
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The section on understanding logical structure is intriguing.
Its relations to the sections on inference and higher order knowl-
edge structures is intimate. Let me elaborate. To understand the
logical relations among textual idéas, studénts must see the
causal, temporal, and attributional links between those ideas.
When "thosé links are made explicit (e.g., with cue words like
because. so. therw, or as wii,s varnpled, little inference is required.
However authors frequently fail to make explicit such linkages,
thereby placing an inferential burden on the reader. Understand-
ing logical structure is also highly related to understanding higher
order knowledge structures in the text (i.e. story schemata)
since the basic episodes in a story are usually linked temporally
if not causally. In other words, higher order structures are logical
structures, too. Baker and Stein (p. 3) are right to point out the
considerable interdependence among their four skill categories;
I would have made even more of an issue out of the overlap.

One other comment about logical structure. Baker and
Stein argue that . . . if children do not understand how two
events in the physical world are logically related. we can hardly
.expect them to perceive this relationship in a text.” Such
an argument is presented to point out how such understandings
are firmly rooted in prior knowledge of the world. I will readily
grant that research demonstrates that prior knowledge consis-
tently facilitates comprehension and recall (Brown & Smiley,
1977; Anderson et al., 1977; Gordon, Hansen, & Pearson, 1978); -

- yet I believe that there are situations in which readers can grasp
(or even learn) a relationship for whicd; they have limited prior
knowledge. My belief stems from the assumption that children
are capable of learning certain metacomprehension skills, namely
those derived from Grice (1975) principles about the implicit
textual contracts between author and reader.

Let me illustrate. Grice principles suggest that readers
have a right to assume that writers do not act capriciously. Hence,
if writers place sentences (1) and (2) or (3) and (4) in adjacent
slots in a paragraph, they license readers to assume an explana-
tory relationship between the two.

(1) John fell on the ice and broke his ankle.

T
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(2) Susan had tripped him with her skate.

(3) Henry’s car wouldn’t start. |

(4) James had pulled out three spark plug wires.
Furthermore writers have the option of cuing the explanatory -
relationship by interposing a causal link like because or since be-
tween the propositions and/or placing them in the same sentence.
I conjecture that writers are particularly -diéposed to exercise
this option when they suspect their reade}rs.might not have the
experience appropriate for drawing the causal inference —e.g.,
in (3) and (4) as opposed to (1) and (2). '

Surely all mature readers have encountered textual ex-
planations for which they have limited, if not inadequate, prior
knowiledge. Surely, too, mature readers occasionally learn some-
thing new about the world from such encounters with text (put
_yourself in the place of reading a magazine article about a new
"breakthrough in medical treatment of a disease). Immature
readers must encounter similar circumstances, for example, Iin
reading history or science texts. I will grant that understanding .
will be better as a function of better developed schemata, but 1
am unwilling to grant that no understanding or new learning is
possible without well-developed schema, even for young chil-
dren. In fact, a recent study by Neilsen (1977) demonstrates
that fifth grade students are equally capable of drawing causal
inferencss between textually adjacent propositions in concrete
familiar and abstract-unfamiliar passages. And Gordon, Hansen,
. and. Pearson (1978) have demonstrated that recognition of
- causal linkages is possible for average second grade readsrs with-
out direct cuing (e.g., terms like because, since,-so), but that it
is enhanced quite dramatically when relations are made explicit
by including cues, especially for students with limited prior
knowledge about the topic. These two studies indicate-that chil-
dren are capable of applying Grice principles to text, but that
they receive even more aid by direct cuing. In short, these results
: support Baker and Stein’s claim (prior knowledge does help),
but go on to suggest that students can cope with text when
prior knowledge is weak if authors exercise options available to
them to make explicit certain relationships, like causality.
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A final "vord about the Baker and Stein paper. Like certain
aspects of the Levin and Pressley offering, it has many implica-
tions.that are more appropriate for those who write children’s
materials /than for teachers. These represent the recommenda-
tior'ls'th'/'t I find most ‘useful and most likely to have a rather
immediate impact if taken seriously by educational publishers.

Johnson and Barrett

The Johnson and Barrett paper is a major departure from
the others. It is not a review of existing research; it is itself a
piece of descriptive tesearch about the prevailing conventional
wisdom in teaching so-called comprehension skills and tasks.

‘ Since it is the book that I coauthored with Johnson that
is used, along with other sources, to create the “criterion” tax-
onomy against which basal reader and reading methods text sug-
gestions are compared for completeness, ‘I find myself in the
ignoble position of having to critique my own thinking regard-
ing a scope of tasks (or activities or skills, as you will) appropriate
for defining reading comprehension instruction.

What Johnson and I tried to do in the recent comprehen-
sion book (Pearson & Johnson, 1978) was to define tasks and
activities given to children as much as possible in terms of
textual variables. In fact, we began the book by criticizing other
taxonomies for indiscriminately interweaving textual and cogni-
tive variables in their lists, thus leading to a classic ““apples and
“oranges’’ problém. We succeeded in this attempt to a limited
degree. The first nine tasks in Johnson and Barrett’s list of cri-
terion tasks reflect a textually-based set of relationships that
can and do obtain between propositions. The other two dérived
from the Pearson and Johnson text, fact and opinion and bias in
writing style, are murkier; that is, it is not clear whether these
variables operate in text or in a reader’s mind. I must admit that
the same criticism that applies to other taxonomies also applies
~ to ours. Johnson and Barrett muddy the water even more when
they add such tasks as author’s craft, mental images, literary
- form, and punctuation—tasks in which the underlying phe-
nomena are sometimes in a writer’s mind. However, in making
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such a, criticism of their criterion tasks,.I must accept some of =~
the responsibility. ' '
' Comments about their criterion list aside, let me turn
to their methodology. They offer two inﬁportant limitations
about their methodology. to which they should hdve added a
third. They admit that by sampling from only grade three
and grade five texts, they may have missed some skills that were
emphasized earlier or later in the series. Second (as they admit),
they used only an inclusion/exclusion_criterion rather than an
emphasis criterion for determining what was taught. Such a tech-
nique is likely to lead to a misleading picture of comprehension
instruction, especially when comparing two grades. Third, by
emphasizing task “inclusign and exclusion, they limited them-
- selves to an analysis of student independent practice (i.e., they
really are determining whether or-not students complete work-
sheets -or workbook pages on these hsk\s) and side stepped the
issue of what teachers actually teach, if anything. It would have
been instructive to compare practice emphaéi'swgrsus instruc-
tionul emphasis (what the manuals suggest to teachers by way
of ipteraction or direct teaching strategies). This third rﬁet}godo-
logital criticismn leads to a broader issue of what we mean by
covtprehension instruction and whether any occurs at all 0
(see Durkin, 1978, for example, for a devastating description of
lack of any real comprehension instruction in elementary
clpssrooms). : _ -
" What about their conclusions? Not surprisingly, they
fbund when they .examined basal readers that some tasks, like
1ain ideas, sequence, and causality get taught a lot and others,
ike meéntal imagery and anaphoric relations. are almost never
aught. The conclusions from their analysis of reading methods
ext are remarkably similar. One is tempted (fortunately, Johnson
and Barrett are not) to chastise instructional programs for-their
imbalance. But caution is called for. It may be that the initial
selection of criterion tasks was inappropriate. It may be that
| tasks such as anaphoric relations and mental images, while an
important part of any construct of reading comprehension, do
-not require any direct instruction; this is, they may be aspects
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of comprehensmn that develop quite naturdllv in the broader
growth of linguistic and cognitive competence. To teach them
explicitly might create more contusion than order. I doubt that
this is true. Indeed. I suspect that direct instruction in tasks like
anaphoric relations might prove beneficial: but we simply do
not have the data base. either from this paper or others. to
answer the question. -
I was pleased to see Johnson and Barrett separate thd
1sstic Of m\truu_tlondl strutegies from Lmnprchgnxmn tasks. YLt
. clearly they did not g,undu\.t anything like a“descriptive SUTVE
ot Instructional strategies. F or reasons cited carlier, 1 rgggud_
this failure as unfortunate. It is interesting to me that Johnson
and Barrett L,om,lude that teacher questions form the backbone
of instructional strategies for prose comprehension: Durkin
(1978) excluded questioning from direct instruction, choosing
to label it as assessment (a possibility that Johnson and Barrett
suggest but tail to 'endorse). My own view on this issue (i.c
whether questioning counts as instruction) is that indiscriminate
questioning ot petty textual detatls provides a low level of
assessment.. On the other hand. o carctully considered set of
questions  u set that feads students trom one point of knowledge
to another can be an excellent instructronal -strategy and can
ielp students to learn to read critically (for examples of what 1~
have in mind. see chapters 8 and 9 of Pearson und Johnson,
1978, and Collins, 1277). a

Some General Thoughts and Thermes

I find it difficult to develop many Lhem S or other kinds
of syntheses from the three-papers. Perhaps, this is as it should
be; perhaps, this difficulty reflects the fact that each paper ad-
dresses a different aspé€tt of (or set of issues related to) prose
comprehension. I doubt it. Comprehension is too pervasive a
phenomenon to allow for such a lack of redundancy. Rather. I -
_suspect that ‘differences in world view, methodology, and -
" terminology across the three papers provide a better explana-
tion of the difficulty I had extracting common themes. None-
theless. a few arise.
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Background _Knowledge

. All three papers emphasize the importance of background
knowledge about the world, about the structure of text, and/or
about the task as important determinants of comp_reheﬁsion. Of
these three kinds of bac'kgfound- knowledge. Levin and Pressley
and Johnson and Barrett are inclined to regard general world-
knowledge as most important. Baker and Stein also see world
knowledge as important, but only they emphasize the impor-
tance of knowledge ubout text structure. Trabasso, in his review
(this volume). emphasizes the importance of world knowledge
over knowledge about text structure. I am inclined to agree
with all those authors. In fact, I am convinced that one of the
important experiments that needs doing is to determine whether
simply increasing children’s funds of :conceptual knowledge is
“more etfective than any amount of specific skill practice in

facilitating prose comprehension. It may be that the best way to

help children comprehend better is to help them understand
their world better.

Methodological Concerns

I include this section becausc I fear that some readers
-ay be inclined to minimize the applicability of results ob-
tained from studies that use what seem 1O be specially tailored
or “rigged” materials: Materials, for example, wherein important
statements are moved around in the text at what seems to be
the experimentor’s whim. Materials that are purposely written
to be ambiguocus. One can claim that such manipulations render
the studies ecologically invalid in trying to draw implications
for the classroom. People don’t write that way. at least not for
children (or except for psychological experiments).

[ agree with this criticism to a certain extent. I do not
want to see educator ke wholesale changes in materials
and instructior ceies until and -unless the results of
basic rescuarchh have been corroborated in real classrooms. with
the usual run-of-the-mill materials available, and with typical
students. .

But to argue that experimenters should neveruse materials
that have been especially prepared foran experiment would be to
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deny‘the precision anrd control that scientists need in order to
+determine what aspects of texts make a difference in compre-
hension. One cannot conclude that adherence to canonical
story structute aids story comprehension unless one has deter-
mined that violations in that strpucture interfere with compre-
hension. One cannot illustrate the power of areader’s preexisting .
schemata in text interpretation without providing text that
invites at least two interpretations (i.e., is ambiguous).

Also, such criticisms of “‘rigged” materials assume that
there is something natural or special or sacrosanct about text
that is available in books, stories, or texts. It is~at least possible
that some writers hhave been following ill-conceived guidelines in
writing for children. Rigged text may be no worse than some
that already exists, and it may lead to findings that allow the
publishing industry to prepare better materials.

A Message to Publishers

Another common theme is that there is enough knowledge
available about the structure of text and comprehension tasks
to allow publishers to modify the materials they produce for
children to read and practice. Such messages are most.explicit in
the Baker and Stein paper, rather directly implied by Levin and
Pressley, and indirectly implied in the Johnson and Barrett offer-
ing. Publishers need to consider manipulations such as the fol-
lowing: 1) Using only well structured stories early in instruction.
2) Highlighting main ideas and important information in stories
and paragraphs by placing the information in a conspicuous
location and directing readers’ attention to it. 3) Clarifying
logical relations between text segments through careful sequenc-
ing of propositions and manipulating explicit cuing of such rela-
tions. 4) Altering the balance of tasks practiced by children in
the independent practice components of basal and supplemen-
tary materials.

A Guarded Message to Teachers

As a final comment, let me address an issue discussed ear-
lier. All the authors have made a few suggestions about how
classroom teachers might utilize the implications derived from
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their reviews. But each set of authors has been appropriately
cautious. I think such caution is necessary. Nevertheless, for a
teacher willing to regard these guidelines as ‘“ideas worth trying
out,”” each article has something to offer a classroom teacher
searching for better ways of helping children understand text.

A skeptic might look at these guidelines (e.g., the im-
portance of establishing prior knowledge) and cry, ‘“‘old wine in
new bottles.”” Indeed there is much in the papers to invite such
criticism. But let me warn against such pessimism. It is inevitable
that good research should corroborate what good teachers have
been doing, almost by intuition, for decades. What would shock
me would be a program of research ‘hat provided us with
counter-intuitive conclusions. Second, the value of good research
will not be in the general directions it offers us, but rather in
the specific details and boundary conditions it gives. For
examplé, good research will confirm the intuition that prior
knowledge facilitates prose comprehension, but it will go on to
specify conditions and types of students for which and whom it
helps a lot, a little, and not at all. _

To complete the metaphor, we may get ““old wine in new
bottles,” but the appelation controllé will be better. Before, all
we knew was that the wine came from France. As our research
improves, we will know that it is from the fourth vineyard of
Chateaux Giscours in the Commune Labarde in the Haut-Medoc
area of the Bordeaux region. Hopefully, such knowledge will
allow us to become more discriminating consumers. '
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Research and the Reality of Reading
N

Marjorie Seddon Johnson
~Temple University

Introduction

The history of reading comprehension as an area of study
extends back .. least to the early twentieth century. Thorndike
(1917 a,b) is usually credited with having focused attention on
the thinking or reasoning demands of the reading situation.
However, one might easily get the impression, after reading the
preceding chapters, that concern with comprehension was a new
development. In fact, Baker and Stein stated that ‘it is only
within the past decade that comprehension has gained wide-
spread attention as a domain of study.” This seems té indicate
the possibility that one problem with current investigations of
and instruction in comprehension is that they are proceeding
without the perspective that could come from-consideration of
earlier works in the area. Although there is obviously much yet
to be learned, there is much information available to provide a
firm basis for both research and instruction.

Without reviewing all of the literature related to compre-
hension, one can make several points about the directions it has
taken. Thorndike’s initial focus was on making an analysis of
the ideas readers got from their contact with text—what they
understood it to mean. He looked at both expected or “‘correct™
responses and unexpected or **wrong’ responses which they
gave. He then attempted to infer the reasons for those responses.
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This tradition of analysis or responses as a sOurce of information
about what i reader understands and how he functioned to arrive
at that understanding has continued into the present. From the
work of Thorndike, through that of other early researchers such

. as Carroll (1926) and Richards( 1929), to current miscue analysis )
(Goodman. 1965) the same message has recurred—one must
look carefully at the readers, the text, and the interactions
among them. Comprehension is not capricious; it is the result of
the interaction of a variety of determinants.

m\)ﬁrﬂﬁn a short period of time after Thorndike’s ‘‘begin-

—— i11g. attention in reading research and instruction had shifted

away from word recognition and oral reading to comprehension
and silent reading. Many studies appeared which were designed
to vyield information on a variety of questions about reading
comprehension. Perhaps the most important emphasis in these
early studies, and one which many succeeding studies have pur-
sued, was the attempt to determine the nature of the relation-
ships among specific comprehension abilities.

One of the first questions examined was that of the rela-
tionship between literal or factual comprehension and critical or
interpretive. The initial emphasis was on factual vs. inferential

- thinking in reading with investigators such as Bedell (1934),
Dewey (1935), Feder (1938), and Tyler (1930) emphasizing the
fact that ability to respond in terms of specifically stated ideas
was no guarantee of ability to infer on the basis of those ideas.
Others looked at additional aspects of “going beyond the facts™
(Davis. 1941; Gans, 1940; Irion, 1925 : Langsaun, 1941;Maney, .
1952: Richards, 1929; Sochor, 1941). In general, ail of the
studies of this type tended to demonstrate that beyond the
gerring of ideas were areas of seeing ‘relationships, evaluating
ideas. making judgments, generalizin'g and concluding, and
solving problems. ‘

[nterest immediately developed in the relationships among
the various types of abilities involved in reading comprehension.
Along with many subjective analyses of the component abilities
(for example, Anderson & Davidson, 1925;Gray, 1919), a series
of factor analytic studies was undertaken. Many of these took
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student performances on existing reading tests and attempted to
determine what factors (types of abilities) emerged froim the
"analysis (Feder, 1938; Hall & Robinson, 1945; Langsaun, 1941).
Davis (1941, 1944) and Gans (1940) used tests specifically de-
signed to measure abilities which they viewed as important ones
in reading. Conclusions about the comparative independence of
various comprehension abilities were somewhat equivocal and
Davis (1968, 1972) continued to explore these relationships. In
general, the picture which has emerged seems to indicate much
of the variance in comprehension is accounted for by a minimal
number of *‘basic” abilities which pervade all understanding of
text. However, specific abilities involved in going beyond the
facts appear to be relatively independent.

Another angle which was pursued was that of whether
comprehension abilities were general (that is, applicable to
materials 'r_egardless of literary type and subject matter) or
specific to particular fields. Artley (1942), Bond (1938), Irion
(1925), Shores (1940), and Swenson (1942) all found that
although there were many abilities in common across literary
types and subject matter fields, there was also enough variation
in comprehension across fields and types to suggest that there
was some differentiation of abilities. :

A more recent question is whether or not comprehension
abilities are hierarchical in nature. Much of the interest in this
area seems to have been sparked by the various taxonomies or
classification systems of comprehension abilities and/or ques-
tions (Barrett, 1976; Bloom, 1956; Hittleman, 1978; Otto,
Chester, McNeil, & Meyers, 1974; Pearson & Johnson, 1978;
Ruddell, 1974; Sanders, 1966). Confusion exists in terms of
whether or not the sequences in development of coinprehension
abilities depend on prerequlslte .relationships. Certain -abilities
seem to arise later but not dlrectly because earlier developing
abilities are prerequisite to them.

As one views this research on various aspects of the rela—
tionships among comprehension abilities, it becomes clear that
correlational techniques, including factor analysis as an exten-
sion, have been the almost exclusive tool of the researcher. The
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assumption here appears to have been that evidence of similar
performance levels in situations requiring ‘‘different” compre-
hension abilities indicated that the abilities were actually the
same. A high.correlation between perforinance in understanding
the author’s point of view and performance in understanding
a cause-effect relationship or sequence, however, does not mean
that these two comprehension tasks are the same. It merely
indicates the often observed phenomenon that he who does
well in one area most frequently also does well in others. A
basic - fault, then, is that high correlation has been misinter-
preted as identity. ‘

Certain problems characterize much of this early work on
reading comprehension and continue to plague today’s investi-
gators. Perhaps most important is the fact that, although in
1917 Thomdike attempted to make some analysis of why
readers understood whar they did, virtually all the studies have
looked at the whur of reading comprehension (the things the
reader.understood or did not understand). Little interest has
been shown in the Aow of the reader functioning (the process
used). Further. little systematic attention has been given, as
comprehension has been examined, to factors such as the
language of the text or the Spe'c:ific thinking demands made on
the reader. : _ -

Many developmental studies of language comprehension,
concept formation and thinking processes have proceeded con-
currently with the study of reading comprehension. Much of
the wotk on the comprehension of language was done at the
word level, as in the investigations of the understanding of rnore
and /ess (Donaldson & Balfour, 1968) or before and after (Clark,
1971), but also extended into such areas as the handling of ana-
phoric expressions (Bormuth, 1970) or conditional relationships
(Strickland, 1962; Paris, 1972). Work on development of think-
ing processes and concepts has proceeded concurrently with
Piaget taking the lead in making clinical observations of children
as they pass through various stages in handling the world of
things and ideas. Concept formation, and in particular, styles of -
categorization have received particular attention thronugh the
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investigations of Bruner (1956), Goldstein and Scheerer (1941),
-and Sigal (1964). Much of this latter work has not been tied
directly to reading comprehension and has concentrated on
when or if certain thinking processes appear in normals, various
- deviate groups, or differing personality types.

Other investigators have concentrated on the development
of-certain groups of - concepts, rather than on the process of con-
cept formation or attainment. Their concern has been with
what concepts develop at various levels of maturity. Causal rela-
tionships, for example, were investigated by Deutsche (1937)
and Piaget (1929) among others. Perhaps the most general lesson
to be learned from these studijes of specific concepts is that the
logic of the adult is an inappropriate yardstick to apply to the
evaluation of concepts derived from a child’s-experience.

Considering this historical background of concern with
comprehension, one would hope current efforts had extended
and integrated information previously gained and providéd a
strong foundation for educational practice. Instead the current
state seems to be characterized by the presence of many prob-
lems. Perhaps most sericus among them are the following:

1. Seeming to lose sight of the fact that the basic reason
for investigating comprehension and improving instruc-
tional strategies is so that learners can become self-
motivating and self-directing in understanding the
reading materials they contact. '

2. Continuing the present confused structures of compre-
hension as well as.inadequate definition and analysis of
the tasks it entails.

3. Tending to deal with isolated or artifical elements
rather than the reality of reading.

4. Stating a cconcern for process, but investigating and
teaching for product. :

5. Assuming that listening and reading comprehension
can be thought of as identical.

6. Assuming that interpretation and verbal prodactlon are
interchangeable.
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SeltMotivation and Self-Direction
. Y

To study comprehension and how it occurs can be fascinat-
ing in and of itself. Who has not wished to crawl inside a child
and find out how he comes to understand things? The satisfac-
tion of this intellectual curiosity, however, could never be the
end of concern with comprehension.-If one cares enough about
comprehensibn to be this curious about it, one must also be
concerned * with helping others to be self-motivating and self-
directing in the search for understanding of the varied situations
they face and, specificélly, the reading materials they contact.

‘ From the standpoint of instructional strategies, this idea
seems to demand a somewhat different stress from the one
Johnson and Barrett (this volume) found in the references they
reviewed. They found that.there has been and continues to be a
“standard strategy for teaching the comprehension of prose pas-
sages’” which ‘‘would appear to have merit if teachers use it
selectively, judicialty, and creatively with the intent to help stu-
dents -transfer some of its elements to their personal reading
strategies.” It is intcresting to note, however, that their sumrnary
of the steps usually involved in this strategy shows activity going
forward in virtually every case on the basis of an imperative to
the teacher. For example, the teacher is expected to “relate the
content of the passage to the reader’s background.” Later in
the discussion Johnson and Barrett speak of “‘the importance of
helping readers relate the content of the passage to be read to
their own storehouses of language, knowledge and experiences—
their scripts or schemata.” Their shift of focus is more than an
accident of expression. It is illustrative of the fact that in-
structional strategies are often not process-learning strategies for
the lecarner. Whether th_e teacher helps.the children to relate the
content of a particular situation to their own backgrounds is
relutively unimportant. The real goals are to have them recog-
nize the need for such a process of relating (self-motivation) and
to have thermn know ways in which they can search. their own
backgrounds for necessary materials to relate (self-direction).

_ Purposes for reading is another area which Johnson and
Barrett identified as a universal element in the strategies for
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- teaching comprehension. It seems obvious that one reason for
Stauffer’s emphasis (1975) on the direcred-reading-thinking-
activity on the student’s role in purpose setting parallels the
situation of relating background and current concerns. Cer-
tainly, having readers set purposes assures more involvement
in tne comprehending of the present reading material. More
important, however, it leads readers to independence in initiat-
ing their own reading to satisfy purposes (self-motivation) and
helps them to become conscious of ways they can read to
accomplish ‘various purposes (self-direction). Stauffer speaks in
terms of predicting, but the setting of purposes which the learn-
ers should be helped to do must not be confined to predicting.
They must learn to' size up materials in terms of what might be.
accomplished by reading them;set for themselves purposes which
are appropriate for the particular material; decide on the read-
ing strategies they can use to accomplish those purposes; and,
finally, know when they have accomplished what they set out
to accomplish. 3y

Certainly, many other examples could be pulled from
both research paradigms and instructional strategies to show the
lack of attention to the goals of self-motivation and self-direction.

The efforts of both researchers and practitioners must be turned
to this area.

Understarnding Comprehension

A clearer view of comprehension itself and how it comes
about seems essential to more productive research into compre-
hension and to higher comprehension achievement. Although
much prz)gress has been made from the point at which the clear-
est available definition of reading comprehension was simply
“understanding what one reads,” there is still much confusion -
_evident in attempts to analyze and define comprehension. Smith
(1975), for example, differentiates knowledge, which ‘“‘consists
of fucts, of maps and siatements and labels and relations,” and
skill, which “might be regarded as the way in which knowledge
is put to use, the ability to apply what we know or believe”

(p. 217). Not all analyses of comprehension make this type
of distinction.
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‘Another source of confusion appears to be the lack of

differentiation of certain -aspects of comprehension such as the

end product (understanding the main idea or realizing the effect

of a certain occurrence) and the way the end product must be

reached (by recognition of a stated ideain the textor by inferring .
the idea). Johnson and Barrett (this volume) do not list inferences
as one of their 17 criterion comprehension tasks because they
recognize the fact that the tasks they do list. can all be dealt

with at

either the literal or the inferential level, “depending

upon what information is explicitly or implicitly stated in the
passage and what is derived from the reader’s experience (script).”
Most other lists of comprehension tasks or abilities do include
inference as a separate area: Johnson and Barrett do, however,

include the handling of anaphoric expressions as a criterion task
‘although it seems logical that the same defense presented for
the non-inclusion of inference is also applicable to anaphora. As
inference can be involved-in the following sequence, understand-

ing a cause-effect relationship, or getting a main idea, sO can
anaphoric expressions. | |

\_Whether a particular item appears on anyone’s list of
critical tasks in comprehension does not appear to be the crucial
matter. \What seems more important is that all of the elements
of comprehension be considered and that they be considered in
a logical structure. One possible organization for such a con-
sideration of\c\omprehension is the following:

i,

-

>

What are the motivating factors for comprehension?

What are.the issues one is trying to resolve which lead
one to comprehend?

_What are the thinking processes or cognitive activities

which must be used to comprehend this material?

. What things about the language, its structure and use,

must the reader gippreciate in order to comprehend this
material?

. What are the ways in which the ability to marshal and

direct one’s energies, to use appropriate thinking pro-

cesses, and to appreciate the significance of the language
can be shown? ‘ ' :

~——
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The fact that these four points deal with different aspects of the
total job of comprehension is not meant toc imply that they are
not closely interrelated. Quite the contrary! Each mutist be con-
sidered as interacting with all the others.

Moztivating-to-comprehend factors. 1f, as Smith asserts,
“comprehension exists ... when there is no residual uncertainty”
(p. 34), then the things which motivate one to comprehend
must be the uncertainties existing in the mind of the reader.
These uncertainties rarely exist in the form of lists of “‘compre-
hension abilities™ as they are ordinarily spelled outin professional
-teXts or teachers’ manuals or the various compilations of *‘com-
prehension tasks’™ cited by Johnson and Barrett. More often
they exist in terms of the ideas included in the material and the-
use to which rcaders want to put those ideas. They} are, in short,
characteristically the purposes they want to accomplish through
comprehendmg the material. For exarnple readers may want to
know how to attract bluebirds to their property. The teacher
may look at this in terms of ablhty to get specific details or
ability to follow sequence. Independent readers must also
translate their motivating uncertainty into a plan of operation
for comprehending. At this point, the thinking processes and
the language factors come into play. The issue becomes low
‘readers must function to resolve their uncertainties to achieve
their purposes. Some other types of common ‘“motivating un-
certainties” are ‘““What’s the most important thing I have to
know about this?” ‘“How does this person feel about . . .?” “Is
the person serious or kidding?” “How can I build a terrarium?”’

Thinking processes involved in comprehension tusks.
When individuals have established motives for reading, t}ley may
be able to reach their goals through the application of éne thynk-
ing process or they may need to use, in an integrated fashion, a
number of related processes. Comprehension tasks might better
be thought of as these thinking processes.

For example, there are specific thinking processes involved
in the comprehension task usually labeled as ‘“‘using context to
get the meaning of a word or a phrase.” Teachers often feel
they are giving adequate guidance when they tell the reader to
“read the rest of the sentence.” However, the processes the reader

-
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must use to profit from the rest of the sentence or the surround-
ing context vary according to the types of context clues which
are available. Suppose the reader meets a sentence like one of
these: “I studied about raccoons, coatis, kinkajous, and pandas.”’
- or “‘I studied about Mercury, Earth, Neptune and Venus.” The
fact that four items have been placed in a series should come. to
ignite a process for using that placement for a clue to the mean-
ing of unknown members of the series. For readers who have
never heard of a coati or a kinkajou, the process should be one
of asking themselves What is a raccoon? What is a panda? and
How are they alike? and then applying that meaning, at least
tentatively, to the unknowns. If the only similarity that can be
derived from what they know about raccoons and pandas is that
they are both animals, they can at least conclude that the coati
and’ kinkajou are also animals. If the readers know they are
mammals, their conclusions can be more precise.

By the same process with added dimensions readers could
get clues to the meaning of lithium in a sentence such as, “We
examined samples of mercury, iron, aluminum, and lithium.”
The process of identifying each member of the series and de-
tecting the basic similarity in mercury, iron, and. aluminum
could lead to the conclusion that lithium is a metal. If readers
also note that iron is lighter in weight than mercury, and alumi-
num is lighter than iron, they could also conclude that lithium
is also a metal which is lighter than any of the others.

The overall thinking process then, in using placement in a
series as a context clue to meaning, is one in which readers use
five steps in bringing the text and prior knowledge to play on
the problem. First, they must realize that placement in a series
implies some sort of relationship. Second, they must identify
ecach member-of the series. Third, they must identify other rela-
tionships among the members. Finally, they must draw a tentative
conclusion about the unknown member on the basis of.the rela-
tionships discovered. The teacher’s injunction to ‘“‘read the rest
of the sentence” is hardly adequate guidance for the student’s
development and use of this process. 2

One very important responsibility, therefore, which faces
teachers and researchers is the careful task analysis of these
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thinking processes. To investigate or plan teaching-strategies for
use of context clues, for example, requires a thorough task
analysis—careful definition of the thinking which is involved in
the use of the particular clue or combination of clues important
in the text. To do-a complete task analysis of the learnings
necessary to use al/l context clues to meaning would require ex-
"ploring each type of clue in the fashion that placement in a series
was examined above. With even this superficial view of series as
a potential context clue, it was evident that a number of learn-
ing tasks faced the reader-—building a series schema, recognizing
the presence of a series, identifying known members by using
appropriate information from one’s background, perceiving es-
sential 'similarities and other essential relationships, and drawing
a conclusion. To investigate or plan teaching strategies for any -
other comprehension task requires a similar task analysis. What
are the learning tasks which the child must master and the think-
ing processes through which he must go if he is to be able to get
the main idea, follow the sequence, or accomplish any of the
other comprehension tasks usually specified?

- How well is each of these comprehension tasks defined,
for instructiomr and- research, in terms of the demands it shakes
on the reader? Consider the area of main ideas, a common focus
in the comprehension fieid. Baker and Stein chose ““identifying
rmain ideas” as one of the “fourmost commonly explored skills.”
Johnson and Barrett included~‘main ideas—details” among their
“17 Criterion Comprehension Tasks” and, in fact, gave it first

“place in the list of tasks generally mentioned in basal series and N
professional texts. Trabasso included ‘‘identification of main
jdeas, themes or issues” among those things stressed in the area
of ““interpretation.’”” One need do only a quick perusal of research
and suggested instructional strategies ‘'to see that ‘‘getting the
‘main idea” can mean many different things. Baker and Stein’s
review of research into main idea comprehension revealed
;ihvestigation, primarily, of ability to recall important informa~
i tion, to rate the relative importance of ideas or events, and to
§detect irrelevancy of ideas or events. Danner (1976) and Otto,
" Barrett, and Koenke (1969), at least in theivfinstruqtions to
children, asked for something different—a statement of the one
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thing told by all the sentences. Whether this overriding idea, the
message of the whole paragraph, actually existed is somewhat
unclear. To do a similar quick perusal of instructional strategies
suggested, four teachers’ editions for basal readers were ran-
domly pulled from a shelf and the first labeled instance of a main
idea situation was located in each. Four distinct tasks were
posed to the child, all purporting to be main ideas. They were
choosing the correct title for a paragraph, summarizing the
events of a story, deciding on appropriate headings, and choosing
from two alternatives :he ‘‘message’ of the story. There appears
to be cormnpelling evidence, in this series of examples from a wide
variety - of sources, that .considerable confusion exists about
what thistommonly taught and investigated ability really is.
Unless instructional strategies and research paradigms are

based on a careful analysis of the task of getting main ideas,
there appears to be little hope of effective work in this area.
Knowing the topic of a piece of material and the subtopics dealt
with to elaborate the original topic represents one kind of com-
prehension task. Recognizing the key events in a story represents
another, and detecting irrelevaricies yet another. Understanding
the message or moral or theme is probably a much higher level
task and may require recognizing it when-it is stated, orinferring
it when it is- not stated. However, this last task seems to be the
one which could most accurately be called ‘*‘getting the main
idea.” It is the only one of the examples given which clearly
calls on the reader to decide what the author’s main (chief)
idea (thought) was. Each of the other tasks seems to be a sub-
sidiary one, such as deciding what topic was being discussed.
To understand how readers accomplish any one of these tasks
requires discovering what thinking the readers must do. Helping
them to accomplish these tasks requires guiding them through
the necessary thinking with the aim of their making the thinking
process their own. E

- Much the same picture exists in relation to the other
abilities listed or discussed in the previous articles. ‘““Logical rela-
tionships” do not form a neat, easily perceived group since the
basis of the lozic which relates them may vary greatly. Are the
ideas or events related by the logic of cause-effect, the logic of
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relative importance, the logic of geography, the logic of similari-
ties which lead to placement In the same category, or logic of
contrast? The “list of possibilities could® be almost endlessly
extended. The what (nature of the relationship) and the how
(the thinking required to perceive that relationship) of the
readers’ comprehension of these *‘logical relationships™ can vary
as much as does the logic of the relationship. Careful task analysis
is necessary for effective teaching of the process .ot thinking
through the relations or revealing research into its growth.
Furthermore., that analysis of the task must take into account

the differences among such aspects of the overall task of follow- -

ing a normal relationship and unscrambling a disordered rela-
tionship. Current knowledge of the conflicts which can exist
between order of mention and order of occurrence should help
in pointing out some of the most basic developmental differ-
ences (Clark, 1971). Until children clearly understand the sig-
nificance of befoure and afrer, they are apt to assume that the
first mentioned activity is also the first in occurrence.

Languuge factors. Virtually ev.-v  _ucher recognizes
onntdneously certain aspects of the l. .uuige and its use which
serve d4s cues in comprehensmn or pres.nt diftficulties in under-
“standing.-For example, such words as firvt. next, and lust are
regularly taught as cues-te sequence —cues that se"quence matters
and cues to ithe actual order of ideas or events. Even those wha
are unaware of the meaning of the term anuphora recognize that
confusion about pronoun reference can interfere with under-
standing. These language factors must be dealt with as systemat-
cally as are the thinking processes. However, as much as they
are involved in the overall comprehension of the material, they
are not distinct to any one of the tﬁ'inking processes or compre-
hension tasks. Anaphoric expressions, punctuation, and ambiguf
ities (to select from Johnson and Barrett’s criterion list) can be
involved in main idea-detail relationship, causal relations, se-

quence, etc. Likewise, from their Table ‘1, paraphrase, com- .

parison, and ambiguous' statements (proposition level tasks
proposed by Pearson and Johnson) and all of the itemsin Table 2

(Anaphoric Relations) seem to deal thh the language and its.

structure and would appear to be mvo]ved in a varlety of larger
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comprehension tasks. On-the other hand, the 14 specifnic- tasks
presented by Hittleman clearly répresent areas of concern with
specific elements of the language and its use.

The interaction of these language factors with both word
recognition and comprehension abilities, for example,-has been

‘pointed out in miscue research. Hood (1975-1976) recom-
mended that when miscues of different children are to be com-

pared. all should read identical selections so that the patterns of
language would not pro‘c;luce differe-tial effects. Systematic
attention must be directed to these language factors in buth re-
search and instructional plans. [t seems obvious that readers
might know, in general, what ‘thinking process they should use
in order to accomplish a certain comprehension task but be un-
able to carry it out because certain language structures weére
either beyond their ability or actually are misleading.

One specific example of difficulty with language structures
is in the area of use of context clues for meaning. Before readers
can put a thinking process into action, they must get their cues
about the kind of process needed from the language structure.
If the clue is an appositive, readers will have to proceed differ-
ently from the way in which they will proceed if the clue is a
series or a formal definition. If it is contained within the same
sentence, readers can operate one way but may need a differ-
ent approach if it is in another sentence, linked to the first by
an anaphoric expression. Analysis of the language structure is
essential to the success of the search for meaning.

Evidence of comprehension. Johnson and Barrett pointed

" out that comprehension can be “textually explicit, textually im-

plicit, or scriptually implicit”™ depending upon what appears or
is implied in the text or must be drawn from the reader’s back-
ground. A question asked to check or to stimulate comprehen-
sion cannot, in itself. determine whether the thinking task is at
the literal or inferential level. A “why?” question may require
that the reader infer a reason Or may be directly answerable
from the text or scripts. In order, therefore, to determine the
ievel at which the reader is comprehending, one must consider
the text and the reader’s prior knowledge as well as the question
and response. Otherwise there is apt to be confusion about what
the reader has actually comprehended from the fext.
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In like fashion, there can be confusion about what is
really a comprehension process and what is evidence that a com-
prehension process has been used effectively. For instance, the
process of following a.sequence and understanding how to
complete a particular task may be evidenced by the performance
of the task. However. the resultant perforrnanc.e is not the pro-
cess. In other words, building the bird house can be evidence of -
comprehension of the directions: comparing two trees or con-
trasting a feline and a canine can be evidernce of successful com-
prehension of expository passages which, in themselves, involved
no direct comparison or contrast. A reader may have compre-
‘hended the description of each of the trees. given separately,
and be _able, therefore, to compare them-—evidence of compre-
hension. On the other hand, the reader’s evidence may be the
ability to represent each accurately in some pictorial manner.’

Applications of the comprehension to other tasks may
differ. then. from the comprehension itself. Lack of this differ-
entiation causes problems in both research and instruction. Some

of this confusion was evident in the Baker and Stein dissatisfac-
 tion with the means which have thus far been used in the assess-
ment of comprehension. For example, one application of having
understood a story might be the ability to complete the task of
rating ideas in terms of their structural importance. However,
that might not be the comprehen31on task the readers were
attempting to accomplish. .

Swimmuary comments. A basic step in planning both re-
search and instructional strategies, then, is to set up some logical
structure within which the comprehension demands can be han-
dled. The structure of motives to comprehend, thinking abilities
necessary, language factors to be dealt with, and evidences of
comprehension, is simply one possible framework within which
to view comprehension. Whatever structure is established, it
must take into account all the essential elements and treat their
interrelationships logically if one is to be-in a position to do
realistic research or provide instruction which will lead to m-
dependence in comprehension.

The Reality of What Is to Be Comprehended

As a literate adult. one reads a wide variety of materials,
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using greatly differing approaches to the reading. to accomplish
a multitude of purposes. The motives for which one reads may
be as diverse as finding a telephone number or making a decision
on how to cast one’s ballot. Both the motive and the character-
istics of the material influence the way one reads. That is ‘the
reality of reading, and it is this reality which should occupy the
‘attention of researchers and teachers. To look at what are merely
bits and pieces, isolated or artificial elements, of this reality
may be totally misleading. Baker and Stein (this volume) used
an example from the Brown and Smiley (1977) study of the
artificial nature of certain experimental materials: “Inspection
of the story reveals that the theme-irrelevant ideas were not sim-
ply details; they were deliberately introduced into the story and
were noticeably.irrelevant. Thus, even though the kindergartners
differentiated these two classes of information, there is no guar-
antee that they would be able to do so with “unrigged’ stories.”

Fruittful rescarch seems to demand real materials read for
approprmtc. motives. Two ‘steps ‘which the rescarcher or the
teacher must take before setting up plans are recognizing the
motives tor which the material would likely be read dnd analyz-
ing the demands which comprehending that material places on
the reader. Trabasso (this volume) said. “‘the major weakness of
the research viewed is the lack of explicit reasoning behind the
studies.” Taking these two steps prior to research would go a
long way toward overcoming his objection. _

Recogrnition of appropriate rotives. This step -involves
reading the potential material and, insotar as possible, viewing
it through the eyes of the potential reader. If the material is be-
ing considered for use with a nine year old child, the questions
are “Why would a nine year old child read this? What motive
would he have? What would he expect to get from it?” Unless
the -actua! reading is for realistic motives for the maturity level .
of the reader, one can hardly consider what he does a faithful
representation of his reading abiiity. He may be able to read
well for motives which are appropriate for him but be unable to
perform adult type tasks with the same material.

Analysis of the demands on the reader. Having ldentlfled
rational motives for the reading of material, the teacher or re-
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searcher must analyze the material to see what is demanded of
‘the reader if he is to accomplish his goals. This analysis must
take into account such factors as the specific vocabulary used,
the background of information and conceptual development re-
quired, the thinking abilities which must be applied, and the
organizational and language structure of the material: In each of
these areas it is important to recognize what the reader must al-
ready have (what he must bring to the reading of the material),
-what is available through the reading of the material (through
use of context clues to meaning, provision of vicarious experi-
ence, or guidance in the reorganization of concepts), and what
aids the author has provided. -

This analysis of the demands which the material makes
on the reader is essential to meaningful research into compre-
hension. Unless the demands are clear, it is impossible to -
determine what the reader is doing successfully and where his
comprehension is breaking down. If the research paradigm is
one designed to determine the level of a reader’s ability to get
the main idea, the material should clearly be of such a nature
that the reader will not be bogged down by inadequacies in
other areas: If he fails to get the main idea, it should not be be-
cause he lacks the necessary background knowledge or because
he cannot derive appropriate word or phrase meaning from the
context clues provided. It should be material for which getting
the main idea is a realistic reading motive and in which the
reader will encounter no difficulty with other aspects of com-
prehension. The researcher, then, like the teacher must make his
analysis of the material in light of what the potentlal reader will
bring to the comprehendmg of matenal

reader-to-be may be somewhat easier because of hlS knowledge
of the information, skills and abilities which his students have.
After he has analyzed the demands which the material makes on
any reader, he can_determine from his prior knowledge of his
students whether or.not it is realistic to expect them to meet
these demands. He can identify *‘which of these demands they
will be able to ineet independently, which they can meet with
his instructional guidance, and which are impossible for them to
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meet. Deczisions both about the appropriateness of the material
and about the instructional strategies can then be made. ‘
Efforts must be directed, then, toward both researching
and teaching in realistic, purposeful and ability-appropriate
reading comprehension situations. Such situations can be de-

veloped only out of a thorough understanding of comprehension
and the elements which affect it.

Process vs. Product

Marshall and Glock (1978) began their report on their
study .of the interrelationships of certain features of text and
recall with the statement that it “‘represents a new and rapidly
growing line of research into the actual process of comprehen-
sion”” (p. 11). In actuality, they hoped to be able to make “cer-
tain inferencesabout theorganization of information in memory’’
and see ‘“‘what aspects of text...are most important to the
comprehension process.” It appears to be true that only by this
kind of inference has the matter of process been considered.

The products of comprehension are situat_ion-specific.
They lack wide transfer value. The product will be useful again
only if one is confronted with the same comprehension task in
relation to the same material. To put it more bluntly, the answer |
will have continuing value only if the same question continues
to arise. It is the thinking process which one continues to use—
that is, it is the process which one is able to transfer from one

‘situation to another. Until the reader has acquired the necessary

thinking processes, he is eternally dependent on outside guidance
for his comprehension. He may have arrived at many correct
answers but be unable to get another similar answer unless he is
carefully guided through the thinking by teacher questions and
other aids. ’ x
Common research techniques for examination of compre-
hension (recall, recognition, responding to questions) all seem
to concentrate on the product with no specific inquiry into the
process. In addition to the inferences about process which re-

. searchers can make, there appear to be various other possibilities

for the study of process. One obvious way to examine the pro-
cesses followed in comprehending printed materials is to use
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some type of introspection. In one way or another, the reader
can be asked to reconstruct and report what he did to compre-
hend the material. -

Baker and Stein (this volume) discussed current research
into metacognition, ur‘_i‘derstanding of the cognitive processes be-
‘'ing used. Basic to research into processes used and instruction
designed to help readers develop real self-guidance in the use of
thinking processes, is prior logical analysis of those processes.
Asking for introspection, particularly from very young children,
~ may be fruitless unless some guides for that introspeéction, in
the form of questions, are provided. One may have to ask rather
spec1ﬁcally about particular steps of the proucess in order to elicit
from the reader in formation about what he did as he manipulated
the ideas and the language of the material he was reading.

Another possibility for either research-oriented or
instructionally-oriented evaluation of processes used is to set up
the total task so that process steps are clearly defined and struc-
tured. One step in a sequential thinking process can be, to some
degree, separated from other steps so that success or failure in
its accomplishment can be appraised. By this technique one
may be able to identify, at least, the specific point of breakdown
in the total thinking process. : :

From the instructional standpoint, one illustration cited
by Baker and Stein (this volume) has particular relevance. First
graders were unaware when their understanding of directions
was adequate and when it was not. Only when they attempted
to execute those directions did they find out that there was not .
sufficient diréction given.

Knowledge of whether or not one has actually accom-
plished a particular comprehension task is certainly a basic
element in metacognition. However, from an instructional stand-
point, the judgment about whether or not the objective of read-
ing has been accomplished is often left in the hands of the
teacher. Yet, if one is to see that the reader really incorporates
the necessary thinking process, one must have opportunities to
decide whether one has comprehended satisfactorily and orne
‘must be given the chance to discuss ow one went about accom-
plishing that comprehension task. There is strong evidence in
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every day experience to support the conclusion that good think-
ing processes are infrequently examined in this way in the class-
room. It shows in the almost universal tendency for students to
interpret questions such as ‘“‘What made you think that?” or
“How did you get that answer?’ 7as signals that the answer (the
product) was wrong. One can often get responders to change |
their answers by asking this kind of question or even by raising

an eyebrow in a quizzical manner. “requent demonstrations and

discussion of successful thinking processes must become a basic

part of the classroom activities of students.

Levin and Pressley (this volume) spoke to this matter of
process in relation to strategies which lead to improved compre-
hension. They. categorized those that “‘seem to succeed’ into
those .that are “prose dependent’ and those that are “pfocessbr
dependent.” They addressed process in that those strategies
which are “‘imposed’ by the very nature of the prose and those
that are ““induced” by instructional direction, represent a way
to evolve a process by which the prose can be comprehended. -
Their illustration of the “stage-setting” strategy which might be
used by an effective game player offers a good-case in point. If
the contestant has adequate world knowledge. which is well or-
ganized and self-activating, he or she can do the kind of antici-
pating of exemplars of the-class’ he or she must work with

- (Erench things, in their illustration). If one had no relevant world

knowledge, someone would obviously have to help in the ac-
quisition of the necessary background before one could play the
game. However, one may have a background of knowledge and
have no process by which to. activate it. It may be that one’s
conceptual map is not a map at all but simply a display of unre-
lated knowledge. Basic processes for concept formation or cate-
gorization may have to be taught before one’s experience
becomes sufficiently organized to be available. Further, one
may have to be given direct help on strategies for retrieving
information from this organized store. Only when one has -
acquired processes of activation which can be applied indepen-
dently will one become ‘1 successful contestant. Until this time,
instruction must involve guiding one through the process with a
gradual reduction of the degree of responsibility the teacher
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‘bears as the learner becomes able to carry out some of the
direction independently . , - '

The-path from complete lack of a process to mastery SO
that it is used spontaneously and without direct stimulation
may be long and complex.. Perhaps one of the greatest failings
of instruction directed toward the development of these strategic
- processes is that the assumption is made that one or two demon-
strations of the process will lead to mastery. Rarely is this the
case. A further complication arises when situations used for the
repeated expefiencc: with the abplication of a particular sctrategy
are not actually parallel cases. For example, one experience
with activating .relevant information from one’s conceptual
structure may involve what Bruner ("1,9.56, p. 41) calls a con-
junctive category. In this ¢ase, asking oneself, “What other things
do I know which are //ik¢ these?” is un appropriate strategy. Once
one has determined what the essential likeness is which defines
the category. one can institute a search of one’s background for
other exembplars, other things which display this same basic like-
ness. However, if the next situation provided for additional use
of the strategy is one which involves not a conjunctive but a dis-
junctive or relational category. the search for some kind of basic
likeness will not be fruitful. The situation provides not another
chance to use the same strategy but the necessity for the use of
a dltt crent strategy.

One of the most encouraging developments in relation to
proqe comprehension at this time is the improved analysis of
what Levin and Pressley called the prose-dependent strategies.
Theére seems to be a greater attempt to analyze what makes
materials themselves more or less understandable. Unless this is
accompanied by an equal or even greater interest in the processes
readers use to deal with prose, and by instructional strategies
. which can, help readers make these processes their own, this
knowledge may notlead to much improvement in comprehension.

Listening and Reading Comprehension

The relationships between listening and reading compre-
hension have long been the subject of investigation. Certain basic
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knowledge about these relationships appears to be well estab-
lished. In general, listening comprehension exceeds reading com-
prehension through the early years, reaches a point of equality
with it as reading ability increases, and often comes to be less
adequate than reading comprehension in the mature reader.
Many factors may be involved, not the least of which is attention,
i_n/this final preference for reading over listening for thorough
understanding. The prerequisite nature of listening comprehen-
. /sion and-comprehension in practical, real-life situations to read-
" ing comprehension can also be accepted. Until an individual has
a learm_ad to use certain thinking processes-in less abstract situa-
‘e tions, that person can hardly be expected to use them in the
more abstfact written-language interpretation. ) .

. These relationships, however, cannot be used as a reason
to use listening and reading comprehension interchangeably in
research. Although this use of the two as equivalent tasks has
been apparent in certain studies of comprehension, others such
as Weisberg (1978) have attempted to determine what variations
and commonalities might exist between specific kinds of perfor-
mance based on listening and that based on reading.

A related question which requires considerably more
thought and research is that of pure recall as related to compre-
hension when materials continue to be available. Certainly the
continued availability of material, for review or rereading for

. additional purposes which arise, 1s the source of one difference
between listening comprehension and reading comprehension.
Certain standardized tests.such as the Iowa batteries even have
separate sections to measure the comprehension of reading
materials on a pure recall basis and on-a material available for
further perusal basis. The latter would obviously appear to be

the most normal kind of reading activity outside the research or
instructional-bound sphere.

Comprehension and Verbal Production

A final difficulty facing both teachers and researchers s
that of establishing criteria for evidence of comprehension. Much
of the research has treated “verbal production as evidence of
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comprehension—what the subject restates is what he compre-
hended. There are two obvious problems with verbal production
as the main or exclusive measure of comprehension. The first
problem, one which has been noted by Baker and Stein, is that
the verbal production is far less than what has been compre-
hended. For example, inferences may have been drawn which
seemed so obvious to readers that they failed to report them as
-additional parts of their comprehension. The most frequently
used technique to avoid this particuiar difficulty has been to
present infere\nces to see if they are ‘“falsely recognized’ as part
of the original\ material. However, this technique immediately
introduces another commonly recognized difficulty-—there is no
way to tell whether the readers drew the inference as a result of
their reading of the material or merely recognized it as plausible
when' it was suggested to them. The second obvious problem is
that the verbal production may represent more than what has
been truly comprehended. Particular words, phrases, or sentences
may be recalled without their meanings having been appre-
hended & all. . | ' A -
The strongest positive point about verbal production as a
measure of comprehension is that it represents, within the above
limitations, what the comprehender got from the material. Again,
it seems apparent that in most out-of-laboratory and out-of-
classroom reading, readers must ultimately produce their own
_understandings. Rarely .do readers meet a situation comparable
to a multiple-choice test question. No one offers them possible
answers from which to choose. In fact, the hallmark of their be-
coming self-directing readers is that they are able to produce
their own answers but also to raise their own questions.
Consideration should certainly be given to using research
paradigms which include other measures of comprehension. Pro-
duction rather than simply recognition should certainly be
involved. However, the types of production possible are far

more varied than isevident from researcH studies thus far. Particu-

larly, as more investigations are made and as Baker and Stein
-indicated must be done with materials other than narratives,

S - - . .
there is an obvious need to introduce other, more suitable .
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measures as evidence of comprehc‘nsmn Following a set of direc-
tions, for instance, is a better demonstration of their real com-"
prehension than is verbal produeuon of the directions. One must
be careful in using such evxdenecs of comprehension, however,

that something like motor skills dOCb not interfere with one’s.
demonstration of Lll'idt.‘[‘btdndln"'

Concliesion a

"Throughout the ehdpters in this volume, certain problems ‘
which tend to pervade much of the research into.comprehension
have been mentioned repeatedly. For exdmple it has certainly
been recognized that confusions exist between memory and

: comprehension, that most investigation has been of the what
and when of comprehension rather than the why and how, and. .
that research paradigms have frequently "not reflected the

" thought about comprehension which has gone into formulatlon
of instructional programs. : ' :

Perhaps the twWo most important pomts to be made, if
research and practice are to lead to improved comprehension of
all types of prose and other verbal discqurse, are these: first, a °
much more thorough analysis must be made of the learning tasks

‘which face the developing comprehender; second, all attention
to reading comprehension must be-in the context of the reality
of reading. If these thlngs are done, the results should lead -
much more directly to the development of readers who are |
competent self—motlvated and self-—du'ectmg comprehenders.

L
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F'Child,ren"s Read-.ing Comprehension:
A Final Word , : . ' ’

‘Carol Minnick Santa
Kalispell Reading Project
School District No. 5
Kalispell, Montana -

In this volume, we have expressed every manner of con-

-cern about children’s comprehension. We have examined basic
research and abstract theoretical notions about comprehension,
but we also have looked at the applied issues of teaching com-
prehension. All the authors have to some extent tried to reflect
upon and bridge the gap between the educator and the.psycholo-
gist in their concern with comprehension. The range of views'
expressed has indeed made the work interdisc—if)linary-in nature.
"Given the different perspectives expressed in the varidus
cﬁapters, a few concluding remarks might be useful. These com-
ments have two primary goals: 1) to examine the perspective of
educators and psychologists in order to understand better the
31m11ar1t1es and differences that have appeared and 2) to extract
. a synopsis of thmklhg across contributors about the seemingly

' . central issues.- - - 7

Let us begin by considering the: ﬁ“‘ntierlymg perspeétlve or

schema that a psychologist and educator might bring to bear on
the problem of comprehending comprehension.

| First, a cognitive psychologist would very likely take a

multiple levels approach to comprehension. According to this

view, comprehension takes place on .several interacting levels.
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That is, it is possible to talk about comprehension or under-
standing single words. At the next level, one might describe the
comprehension of single sentences. From here, we move to the
level of the paragraph where psychologists have directed their
efforts toward understanding how one sets up consistent repre-
sentations of the information conveyed in a single paragraph.
Practically all of che investigations referred to in the present
volume were at the paragraph level of comprehension.

Beyond the representation of specific episodes of informa-
tion. there is still another level of comprehension where one re-
lates one episode of knowledge to another. At this level, we are
concerned with the integration of new knowledge with all of a
person’s prior knowledge structures. _

Research has just begun to explore this final integrative
jevel. Current work in schema theory has already helped us
understand how we use specific aspects of our prior knowledge
to set up representations of incoming information. Schema
theory and story grammars provide models of how we structure
material as it is coming in, and give us at least a rudimentary
idea of how knowledge can be related across episodes. g

Finally, it is important to note that those advocating cog-
nitive models recognize that each level of comprehension is
capabtle cf influencing the other levels. Comprehending a sentence
depends upon understanding the words within the sentence. A
less obvious, but equally important conclision is that ‘“‘higher
levels” of comprehension influence all lo #er levels. That is, a
person’s expevtations and general knowledge can easily influence .
one’s ability to understand a sentence or even a word. Similarly, )
a person’s understanding of a paragraph will influence compre-

hension of each sentence which, in turn, will affect the under-
standing of each word in the sentence.

To summarize, psychologists consider comprehension as a
process of representing incoming information at various levels.
‘Each level of comprehension involves understanding the infor-
mation with respect to a more or less circumscribed sphere of
context. One understands a word with respect to the.concept
represented by the word, or with respect to the word fitting
within a sentence, Or within a paragraph, or within a person’s

Santa
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lifetime of experience. Finally, it is important to note that many
if not most current views of cognitive psychology postulate an
interactive model such that each level of comprehension exerts
an influence on every other level (Glass, Holyoak, Santa, 1979).

The educational model of co;-‘nprehension is also concerned
with multiple levels. To understand, a child must be able to
comprehend the material first in terms of words and then in

‘terms of sentences. If the vocabulary is too difficult or if the

sentence structure is too far removed from the child’s own
language patterns, the child will be unrable to extract meaning or,
in other words, form internal representations of incoming pieces
of information. In this case, the child will never be able to
transcend the level of sentential processing to construct a repre-
sentation of an entire paragraph. '

In short, educators are concerned with exactly the same
levels of comprehension as are psychologists. The (ifference be- .
tween educators and psychologists is one of emphasis. Psycholo-
gists have typically focused on “lower” levels of comprehension
than have educators. Even now as psychologists turn to higher
levels of comprehension, we find the text is extremely simple
and questions rudimentary as compared with the types of com-
prehension issues routmely faced by educators. However, the
“levels of concern” dc indeed show promise of converging.

Despite a general consensus about the various levels of
comprehension there are at least two ways in which educators
differ from most cognitive psychologists: 1) emphasis on m(_h—
vidual differences and 2) a concern with motivational fd.LtOI'S _
Educators feel that any program for teaching (.,OII]ptheI'l‘alOI‘l
must focus on helping individual children to c,omprehénd
Psychologists, on the other hand, are concerned with Lln[der-
standing how children comprehend. That is, a psychological
theory is useful only if it allows general statements about
people or groups of people. Yet, a teacher must be concerned
about the discrepancies betvreen each individual child and thc,

‘hypothetical average child.

Take for example, Marjorie Johnson’s description (th‘is--
volume) of the teacher’s role in creating independent compre-
hending readers. Before beginning any readinglesson, the teacher

s
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must carefully examine the material to be read. The teacher
determines what th\e\likcly motives will be for children reading
the material, and dcte}m\ines the demands the material places on
the child. The teacher me\r\tally assesses the vocabulary, structure,
and content of the passage-and, given this analysis, evaluates her
role in helping each child overcome potential difficulties in suc-
cessfully reading the material. Based upon the child’s motives
for reading the material, and the reader’s conceptual background,
the teacher determines the thinking processes needed by the
child for achieving his purpose. Given all of this information,
the teacher is ready to introduce the material to the child. Dur-
ing the actual teaching, the teacher works toward making the
child as independent as possible, and as the child becomes more
proficient, the teacher role changes from that of instructing to
that of leading the child toward establishing purpose and motiva-
tion for reading, and toward activating relevant background
knowledge. Thus, we see in the educator a clinician’s regard for
the individual and a deep concern with developing the process
of comprehension.

The educator, teaching the process of comprehension,
stands in marked contrast to the psycholgist’s detailed analysis
of the product of comprehension. Hopefully, awareness of this
difference in emphasis willexpand both educators’ and psycholo-
gists’ understanding of comprehension. As educators attempt to
teach individual children the skills of comprehensign, they
should draw upon psychologists’ descriptions of thegcompre-
hending child and the essence of well formed represen‘ations.
As psychologists continue their efforts to develop mouels of
comprehension, they should expand their characterizations to
include descriptions of the process of comprehension.

Having briefly outlined both the psychologists’ and edu-
cators’ views of comprehension, let us now turn to an overview
of the major issues that appear in the present volume. Whenever
possible we will summarize the research base underlying each
topic and then draw implications for psychological research and
educational nractice.

1 (-
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Buackgriound Knowledge

As would be a logical prediction from both a research and
a teaching model of comprehension, background knowledge has
a very prominent status throughout this volume. There was over-
whelming agreement among all of the authors that the better
and more related the background knowledge. the easier it will
be to comprehend. [n fact. several authors felt that background
knowledge may be the most important ingredient of good com-
prehension (Pearson, Trabasso. this volume). Such ua strong
conclusion is. of course. not {ully supported by experimental
results. but the data do suggest a very strong relationship be-

‘tween  background knowledge and  comprehension (Baker &

Stein. Levin & Pressley. this volume ).

Most of the research in the area fulls under the rubric of
schema theory and story grammars. Schemata are one’s stored
concepts and experiences which guide one’s interpretation of
new experiences. Story grammars might also be considered as a
type of schema. in that they are not content specific, bt general
representations of structure useful for comprehending stories.

In summarizing research in schema theory. the evidence is
sufficiently compelling to conclude that the quality of once’s
schema is related to comprehension. A person’s schema seems
to determine one’s suceess in making inferences from implied
information.

With regard to understanding facts, recall for 4 moment
Levin and Pressley’s discussion of Gordon, Hansen. and Pearson’s
spider study (1978). The children who had previously learned
about spiders remembered more trom their reading than did
children not having previous “spider” training. ,

Thus. filling in the gaps in one’s schema leads to improved
retention. Presenting content clarifying overviews, advance
organizers, and pictures to children before they begin to read
also provides schemuta leading to better representation and
retention of information (Levin and Pressley. this volume).
Fven though this is the case. it should be realized that these
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“content-clarifying” or ‘‘stage-setting” devices are optimal
only when the material is moderately difficult to read (Pearson,
this volume). If the material is easy for the child and the child
already has a conceptually rich, well organized schema relevant
tc the passage. then additional author or teacher imposed
schemata are superfluous. Moreover, it the other extreme exists
and the material is too difficult or the child has iittle or no rele-
vant schema, then such content clarifying preinstruction “will
not take.” Research psychologists are becoming aware of the
need to take into account individual differences in regard to
‘schema development and reading comprehension. Educators, I
am sure. will welcome such individualistic concern.

In addition to providing a better understanding of the
facts of a passage, schemata allow one to make inferences about
missing information. As noted by Baker and Stein, children can
draw inferences and there appears to be a developmental differ-
ence in that older children are better at drawing inferences than
are younger children. Most work so far has been done with very
simplistic stories and sentence triplets. Consequently . research is
not yet at a point where it has much applicability to instruc-
tional settings. Yet, knowing that children cann ake inferences
is a first step toward examining inferential thina, ing at higher
levels of comprehersion. _

The story grammar research is a promising extension of
schema theory. This body of research focuses on how peop]e'
make use of their prior knowledge about stories to help under-
stand new stories. Story grammars are not content specific, but
instead are generalized ideas about the structure of stories
developed through recurrent exposure to stories. Such structural
knowledee helps a person understand the relationships of events
and allows one to anticipate material. ‘

While story grammars provide us with some help in under-
standing hnow certain knowledge is represented, activated, or in-
ferred. they are presently modeled on very simple stories. Thus,
their applicability is limited. Yet. they provide us with a begin-
ning effort at understunding how one type of abstract prior
knowledge may be brought to bear on new material. Story
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grammars may be extremely useful for operationalizing some
important comprehension processes.

Understanding how background knowledge can be acti-
vated is, of course, an essential problem for teachers. In order
for a teacher to guide a child toward independence in activating
background knowledge, and in applying it to reading, the
teacher must-know if the child has the necessary concepts and
world knowledge organized for retrieval. Hopefully, the current
reseaTch on schema theory and story grammars will help in
these efforts but, at present, there remains a large gap between
the practical problems of teaching comprehension and the theo-
retical efforts of cognitive psychology.

Research to this point has done little more than verify
teacher intuitions. Yet such verification is important for it pro-
vides teachers with the confidence to stress even more the
development and activation of background knowledge. What we
now need is to progress toward a more specific understanding of
how background knowledge functions in particular reading situa-
tions. It is unlikely that work in cognitive psychology will, or
even should, provide recipes for schema development and acti-
vation specific to particular pieces of -information. However, it
would be useful if cognitive psychologists would work with
teachers to explore specific techniques for activating prior
knowledge. Teachers now use a variety of methods, such as hav-
ing students survey their text, brainstorm about concepts, do
preliminary research on topics, or generate questions related
to the topic. The impact of these techniques should be assessed,
keeping in mind both the psychologist’s explanations as to how
such devices should work, and the educator’s concern that con-

clusions be applicable to particular children reading specific
material.

Muain Ideus

The process of extracting main ideas from what we read
has always received a great deal of attention in elementary class-
rooms. In the present volume, we find a similar interest in the
abstraction of main ideas. Indeed, every author was concerned
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with this problem. Given all of this attention, one would hope
that some simple summary statements might be made about the
process of abstracting ideas. Unfortunately, this is not the case.

L aker and Stein present evidence indicating that children
in "both reading and listening tasks tend to remember important
information more readily than unimportant information. Per-
haps the most exciting aspect of this work is that there seems 1o
be a developmental shift in what children perceive as important.
Namely, children as young as first grade have consistent ideas
about important aspects of a story, but their ideas are different
from those of older children. As noted in the work of Stein and
Glenn (1978), first graders-.focused more on consequences of
actions, while fifth graders perceived the goals of character to
be more important. The idea of a developmental shift in a child’s
concept of importance is a particularly interesting discovery
‘given the propensity of both teachers-and researchers to judge
the quality of children’s thought according to an adult view of
the world.

With regard to main idea research, several cautionary re-
marks are warranted. Foremost is the fact that much of the
research examining main ideas can be explained equaily well
without even using the coricept of main idea (Trabasso, this
volume). That is, sentences containing main ideas are more
memorable than other sentences independent of their role in
the . passage. For example, Baker and Stein noted that an idea
specified as important in the experimental materials were gen-
erally actions; whereas, those specified as less important were
static descriptions. Furthermore, there is clear evidence in the
developmental literature that actions totally devoid of surround-
ing text are more . memorable than static descriptions. Thus,
children and adults may remember main ideas best simply be-
calse they are the most memorable events.

Another problem, aptly described in both the Per-son
and Johnson chapters, is the confusion surrounding the defini-
tion of “main idea.” To borrow from Pearson, the “‘term main
idea is but a ‘main idea’ for a polyglot of tasks and relationships
among ideas.” In most of the work reviewed by Baker and Stein,
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main ideas were perceived as the most important pieces of in-
formation in a paragraph or simple story tut, as Pearson notes,
there were other studies where main ideas weére either the most
general ideas or the most related to the overall theme of a pas-
sage. Pearson also remarked that there are situations where a
“main idea may fill all of these criteria, and other situations
where a main idea may meet one or two of the criteria.

Part of the confusion in defining main ideas is the fact
that the teaching model has a different criterion for specifying
main points than does the psychological model of reading com-
prehension. For example, the psychological model is very tied
to singular episodes of information; whereas, at times, the teach-
ing model is also tied to specific episodes, but more often
examines main ideas across multiple episodes. A typical teach-
ing situation is to have children come up with their own titles to
a story which, of course, requires the integration of ideas from
many different sources within the story. Work in psychology
has not yet moved beyond the representation of insular pieces
of information. Again, we have the problem of a mismatch be-
tween the teaching and psychological models of concern with
comprehension. i

' Yet important strides which should not be overlooked
have been made in psychology. Educators should be aware of
some analytic tools now available for text analysis. Recall for a
moment Johnson and Barrett’s classification of comprehension
skills. While such taxonomies are extremely worthwhile, the
analysis rests almost entirely on intuition. To avoid the problems
inherent in an intuitive definition of comprehension skills, these
skills must be more objectively defined. Trabasso felt that both
propositional analysis and story grammars might serve this need.
For example. Trabasso points to some recent work by Kintsch
.and Vipond (in press) where they used propositional analysis to
come up with the most general and frequent ideas of a text.
Such an approach may be a very good way to operationalize
main ideas. o :

A better definition of reading skills, however, is just the
first step in theory development (Trabasso, this volume). Also
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needed are descriptions of how children arrive at main points
during reading. '

As a good place to start, Marjorie Johnson suggested that
we need more direct observation of children in classroom-like
settings. Johnson warned that for any experimental or educa-
tional situations, care must be taken to insure that matcrials are
both appropriate for the reader and appropriate to the task
under examination. In this case, materials should be written soO
that reading for the main idea is a realistic motive and intrinsic
to the structure and content of the material. Given the appropri-
ate materials, the experimenter could tnen engage the reader in
an introspective analysis of just what he or she did to extract
main points from the material. After observing a sample of chil-
dren, the researcher might begin formulating hypotheses regard-
ing the thinking strategies children seem to use for extracting
main points. These strategies could then be put to a more rigor-
ous experimental test. In any case, experimenters need to begin
examining issues, such as reading for the main idea, in situations
where motivation demands, material demands, and task demands
are more realistic (Johnson).

Finally, educators need answers to a myriad of specific
questions concerning main.ideas. Forexample, should main ideas
be taught wholistically, or should the task be broken down into
a smaller sequence of skills? Are main ideas located in the begin-
ning of paragraphs easier for children to understand than those
located in other positions? Should students have practice isolating
main ideas in short selections before they are introduced to
main ideas in longer selections? Are implied main ideas a higher
level skill than explicit main ideas? In sum, does making students
aware of how main ideas are structured and then developed help
them with the.r comprehension?

Instructrional Strategies

One arca where considerable interchange has occurred be-
tween the educator and psychologist is that of instructional
strategies. In fact, research has been particularly useful to the
cducator in corroborating teaching intuitions and in providing
teachers with ideas for instruction. Most help in this area has

166 Santa



come from what Levin and Pressley have described as prose-
dependent strategies. Their summary of work in content clarify-
ing (advance organizers, instructional objectives) and orienting
tasks (pictures, themes) provided to students before they read
have important educational implications, particularly for the
publishers of texts (Pearson, this volume).

The same conclusion holds™ true for prose dependent
strategies, used during the reading of text: pictures, typographi-
cal headings, marginal comments, embedded questions. Althcugh
this work must be expanded and refined, it is exciting to see that
psychologists are embracing prose dependent instructional
strategies as an important area of research.

Teachers should also be pleased that researchers are
generating . research in processor-dependent strategies—those
which readers apply to facilitate their own comprehension. Our
applied contributors to this volume (Dale Johnson, Thomas

- Barrett, and Marjorie Johnson) all mention the imp'ortance of
children taking responsibility for their own comprehension.
Levin and Pressiey’s discussion of such processor-dependent
strategies as imagery and summarizing is in the spirit of bridging
the gap between cognitive psychology and education.

Another way to bridge the gap would be to examine vari-
ous processor-dependent strategies over a longer time frame to
determine if particular strategies introduced in an experimental
situation have any carryover to students’ independent reading.
Processor-dependent strategies that evolve into student initiated
activities would have important educziional implications.

-

Metacognition

Educators will undoubtedly welcome psychologists’ recent
interest in metacognition. T'vo important educational issues are
being tested: the question of reader independence (or, more
precisely, the lack of reader independence) and the role of criti-
cal thinking in comprehension. Both of these issues are intrinsic_
to an educational model of comprehension.

In regard to the independence-dependence question, re-
searchers have discovered that young children are not as com-
petent as older children in monitoring their own comprehension
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(Baker in press) Readers do not know when they do or do
not understand because they, young children particularly, have
little awareness of their own cognitive processing (Baker &
Stein, this volume).

Lack of self-monitoring can also be a problem for the
adult reader. Take, for example, a student of mine who had just
~ flunked her last introductory psychology examination. She had
the proper ‘“good student facade’; she underlined essential
points in her text and had an adequate set of lecture notes. She
also claimed to spend a considerable anhount of time studying.
After having her reread a short selectldﬁm from her psychology
text, I was somewhat amazed that she\\ could not even .answer
the simplest question. Thinking she might have a poor memory,
I asked her several other questions allov!(ing her to look back in
her text for the appropriate answer. Still, she had no success.
What is interesting is that she was very surprised that she had
comprehended so little. She had assumed she had understood
without ever testing her assumption and appeared totally oblivi-
ous to strategies which might help her monitor her comprehen-
sion. Unfortunately, I am afraid she is typical of many poor
achieving college students. In sum, these students have failed to
become independent readers.

- My student corresponded to typical young children in
not questioning their understanding or memory of information
(Baker & Stein). Recall for a moment Baker and Stein’s com-
ments about how young school children could not tell why
passages. differed in difficulty and were unaware they had mis-
understood dlrectlons (Markman, 1977). Markman also found

1ncon51stenc1es Younger chlldren were unaware that certain as-
pects of the text did not make any sense.

Teaching children to be critical of their own comprehen-
sion is now beginning to recieve some attention in research (see
Baker, 1980, for a review). So far, the work has been similar to
the above in being very content based where children and adults
examine materials for inconsistencies. Yet, several conclusions

have emerged from this work which should sound very familiar
to educators.
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To evaluate material for 1ncon51stenc1es in style and con; -
tent, Ghudren need to have a modgl or concept of a properly
formed\ piece of writing. In other words, it -isTrecessary forone -
to deveiop an internal standard 6f excellence which can only
come abqut through many-expo {JI'BS to well written materials.

It i\s promising to note that Trabasso, Johnson, and Pearson

- were all very encouraged abo;(t what is now known about text
writing. In' \f'act the state of the art is such that certain principles
gleaned f'rO{n research can be safely offered to publishers for -
crcatlng more comprehen51ble and better written materials. For
example ma)ny of the, prosé: dependent strategies specified by
_‘Levm and Pressley have direct applicability to publishers. More-

+ over, enough progress-has beeri made regarding text structure

(propositional \analysis, story grammars) for us to know what

.aspects of stri:ciure lead to more comprehensible materials."

° To help children comprehend better and create internal
- ~standards of exc llence, beginning readers should only be ex-
. posedto well strvctured material where relationships inherent

in the text are well specified (Pearson). Children should experi-

ence paragraphs ich logically build toward main points and
essential points should at first ‘be clearly marked by the author.

After children have developed a standard of excellence they can

begin evaluating materials which may or may not match up to

their internal standards. . :

Fmally, the mé\tdcogmtlon llterature brings to the fore-
front the issue of developmg reader independence. In order to
develop adequate comprehens:on abilities, it is crucial that chil-
dren learn to “know what they know.” Otherwise, children will
cqhstantly, depend upan some external source (usually the
teacher) to gauge themselves and their efforts.

' This conclusion brkngs to mind some comments made by

Marjorie Johnson when she noted that too often purposes for

reading are established for the child by the teacher. Teachers,
instead, should 'lead children toward establishing their own
motives for reading and then allow them to judge for themselves
whether they have met their reading objectives. The children
shoula then have an opportunity to relate how they solved |
their purpose. Providing many such opportunities for self- °

f
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monitoring should help children become self-questioning, inde-
pendent readers. To do this, many teachers will have to change
their instructional style to guide rather than direc¢t the monitor-
ing pfrocess. '

r

Conclusion’

(3]

Rl .

It seems as if ‘we have indeed made a good start in under-
standing children’s reading comprehension. We have seen a shift
in focus of psychology in the direction of relevance, and edu-
cators are becoming increasingly receptive to the ideas and issues
psychologists are béginning to raise. o :

As has become so apparent throughout this volume, a
psychological understanding of comprehension is far from com-
plete. Real progress has been-made but, for progress to continue,
psychologists need to expand and make specific their models to
incorporate the many problems apparent to educators. In spite
of the obvious shortcomings, psychology does offer something
important to the educator; namely, the beginning of a theoretical
philosophy or appreach to instruction groundgd on an empirical
base. Educators too often choose a specific task or technique
based only on intuition or habit. Such choices should be guided
not only by specific psychological research, which is often lack-
ing, but also by the more general ideas about comprehension
that are by now well documented by psychological re. ~arch.

On the other hand, the present volume makes it apparent
that the educator can offer much to the psychologist. Educators’
wealth of experience and concern with teaching comprehension
have made them well aware of specific issues and problems that
must be understood. The experienced reading teacher can pro-
vide a test. of sufficiency against which models of reading
comprehension can be evaluated and revised.

Our conclusions make apparent the need for an interdis-

ciplinary approach to understanding what comprehension is-and .
how it should be taught.

7 S
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