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same as the least important ones. However, seventh graders, and to a greater extent college
students, displayed an awareness of the relative importance of idea units; they tended to
give high ratings to important idea units and low ratings to unimportant ones. In follow-

r able to summarize text—such as identifying the

up studies, older readers were bette
important points—than were younger readers (Brown & Day, 1983).
ts in sensitivity to prose structure, let’s

As another example of age-related improvemen
focus on changes in students’ skill in identifying the main idea in a passage. For example,
consider a story about a boy named Jimmy who gets a paper route so he can save $100 in
order to buy new bicycle. The story has approximately 40 sentences, but the main goal of

“Jimmy wanted a 10-speed bike.” To mea-

the protagonist, Jimmy, is stated in one of them:
sure students’ skill at identifying the main idea—in this case, Jimmy’s main goal—we
could ask them to select the best title for the story:

What is the best title for the story?

(a) Jimmy wanted a paper route

(b) Jimmy wanted to save $100

(c) Jimmy wanted a 10-speed bike
This is a task studied by van den Broek, Lynch, Naslund, levers-Landis, & Verduin
(2003). They asked students in Grades 3, 6, 9, and 11 to read the Jimmy story and then
select the best title (and to do the same for a story about Sally who “wanted to do
something special for show-and-tell”). Some students received the story in sequential form
in which the main goal was toward the end of the story, whereas other students received
the story in hierarchical form in which the main goal was stated near the beginning of '

the story.
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Ficure 3-11 shows the percentage of students selecting the main goal ag the |
igure :

. : 6,9, and 11) and the
for the story for each of the four age levels (Grades 3, )Y and the two

or the stor :al and hierarchical). As you can see, there is an goe..
oo DTy AR 152 indi I by older re; BC-relay, - E
increase in readers’ sensitivity to prose structure as indicated by olc Lr. readers Oulpcr{om i

ing vounger readers on choosing the best title for the story. In addition, as yoy e
readers are much more accurate in identifying the best title when the SLOTy is in hie
cal form than sequential form, indicating that readers have a particularly harq time
fving the man ideas in a story when it is not organized in a way that emphasizes
ideas. This research by van den Broek et al. (2003) shows that students improve i
ability to idenufy main ideas over the course of their academic careers o
i 8 , but eve

high school have difficulty with poorly organized passages.
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Ability-Re‘Ialed Differences in the Use of Prose Structure Meyer (1975) devised;
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D Good readers, fourth grade
D Poor readers, sixth grade

D Good readers, sixth grade

Percentage of idea units recatied
i
o

N & @

i

i

Superordinate Subordinate
information information

Adapted from Taylor (1980).

Taylor (1980) asked good fourth-grade readers, poor sixth-grade readers, and good
sixth-grade readers to read and recall a short passage. As expected, on delayed recall, 59%
of the good sixth-grade readers used top-level structure in recalling the material compared
to only 18% of the poor sixth-grade readers and 12% of the good fourth-grade readerg If
skilled readers focus more on top-level structure, we would expect them to excel particu-
larly in the recall of superordinate ideas. As expected, on delayed recall, the good readers
in the sixth grade recalled about 75% more of the superordinate information than the poor
readers in the sixth grade, but only 30% more of the subordinate information than the
poor readers. These results are summarized in Figure 3-12.

Age-Related Differences in Sensitivity to Topic Shifts If skilled readers are more
sensitive to prose structure, we would expect them to pay more attention to toplc
sentences. Gernsbacher (1990) showed how reading a text involves a process of structure
building in which “the goal of comprehension is to build a coherent mental representation
or structure of the information being comprehended” (p. 1). Gernsbacher argues that the
first step in building a structure is to lay a foundation, a process that presumably takes
time. To study this process, skilled readers were asked to read a passage that was presented
one sentence at a time on a computer monitor. When readers finished reading a sentence,
they pressed a button to see the next sentence. In a series of research studies, Gernsbacher
found that skilled readers spent more time reading the initial sentence in a passage than
subsequent sentences. According to Gernsbacher, “comprehenders slow down on the
initial sentences of paragraphs because they use those initial sentences to lay a foundation
for mental structures representing paragraphs” (p. 5).

For example, consider the story shown in the left portion of Table 3—-1. According to a

structural analysis by Haberlandt (1984), the story consists of a statement of the setting
followed by two episodes and an ending. An episode consists of a beginning, reaction,
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\hality-Related Differences in Sensitivity to Topic Shifts To further inv
s in Finland 10

ensvity 1o topic shifts, Hyona, Lorch, and Kaakinen (2002) asked adult
cead | oo0-word passages on topics such as "Energy” or “Endangered Species.” For exam-
stg, the TTnenty” passage consisted of a brief introduction, and two sections, each focusing

" six topies. The SIX topics in the first section (on environmental damage resulting from
s of conventional tueis) were air pollution, disruption of environmentally sensitive areas,
1t sriis. storage of radioactive waste, acid rain, and the greenhouse effect. The six topics in
and section (on alternative energy sources) were geothermal energy, ocean thermal

15 e
Jywer, sodar energy, tdal power, wind power, and waste conversion. Each section consisted
orded the readers’ eye move-

. 4 neacing and (wo paragraphs. Hyona and colleagues rec

sems using a speciaily designed computer system, and in particular examined how much

me ey spent looking at the heading and topic sentence of the first paragraphwwhich

Acicate 2 SeRsSHIvItY 1o 1OPIC shilts—as compared to other sentences n the passages.
identified three major kinds of readers: fast linear read-

.g showm in Figure 3~-14, they
s who spend little ime on each sentence, slow linear readers who spend equally more

e of each sentence, and LOPIC SITUCTUre Processars who spend relatively more time 00
eacungs snd 1o a lesser extent on the first and last sentence in the first paragraph of each
rs wrote better summaries of the passag

LI L mportantiy, the 1opic straciure pmccs.m
s i other readers. However, only 20% of the readers were 10pic structure Processor:
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IMPLICATIONS FOR INSTRUCTION: SUMMARIZATION TRAINING

What can be done to help readers learn to pay attention to the top-level.strucmre or
superordinate information) in a passage? Brown and Smiley (1978) Provide some ¢y,
dence concerning the potenual trainability of structure-based reading strategies. Fo
example, 5th, 7th/8th, and 11th/12th graders were asked to read along as the experi.
menter read a short story such as “The Dragon’s Tears” or “How to Fool a Cat.” Then sty
dents were asked to recall the passage, with the results summarized by the solid line iy
Figure 3-15. The results shown in Figure 3~

15 indicate a levels effect for each age group
in which students performed better on recal

| of more important idea units than on less
important idea units. After the first recall test, students were given a 5-minute study
penod and told to undertake any activity th

lertal at would improve recall. Paper, pens, anda
copy of the passage (in primary type) were available. Then, a second recall test was
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adininistered, with the results summanized by the dotted line in Figure 3—15. The results
ct on the younger students

show that the extra study time cid not have much of an effe
ormance of the older students, parucularly on recall of the more

but dich waprove the pert i
HAparang ea units. Apparently, the older students knew to use [hé SOy HEET Gt
fo focus on portant intormation, whereas the younger students did not spontaneously
wse this stratepy: :

Can the vounger students be induced to apply helpful study strategies even if they
woukd ot use them spontaneously? To investigate this question, Brown and Semiley
(V7R cantinued the experiment for a second day. The 2 i b
that during the S-minute study interval students who did riot Show Evitience ot actively

o engage in study activities such as underlining. Figure 3—16

studving were prompted | ;
shows the tecall patterns for fifth graders who underlined spontaneously, fifth graders
who wete induced by the experimenter to underline, and ffth graders who could not
he wnduced o underline during the 5-minute study period. Again, the solid line is the
vevall performance on the second test after the 5-minute study period. As can be seen,
the students who spomaneously underline without having to be instructed to do so
seemt 10 have focused on important information, which is indicated by the improve-
ment in recall of important idea units but not of other information. In contrast, induc-
g students o underline did not focus their attention on important information, as is
ihicated by the improvement in recall of unimportant information only Similar results
were obtained for the seventh and eighth graders. Apparently, younger readers need
pracuce i etlective techniques for recognizing and using the hierarchical organization

ol a passage,
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FIGURE 3-18 Examples of stories and their themes s

STORY SYNOPSIS . —— i
A : ved to this country couldn’t speak

Nick ignored Miguel, the new boy in his class, who had just mo e

Engh’slﬁf1 Nick lhf:xght he was stupid. But one day when the geacher was re;i); ::Z cc:;nc:li ; Sc;asz rip | f

because no one in the class could answer a math question, Miguel answere y ved the

day. Nick was very happy. He and Miguel became good friends.

“WHAT IS THE THEME OR LESSON OF THE STORY WE JUST READ?

“Don't judge somebody by how they look or where they come from.”
“Don't prejudge people if you don't know them that well. ' o
Unacceptable: “When a new kid comes into the classroom you gotta make friends with him.”
“That some people 1s bad, they don't want to be your friend.”

Acceptable:

STORY SYNOPSIS

Twin Lakes High School won the football game and the state championship. But when the photos that

Gina had taken at the game were developed, she discovered there were 12, not 11, players on the field

during the winning game. Gina told everyone what she had discovered, and they were all angry at her

But when the State Athletic Commission heard about what happened, they declared the situation an
accident, and they said that no breaking of the rules is recognized if the referees don't identify it. Twin

Lakes High School kept its championship.
“WHAT IS THE THEME OF THE STORY WE JUST READ?”

Acceptable: “We shouldn? lie.”

Unacceptable: “The theme is about 3 i !
“The t girl named Gina, th teld.”
e e at they had an extra man on the field.
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