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Recall of Thematicalliv Relevant Material by Adolescent Good and Poor

Readers as a Function of Written Versus Oral Presenrarion

Adequate ccomprehension of prose passages is an essential academic skill.
Knowledge in scherols is largelv acquired via the medium of wfitten prose and
-

relativ«ly independent of practical action (Olson, 1976). In accommodaring to
the demands cf a literate tradition, the child must learn to extract meaning
from decenrexrtualized messages, whether chey are presented in print or in
cral (lecture) form. The basic processes of comprehension that underlie this
essential <kill are largely unexplored. 1In particular, there is considerable
controversy cencernin whether reading and listening comprehension tap the
same unitary process or epend on tetally different mechanisms (Danks, 1974).

~ In this paper we are cancerned wich the comprehension processes of good
and poor readers. Although it is commenly as<umed that the problems of the
disabled reader reside mainly in inadequate decoding skills, Guthrie (1973)
has shown that poor readers alson suffer from inadequate comprehension during
reading. Of interest is why this is se. The ponr reader could experience
difficulry understanding material he is reading because of his struggle with
the Jdecoding mechanisms. Guthrie suggests, hewever, that there may be a group
of prnr readers whese decoding skills are relarively intact but who are
primarily deticient in comprehensicon abilitv., (nme wauld expect that these
peor readers wonld alse be poer listeners; therefore, we decided to lock at
pres# conprehensicon in children of different reading abilitv when the text was
«puken or precented in print.

Several nontrivial merhedelogical preblems confront theose who would

compare listening and reading comprehension (Danks, 1974: Sticht, Beck., Hauke
Kleiman, & Jdames, 1974). We wer concerned with three principal problems in

the design of this srudv. The firer was the selection of the measure of
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2
comprehension. Most previous comparisons of listening and reading have compared
children's performance on separate standardized reading and listening compre-—
hension tests which contain a potpourri of items which could not be regarded
as representative of basic underlying processes common to comprehension. For
example, manv auditory tests include such items as following a sequence of
sounds or recognizing non-speech sounds (Witkin, 1971), competencies which
should have little to do with reading comprehension. Therefore, we restricted
our attention to one measure, the recall of informatior: 2as a function of its
thematic relevance, surely an essential prerequisite for comprehension via
any presentation mode.

Childrern and adults favor the main theme in their retention of prose
passages: ideas rated important to the theme are recalled most frequently,

but information rated as less crucial is seldom if ever featured in recall

—~

Brown & Smilewv, 1977; Johnson, 1970). Even children as young as third grade
are sensitive to several degrees of importance and, therefore, are able to
extract relevant information from texts (Brown & Smiley, 1977). Below this age
there is some evidence rthat children extract thematically relevant information
(Christie & Schumacher, 1975; Korman, quoted by Yendovitskaya, 1971), althcugh
their sensitivity to fine levels of importance has not been assessed. The
ability to concentrate on main events to the exclusion of nonessential material
is a basic cognitive process essential for all comprehension activities,
whether in the context of listening or of reading. It is for this reason that
we focused on sensitivity to importance as an index of adequate comprehension.
All the children in the Brown and Smiley study listened to the stories
thev would later be required to remember. We do not know, therefore, whether
children possess the sace theme sensitivity when reading as they do when
listening., Sticht and his associates (Sticht et al., 1974) sugpest that

listening and reading share the same underlving processes of cognitive
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competency, and that there should thus be a close correspondence between
listening and reading skills: good readers should be good listeners. All

the students in the Brown and Smiley study were of averag - reading ability, so
that the listening competency of poor readers was not assessed. Therefore, in
Fhis study children of average or good reading ability were compared with a
group of poor readers in terms of their ability to extract the major theme

of a passage when listening or reading.

The use of a recall measure can also be defended in erms of prior
methodological problems experienced in this research area. A common measure
of comprehension is that the student answer correctly a series of questions
concerning text context. The choice of such questions is important. Fcr
example, many reading comprehension tests contain standardized curriculum
content, with the result that students have been known to score high on such
tests without even reading the target passages (Carver, 1971; Tuinman, 1972
5ticht et al.. 1974). Thus, although one can deduce that the children could
read the test questions, little or nothing is known concerning whether they
could comprehend the target passage. Recall as a measure of comprehension is
applicable to both listening and reading, but it does have the problem that
it measvres both comprehension and memory efficiency. For this reason we
selected recall as a function of rated importance as a relatively uncontami-
nated measure, for here the pattern of responding, rather than the absolute
amount of recall, is the metric of main interest. A student who recalls little
can still favor the important aspects of the story in his reconstruction of
the passage.

The second methodological concern was with the selection of the targ:t
passage., Texts designed to be spoken differ in manv essential features fronm
these designed to be read f0Olson, 1976). Spoken messages rely on several extra-

linguistic factors to determine the total significance of the message (Grice,
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1972), such as voiced intonation and stress, gestures, pragmatic implicature,
and shared contextual knowledge. Much of the message nead not be 2xplicitly
conveyed by words, as both the cenveyor and receiver can and do depend on
"speaker coherence factors' {Wertsch, 1974) in that the listener relies upon
(and the c;mmunicator presupposes that he will) general background knowledge
to disambiguate utterances. Mature communicators obey rules concerning the
relationship of what is said, and what is implicated in a particular context.
The speaker assumes the listener's mutual understanding of conversational
implicature (Gordon & Lakoff, 1971) and only specifies the implicit in cases
when he has reason to doubr these assumptions.

In contrast to cral messages, written statementrs must be explicit and
context-free. The writer must convev a message which the reader, removed from
him in time and space, and unable to ask questions, can understand. These
differences between oral versus written messages present a difficult problem
for the comparison of listening and reading skills, for what type of text
should one use as target passages, oral or written messages? Reading aloud a
written text mav unfairly penalize rhe listener, for such material may be more
easily understood via the mode in which it was intended to communicate.
However, the opposite solution, writing out a spoken communication, should be
vquially detrimental to reading, as the rich contextual support which accompanies
the spoken message in face to face communicative situations is missing. Reading

transcripts of conference discussions will confirm that reading oral communi-

cation is not an ecasyv task. We do not believe there is an obvious answer to

this dilemma, but decided on a compromise. Certain folk tales originated in

an oral traditieon and have been handed down by word of mouth from generation

re generaticn. FEven when presented as written texts, these tales retain manv
of th-- qualities of speken messaves. including dramatic emphasis. etc.: indeed,

manvy of the books of children's folk tales are explicitly intended to be read

7
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aloud to children. Fer these reasons we selected two traditional Japanese
folk tales, unfamiliar to the children of our culture. Both listening and
reading compfehension were assessed on the same type of passages, but the bias
toward either a written or spoken message was somewhat attenuated by the choice
of folk tales from an oral tradition.

The final non-trivial methodolagical problem encountered in a comparison
nf reading versus oral ccomprehension is the timing of the presentation of
material. Ideally, if one wants to compare memory for materials, it is
necessary to present the to-be-remembered text for an equal amount of time.
But are reading and listening rates comparable? 1In mature adults, Sticht
suggests that they are, but he deliberately excludes speed reading and skipping
in this comparisen. One control that has been attempted is to present the
reading material at the =ame rate 3s it would take to listen to the same
material. Coldstein (1940) adopted this control; however, he presented the
material lipe by line, thus vitiating the benefits that skilled readers might
gain from loonking back, skipping, etc. Again we settled on a compromise. The
tc-be-read material was presented for the same amount nf time as tﬁe oral
presentation; however, sections of text (approximately 6 lines) were nresented
as a unit, thus allowing the tvpe of guided search said to be characteristic of
skilled reading.

Seventh-grade children were selected for study for several reasons.
First, Sticht's model is a develepmental ene, with listening competency pre-
ceeding reading competency, and it is nor until the seventh grade, when basic
deroding skills are thorcughlv masrered, rhat Sticht predicfs that reading and
listening remprehension become comparable.  In their extensive review of the
literatare, Sticht et al. (1974) demonstrare thar it is at the middle of the
«pventh grade that the number of studies reporting listening better than

reading is e¢qual fto the number of studles finding reading better than listening.

8



An additional reason for the selection of seventh-grade students is that the
exisring Brown and Smilev data afford reasonable comparison groups. We
already have recail data from third-, fifth-, and seventh-grade children.
The original seventh-grade data can be compared with those of the average
readers in this study, thereby providing a desirable replication factor.
Furthermore, the poor readers in this study were reading two or more years
below grade level; therefore, comparisons could be made between the poor
readers in this stﬁdy and normal readers in the Brown and Smiley study of
approximately the same reading age.

In summary, the main feature of this study was to compare good and pocr
readers' comprehension of oral versus written prose undér conditions where

major methodological problems of prior studies had been eliminated or reduced.

Method

Subjects

The subjects were 36 junior high school students attending the Vista
Middle School in Ferndale, Washington. Twentv-one seventh-grade children
reading at or above grade level constituted the Non-Title T group. The Title
1 ¢group consisted of 15 students of approximately equal chronological age
(three in sixth grade, nine in seventh grade, and three in eighth grade) who
were taking part in a remedial reading program. To enter the program, each
student had to be reading two or more vears below grade level. All students
were in regular classes in the =school with the exception of the special tutoring
for reading difficulties. Further, each child in the Title I group was in an
age-appropriate grade and was singled out for special attention due onlv to their

reading performance.
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Stimulus Materials

Two fairv stories were selected zs stimulus material, both unfamiliar to
the children in this study but both having been used in a prior study on story
recall in children (Brown & Smiley, 1977). The two Japanese folk tales, 'The
Dragon's Tears’ and "How to Fool -a Cat,"2 were of comparable reading difficulty
of grade five (Dale-Chall readability scores of 5.2287 and 5.3682), which
should be easily read by normal seventh-grade children. The passages were also
of approximatelv the same length (390 and 403 words, 34 and 28 lines) and of
the same number of idea (pausal) units (59 and 54). The stories were divided
into subunits following a procedure used by Johnson (1970) and Brown and Smiley
(1977). Twenty-one Western Washington State College students were asked to
read the stories thoroughly and then to divide the text into individual units
by placing a vertical line at a division point. An individual unit was defined
as one which contained an idea and/or represented a pausal unit, i.e., a place
where a reader might pause. Agreement concerning the divisions into independent
units was achieved by eleven or more raters for each unit. After division into
independent units, each story was retyped with one unit per line, and a second
group of college §tudenzs was asked to rate the importance of each unit to the
theme of the storv using a four-point scale. First they were asked to eliminate
one quarter of the units which they judged to be least important to the theme of
the passage. This procedure was then repeated twice more until only one quarter

the units remained. 7These last remaining units were judged the most important

rn

o)
to the theme, while the set eliminated first were the least important. (For
fuller details of the rating procedure, see Brown and Smiley, 1977).
Twentv-seven Western Washington State College students rated the Dragon
story and 34 rated the Cat story. On the basis of these importance ratings the
structural (pausal) units of each story were rank-orde;cd from least to most
important and divided into four levels of importance in such a way as to ensure

Q that the number of units at each level was approximately equal. The number
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of units and range of importance ratings for each level of structural

importance are shown in Table 1. The resultant four sets of units, corresponding

Insert Table 1 about here

to the four levels of importance, were used as the measure of rated importance
against which the recall performance was compared.
Procedure

All students attempted recall on two stories. The students were seen in
small groups. Each subject was randomly assigned to one of two conditions,
Listen-Read or Read-Listen, depending on whether they read or listened to a
story first. 1In addition, half the students read the Dragon story and listened
to the Cat story, while the reverse was true for the remaining children. The
students jn the read condition were presented with slides, each containing
approximately five to six lines of text. Each slide was projected for the
same amount of time that it took to play that part of the text by tape.
Students jn the listen condition heard a tape-recorded version of the story
recorded by a female native-speaking American.

Immedjately after listening to or reading a story, the children attempted
to write their recall. They were instructed to try to remember as many

details as possible but that they could use their own words to retell the story

if they wanted to.

Results and Discussion

The children's recall protocols were scored by two independent raters
(interrater reliability = .91) wheo were instructed to score leniently for
gist rather than for exact reproduction of words or phrases. The judges rated

whether or nnt the main peint of each idea unit was retained, irrespective of

1 wording. ) 1.1
LS
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Preliminaryv inspection of the data revealed no differences attributable
to sex, story, or order of presentation, so these variables were not considered
further. The mean proportion of units recalled as a function of Group and

Importance Level are illustrated in Figure 1. Title I students appear to

Insert Figure 1 about here

differ from normal readers both in the efficiency of their recall (amount
recalled) and in terms of their sensitivity to level of importance of the
constituent units.

Confirming the visual impression, a 2 (Groups) x 2 (Mode: Listen vs.
Read) x 4 (Importance Units) mixed analysis of variance revealed significant
main effects of Groups, F(1,34) = 108.22, p < .001, Mode, F(1,34) = 18.12,

p - .001, and Importance Units, F(3,102) = 75.60, p < .00l. Non-Title I
students outperformed Title 1 students (recalling .49, as compared to .18, of
the units), and listening (.40) produced better recall than reading (.32).

Of primary importance here is the significant Groups x Importance Units
interaction, Eﬁ3,102) = 5.56, p « .005, which is depicted in Figure 1. To
describe the interaction more fully, a number of follow-up analyses were
conducted. First, simple effects analyses revealed reliable effects due to
Importance Units within each group, Non-Title I F(3,102) = 66.22 and Title
I F(3.102) = 14.95, both ps « .00l. Scheffé comparisons within each group
revealed different patterns of differences. For the Non-Title I students,
the level 4 units (most important) were recalled significantly better than all
other levels, §?(3.102)> 18.70. p « .001. 1In addition, level 3 units were
recalled more often than either level 2 or level 1 units, §?(3,102)z_13.31,

p < .01, which themselves did not differ. Thus, level 4 units were recalled

more frequently than level 3 units, which were further differentiated from

level 2 or level 1 units. 1-2
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Thus the first grade level and pattern of recalls are extremely similar
to tho-~e of the seventh-grade Title I students. Both show low absolute
levels of recall and differentiate only between the most important units
(level 4) and the remaining three levels, which themselves do not differ.
Discussi.m

The results of these experiments lead to two major conclusions. First,
poor readers wufter from a comprehension deficit when compared to average-to-
cond readers, o deficit which does not appear to involve decoding skills and
which, at least in tals research is strikingly large. Second, the data are
consi~tent with the assumption that auding and reading comprehension depend
apen the same basic process(es).

Hooarding the first point, the fact that good and peor readers show
Jitrerential sensitivity to degrees of structural im o rtance confimms Guthrie's
(1vT ) coeaclusien that poor readers are deficient in comprehension ski - s
we'll s in their devoding skills., That the comprehension difficulties exist
idependent of decodineg problems is elearly indicated here bv the findinn that
the croaps' ditfterential sensitivity to importance {s also obtalned {ollowing

wemtation of rhe target passaay.  Finallvy, as can be seen in Figure

—
~
~
<

-~

1. the magnitude of the group difference is laree {n terms of absolute amount
e 1l ledd. Mere dnporcant in onr view, however, is the fact that it was
meLvasirs o test children as voung as first grade (Exp. 1h) before finding
ancther sroun which showed as little sensitivity to importance variations as
tey Title I o=eventh oraders o7 the maln enperiment.
toasiderive the comparison of reading and listening comprehension, the
fa.1 that the ef ooty ~f atructural Imrortance are the same on each at least
cuase<ts simiijarity of anlerlvirz processes. This conclasieon is of cnurse
strencthese! by the reliahle correlation chtaired here between reading and
listening scores. Az we remarked earlier, poor readers also appear to be
coer Listenmers. 16
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2Taken from Japanese Children's Stories, Florence Sakade (Ed.Y, Rutland,

Verront/Tokyo, Japan: Chas. E. Tuttle Co., 1957.
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Table 1

Independent Ratings of Structural Importance for the Two Target Stories

- The Dragon's Tears
Importance Level N“urher of Units lean Rating Rating Range
Level 1 (least) 13 1.43 1.15 - 1.70
Level 2 16 2.08 1.82 - 2.41
Level 3 15 2.77 2.44 - 3.11
Level 4 (must) 15 3.49 3.19 - 3.85
How to Fool a Cat
Level 1T (least) 13 1.48 1.06 - 1.91
Tevel 2 14 2.08 1.97 - 2.29
Level 3 14 2.93 2,54 - 3,21
Level 4 (- L) 13 3.h1 1.24 - 4.00
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Figure Caption
Figure 1. Mean proportion recalled as a function of structural
importance.  The Title T and Non-Title T groups are from the main experiment;
the tirst eraders are from Experiment lb: and the third and seventh graders

are trom Brown and Smiley (1977).
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