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Included in almost every aducation couree¢, lacture and text-
book 1is the shibbo}égg/to teSC?ars that for efficient comprehan-
sion and new learning to take place, teachers must staxt witﬁ
theixr student's "known'" background of information or experiences.
On the surface, thia/;njoinder mny‘be considered to be either
vary sen:tible or very naiQo. .

Wall intendod(}a&dhu(ﬁrwho bolievé they start with what
chlldren.al;aady know as the base for instruction often attempt
to adhere to fhis principle ihrough overly sinpiistic techniques.
For example, supposa a ten%har wanted to introduce a textbook
chapter about the nation's capitol™ In order to create a bridge
from what is known about Washington D.C. to a specific purpose
for reading the chapter, this teacher might ask a general ques-
tion such as ''Has aﬁyone ever visited Washingtog D.C.?" Tgo often,
however, there is the only onae child who has actually visited the
nation's capitol, and while s/he tells about the trip, the teacher
futilaly attempts to engage’other/class members ‘in discussion -
and most of the students in the room rewmain cognitively uninvolved.

Iﬁose teachaersg who find the statement naive often feel that
; : ,

their students lack most of the basic experiénpes which bring rel-
’ . $ » N

evant priox knowledge to the new task, and that the ideas or lan-

gunage expressed in téxtboqks are so far fxdh their students expe-

riencaes that the job of bridge building is almost inpdssible. The
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st ent o disctepancy batween the languago and fdeas oxpr essad
in the tuxt and the prjor knowledye and expressive language ot
the studonts often creates major instructional problems forx
the teacher and major instructional ;_wrnhlvms for the gtudent |

It is the thesis of this article that “starting with the )
studunt;s "known'" is a particularly sophisticated conceapt
which, when understood both theorotically and practicxtly, will
permit thae teacher to help students rand their texts with greater
easqe. It will be argued that, in reality, students may have more
prior knowledge about a topgc than is readily apparent and that
if thelr prior knowledge can effectivaly'be tapped a bridgo bea-
tween reader and text may be created which will result in more

successful comprehension of text and, in additiop, will aid in

the gaining of new information from textbook.reading. How one

activates and enables the student to use links between their
knowledge of the topfc and the taext's topical content may make
all the difference in comprehension and recall.

A brief presentation will be made of the theory and research

which form the conceptual base of ‘the instructional actiuwity de-

scribed in this article. The toechnique is designed to access

-
-~

prior information and facilitatéptext processing. A pre-reading

plan will be presentad which focuses on the devé¢lopment and as-

«

sessment ofuconceptual language and organization related to <
~ . o

majoxr fdeas expressed in a text.. The link from theory and re-

search to instructional implications will be demonstrated

throughout the article. /



BAC KGROUND

Tiv wovee ot o year w0 o maich tarsesrs B has faousad on o aspea ty of

X

reader -aunthor interaction which may Impede comprehension of
text .  Sowme u't the findings from this research suygest that
the graphic representations in a4 text are only symbols and, in
and_of'themselvus,‘do not carrf meaning. It ie the reador's
priox knowledge which permits anticipation and interxrpretation
of the author's intended message and leads to comprehension of
the textbook materiaml. As the reader processas the ideas repre-
santed in the text, associations are formed in the mind of gép
reader which aru percelved in light of this past meaning and
thelr possible future integratiqn with new ideas oxpressed in
the text (Adams and Collins, 1979). New ideas and information
are learned and retained most aefficiently whon'particularly
relevan{ ideas are a;ready available within the re;der's cogni -
tive structures. Prior knowledge serves a subsuming role by

furnfshing videational anchorage" during new learning experi-

ences (Ausubael

. ] 1968). This leads us back to the student's

"known' shibboleth and suggests that for efficient text pro-
cessing and successful comprehension to take place, some sort
"of prior experience is‘necessary. And, it 1s this writer's con-

tention that aimost everyone knows someth&ﬁb'(hOWQver remote)
’ L4
about almost everything.

The assumptions undexling this view of reading comprehen-

sion emanate from xecent theory and research on memory yhich
attamﬁt: to explain 1) how knowledge'is organized and retxieved

-

. and, 2) how knowledge relatas to reading conprehenhign, recall, and _text

L]

processing. Since thé¢ Okxganization of knowledge and retrieval
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o brief rteview of thae ACT motlel of memory and schema theory

»
will be presented, and the mannoer in which thuese theories can

Lo utilized to uxpand the understanding of reader -text intaer .

action will bu cxp}icatad. -

\

The ACT model (J. Anderson, 1973, 1970) diffexentiates be-
tween declarativa knowledge a\ncil procedural km\;wladge - between

knowing that and knowing how. 1The knowledge of a fact or trdth

is declarative knowladge whilelthe doing of a skill or task is
i .
procedural knowladge. Declarative knowledge is described in

terms of a propositional network and procedural knowledge is

described in terms of productions. The propositional network

*
is made up of a set of ideas or nodes connected by relationships

or links batween those ideas. .The propositional network and
pxoductions interact to form cognition. Anderson suggests that
3¥1 nodes, links, and productions are permanent once they have

been formed and this implies that memory breakdowns are caused

by inadequate retrieval rather than by the loss of stored knowl-

edge. In recall, a frequently used link is more likely to be
activated than one which is not used as often. Also, the grecater

the number of links leading to nodes, the greater the probability,

.

of recall. ' . \

4

From this brief description, it can be inferxred that memory

probes may encourage the activation of less used links leading

Rl

to nodes, and this activation may in_tuxn increase the use and
strength of a partlcular set df links and nodes (Gagnq, 1978)

It appears then, that thL events occurring during a prq -reading

I
§

activity may effect the use of links leading to a partipular

;)
6
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appropriate and more highly elaborated prior knowledge .whi('h has
been Stored in memory Pre reading activities, then, may effac
tively be used by the teacher to help students approach the new
"

reading task with activated prior knowledge, with more meaningful
anticipations, and thus with ¢greater cognitive readiness than had
the pre-reading preparation not occurraed.

Another large body of related research on the organization
of knowledge and how knowledge relates to comprehension has been

-
conducted which has increased our understanding of processing,
comprehension, and recall based on interaction between the reader
and the text. Studies have shown that the organization and ac-
¥ céssing of knowledge influence the manner in which the rgader
organizes information provided by the author and arffects the

]
quality of the organization of that knowledge in recall. Rumel-

-

hart and Ortony (1977) postulated that knowledge is incorporated

into abstract conceptual frameworks, or schemata. A schema is a

\

metaphorical allusion and is meant to represent generic knowl -
edgé which may be based on common suhject matter, attributes or
associatig:s. Schema theory suggests that text processing is
reliant on the reaaer's.past experiences and prior knowledge.

. . ~It also describes the mannexr in which schematarhave idiosyncrat-

ically been organized“and structured, and explains how different

kinds of prior knowledge affect retrieval of information and

recall of text. Schemata }eprésent wﬁa} the reader already.

kmows about a topic and help the reader to structurxe the inter-

-
.

L

b . pretation of new messages about the topic (Anderson, Pichert,

and Shirey, '1977; Anderson, Reynolds, Schallert, and Goetz, 1977).

A .
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deadcr s eem to o ake inferepees consiatent with thgir own
sChamata. Interyaating a situation or comprehendiﬁq a text

~

fequites andividuals to relate the elemonts in the svent or
\ \

%
text with the generic characterisations in their own schematic

structurae. Also, tﬁb organizational structure of knowladge
facilitates learning and rememberin§ of information (Anderson,
Spiro, and Andoex son, 1928), and may provide a plan which helps
readers retrieve information (Pigheft and*Anderson, 1977) .
Peaxson (1979) conducted a study to learn if reading con;
prqheﬁsion involves binding specific textual information to ab-
stract sihemata. If this were so, he hypothesized, then readers
who have better developeh schemata for a particular topic would
understand and remember more than those with weaker schemata.
Pearson’'s finéings support the notion of comprehension as a pro-

cess of integrating new information with preexisting schemata.

If the schemata are weakly developed, comprehension requiring the

integration of new and known information is difficult,

In a related study, Tannen.(1979) found that anticipatory
structures are based on past experience and these structures can
be seen inAthg retelling of a passage. Furthermore, these
structures of expectation which support the processing and coum-
prehension of stories also_saerve to filter comprebension and -
influence recall. If the quality of the input is good, hpwever,
récall may still be poor due to inappropriate memory structures
(Bobrow aﬁd Norman, 1975).

In order for readers to make full u;e'of background knowl -
edge as it applies io organizing and making sense of text, it 1»

necessary for them to have a conscious awareness of how to orga-

*
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nise that hnowladge an kul.x-!xnn o & spackfic Laxt “;\r‘ui 1ty Con-
tent. The work of Brown and Flavell prov}dus tha ragionale for
this assertion. Hrown (1977) suggested that tho executive pro- -
coesases of predicting, planming, checking, and monitoring eiu the
basic characteristics of efficlent thinking in learning situa-
tions. Bxecutive monitoring involves evaluating and regulating
one's own ongoing abllities and strategies. Metacognition
(Flavell, 1976) refers to an individual's personal awarenass of
the cognitive processes or st;a%egies used in learning. In
deliberate learninb, conscious executive contrxol fofus the core
of intelligent activity. Matpcognition is the more encompassing
term under which more Specific-"éetaﬁ activities are lubsunedxa'
Here, metamemory ahd‘metacomprghengion will be briaﬂly described.
Metamemory (Flavell, 1970) refers to the self awareness of working
memoxry. Some form of knowledge or awareness of the working; of
memory is necessary to help individuals supervise the strategies
L

used ahd monitér the appropriateness of the ideas which are
evoked. Metacomprehension permits learners to reflect on thei\r
own cognitive strategies when comprehending and, for example, to
become aware of what they do and do not know (Brown, 1977).
Bxecutive monitoring in the form of these metacognitive awarenesges
can lead the reader towards a deliberate search fpr and refinement
of some 1ideas, :ejectign of others, and integration and adoption
of still others.

From the discussion above, it can be generalized that
teachers who wish to help their students comprehéna tge text as

successfully as possible must help them to retrieve prior-knowl-‘

edge by creating conditions under which appropriately rel ated
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schemata permits o cognitive link with past expueriencos and

atlows the formulation of anticipations about the languaga and

content presented in the taxt., It 1» b)y welghing, evaluating,

LN

and comparing the relationships of new and old infoxmation that
cwmpréhénsion of the author's megsage, ’efinement of ideas, and
acquisition of new learning takes pl%ce. Sometimes students do
lack adequaté knowl edge aboﬁt the topic being presented, and
therefore experience difficulty comp;ehending the text. How.
ever ., often readers experience difficulty because thay have not

accessed appropriately related ideas, have not activated all

available knowledge related to the topic, have not associated

the information being presented in the text with their prior
4
knowledge or because they have made the cognitive connection at

a particularly low conceptual level due to insu{ficlen; concept

)

organization.

Every learner, simply because of life's experiences, can

AN
almost always make some level of conceptual association or link

with a new topif of study. What the original-QXpericnces were,
how {hey are organized in memory, how frequently they have bean
/ .
activated, or how they 'arc utilized in new learning situations
varies from person to person. However, if teachers wish to
facilitate m;re efficient comprehensjon of text, then they must
provide experiencaes which permit students to access and evaluate
as many relevant knqwledgé4structqres as possgible. Teachers
must: 1) provide a climate of inquiry which pérmits the student
to activate prior knowledge, and 2) encourage discussion in an

environment in which the student can evaluate the appropriateness

of available ideas. v

« 10



HEE

LT
4

et G

EET TR
. The P're Reading Plan has bedn davaloped as a three step in-.
“hllui‘lint-l.ll/‘\\.\('s‘,un'ul patadigm for teachurs to use before
- Aasioning texthook reading to thetr o lasses, It is an activity
designed to facilitate the conscious accessing of knowledye
relataed to mpjor comcgptls-presontad iﬁ a text. It requires that
< readers be given the opportunity to access prior knowledge and
encourages the elabor;t{on and evaluation of appropriately re-
lated accessed ldeas. The assessment aspect of thae procedure

-

assists the teacher in:; 1) determining the amount of prior knowl-
-~

edge a student possesses about a specific topic, as well as the
anner in which this knowledge is érgdnized; 2) becowming aware of
the.conceptual language a student uses to-express knowled&e about
a glven topic; and 3) making judgments about how much additional
béckground information wmust be taught bgfore the student can
successfully read the text. The‘instruc’tional aspect of the pro-
cedure: 1) permits students to know what they already know about
a toplc; 2).elicits group interaction which providqs the environ-
ment for eiaboratiun of existing lanquagﬁ and concgpts; and ‘
3) permits refinement of concept anticipations to take place

, _

- which, in turn, facilitates the processing of and learning from

text.

>

The PReP calls for a group discussion before students are

¢ expected to read the text. The teacher must carefully review
the portion of the text to be assigned for reading and select a
word, a phrase, or a picture which will be used to stimulate
. \\ .

group «discussion about & key concept dealt 'with in the text.

There are three phrases to the lesson:
. ‘r b '. . .

ERIC N
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Fhe Pre Reading L’l@n has boeen, developed as a threa step in-
Sirae tional Facae cnament paradiagm for teachers to use bhefore
Anslagning textbool reading 1o thetr ‘.‘l"“"f"f— 1t is an activity
designed u)'t'avilitatc the consclous accessing ().f knowledga
related to major concepts presonted in a text. It ruq;ires that
reader s Be given the opportunity to access prior knowledge and
encouragas the elaboration and_av&lﬁdtion of appropriately re-
lated acces§ed ideas. Thae as?essmént aspact of the procedure
assists the teachor in: 1) determining the amount of prioxr knowl-
edge a student possqsseﬁ about a specific topic, as well as the
manner in which this knowledge is organized: 2) becoming awaré of
the conceptual language a student uses to éxpresa knowlodge abouf
a glven topic; and 3) makiné Jjudgments about how wuch add%tional
background information must be taught before the student caﬁ‘
successfuliy read the textf*“The instruétioﬁal aspect of the pr6~
cedure: 1) permits students to know what they already know about

v

a topic; 2) elicits group- interaction which provides the environ-

-

L

ment for elaboration of existing language and concepts; and

v

3) pexmits refinement of concept anticipations to take place

which, in turn, facilitates the processing of and learning from

’ . H
text" ’ = ) <

. The PReP calls for a yxoup discussion bafore studénts are

) . _ ) '
expected to read the text. The s‘l‘her must carefully review

iy

"the portion of the text to be assigned for reading and select a

-

.

i,

word, a phrase, or a picture which will be used to stimulate

group discussion about a key concept dealt with in the text.

S

Thé%g“are three phrases to the lesson:

T

10
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mind when ... (you hear this word, see this

w
SRR

preture, ctel) . Aftér each student has freely

Associated amd told what ideas initially came

¢ , ' to mind, and the teacher has jotted thesa
L ‘ . .
' Ay responsags» on the board, the teacher then asks

cach Indivichrgl:

IT) what made you think of ... (the response given

' by each of the studeénts during Phase I), After

each student has had an opportunity to think

ahout and tell about what triggered those ideas, .
- #

thae teacher; then gays: | * _
» . .

\

G

-

I11) Based on our discussion, have you any new ideas

about ... (the ‘word, the picture, etc.).

e

‘The purpose‘of this three phase lesson is to helb both

-

teachers and students become aware of and assess what the stu-

" . dents already know about a concept and to parmit the students .

to organize and refine anticipations about the concepts to be

[y 1

. N LY
"  read in the text. Students.are encouraged to probe for as

many links as possible about a given idea, and may even have

RS

) A
- the opportunity to formulate additional links as a result of
Y , - R 4 . . . ] w
: the group discussion. It is particularly important that the

hY

teacher not impede the students in accessing mémory units

> o which méy’be'in the students’ goncebt_strqpture, but may not
‘ba~dn the teachér's. . _ )
- o ‘ \ ) o -
’ Phases I-and III elfcit "free association” responses

'~ whexeas Phase II elicits a metacognitive explanation.

: L . .

o 1 : B :
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[here sevwm to be thiwve levals of rasponses that studants
vcrbnl}zc during Phase I and IIY based on tﬁa amount and
urdanization of thoir prior knowledgae. Catégorization of
knowledoge into the levels described bhalow Iw,L._ll provide the

teachar with diagnostic information which is particularly

useful for planning instruction.

If the student has much prior knowledge about thg‘concept
being discusseﬁ, the respongses to the question "Tell me anything
that comaes to mind when .. ." geperally‘take the form éf super -
oxrdinate coﬁcepxs, dafinitidns, analogies, or a linking offtﬁat
concepi with another concept to show evi@ence of high levei
, integration of ideas. If the student has gégg_knowlédge about -

the concept being discussed, the response to the ‘stimulus gener-

ally takes the form of examples, at&fﬁbutas, or defining charac-
teristics. If the studen{\hqs little priér information about the

concept, the response generally foc5598 on such low level-associ-

A

ations as morphemes (prefixes, suffixes or root words), words

which sound like the stimulus word, or first hand exBariances
L S - ' . '
which are often particularly recent.

A group of fifth graders were shown a pkcture of a court-

_room scgne. When they were asked.to tell what came to mind when

»

they saw the picture, the follqwing*resﬁonses were glven., (Stu-

»

dent responses and their corresponding levels are shown in Figure

2.) bhasés I, XI, and XXX arxe indicated by the appropriate Roman
. | w
numerals. Note that levels are assigned only for Yegponses elilc-
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Insext Flgure 2 about hgre

the responses focus on the type of organization utilized by the
student. For example, during Phase I and II Bob seems to rely
leavily on associations or possible firsthand oxperiences. 'How-
aver, as a result of discussion and the mataéognitiu@ activity,
hé had the opportunity to activate a greater numbex of memory
1iqks which then permitted more sophisticated concept deciaions
as can be seen in his Phasa III response. Allice, on théﬁother
hand, seems to ge working at an association or firsthanq expari-~
ence leyel and has not conéeptuallﬁ penefitted from the-Phaao IX

v
discussion in terms 6f text related readiness. Here, there is no

”

evidence of concepg growth fxom Phase I to Phase III. Basad-on
this quick analysis, the xegcher’hight determine that Bob can be
expacfed té'comprehend the social studles chapter dealing with
the American judicial 9ystan.and is ready fér the textbook as-
signment; whereas Al#cm requires specific concept instruction

prior to the assignment of text reading.

~

>

It is important that a student who rasponds at the little

- prior knowledge level durxing Phase I be given an opportunity to-

explain why éhe response cpme to mind. &or example, Dan re-
sponded with associations during Phase I. However, during the
Phase 1I metacognitive activity; he said "the jury will tell ir
you're guilty or not", This verbalized_aw;;enesg, as well as

the discussion which took place, may have permittad this student

to critically select appropriate ;:er knowledge, access related

e

concept links, and then yespond at a higher level. during Phase JII

-~

-7
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student at the same lovel during Phase 111 may now be ready

\
N to succasstully engage 1n textbook reading., Howevar, {1t might

be best if the teacher kept close watch should assistance, in

v .
the form of discussion and concept g@laboration become necessary.

-

Responses in the much and somq_ca{oqbries generally indi-

cate that the student is likely to read the text with ad;quate
éomprehension. However, students at the some lavel may need
a’'bit of teacher qUidance, often in the form of probing ques-
tions. Students responding at the little lavel will mast
ﬁikely require direct concept ingtruction before'they can suc-
i essfully comprehend that portion of the text. ‘) |
: Based upan this three part pre-re&ding activity;.xeacher.
often gain important diagnostic information about the group's

) ’ - . \
readiness to read the text with comprehension. The following

v .
chart (see figure 3) may be useful in helping the teacher to
organize student responses for purposes of identifying those

students who are not likely to benefit from textbook reading

without first participating in direct concept instruction.

SUMMARY
The Pre-Reading Pldn is anlassessmgnt/instructionh} ac-
*tivity which benafits both teachers and students. The‘ﬁfachers

become aware of 1) the levels of concept sophistication pos-
-

sessed by the individuals in the group; 2) the language the stu-

JYents have available to expreq? their knowledge about the topic,

'

r
R Y

o ; | i ) ' | 1!3




i Al 3y nhow mueh o cone et anstraction 14 npecessary before text
i

bLook xeading can be assigned. Studants are given the oppor-

tunity to: 1) strengthen their information base via the elabora -

®
4 ti1on of prior knowledqge; 2) bacome more aware of thair own re-

Xa

latad knowledge; and f) anticipate the concepts to be presented
in the te;t. The elaboration of prior knowledge, the awavraness °
of what is "known'" about a toplic’, and the expectation about the
content and language to be presented in the te#t axe all func.

tions of the utilization of prior knowledge which lead to more

efficient processing and recall of the subject area text.

AR
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A : ‘ Sample Responses Elicited Dur

COURTROOM SCENE
RLOGIOUNSLY =

person in court,
Judge and stuff

lawyer,

somcone would be aguilty,

people can't get out innocent

person might have to go to

jmil or pay a fine

trial and being divorced

when people get divorced
they have to go to court

ocourt stands for 'obey the
law and don't commit
crimes "

<court and judge
1 -

knew judge was in court

-

means justice

*

lawyer, judge and jail

Jury will tell 'if they're
gulilty or not

-

trust in ona another's
judgment when you have a

Jury

Figuré 2
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little assoclation .

}

little - association
little - association
much - superordinate

little - association

séme - defining
characteristic

little - association

. .
some "~ attributae

]

ing Phase I; II, and III aof PReP



Pre -Reading Plan
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L
SRR .READING PLAN RESPONSE CHECK SHEET -
PHASB/ 1 - What comes? to mind when ...
PHASE II - what made you think of .--
PHASB II1 -~ Have yoa any new jdeas about ...-
"——_'__’__—1—‘/__,—_—————’_'1 -
_MucH SOME {
- N superordinate examples, sorpheses,
' . concepts, attributes, sound .
STIMULUS definitions, defining alikes,
(note analogles, characteristics | recent
word, picture, OF Bﬂr“') ___}inking "
Student Names _ 1 111 -




