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ABSTRACT _

This paper examines the problem of content reading by
elementary school age children and gives teachers advice to facilitate
learning of expository text. Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag (1987)
identified some of the difficulties students have with content reading to be
lack of interest, lack of motivation, and insufficient prior knowledge. These
same researchers concluded that students often struggle with content material
because they are not familiar with the structure of expository text; hence
students need guidance in understanding expository text. Some effective
strategies to teach content area reading are: use of prior knowledge and
background knowledge; instruction about text structure; and comprehension
monitoring, student-generated questions, summarizing, and reciprocal
teaching. To help students become more ready to "read to learn," teachers in
primary grades should begin to expose students to expository text. Upper
grade teachers need to facilitate students in the transition from "learning
to read" to "reading to learn" by helping them become familiar with the
different purposes and structures of expository texts. Not only will teaching
strategies to read content material help improve test scores and grades, but
it will also help students learn the skills needed to participate fully in
society. (NKA)
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Introduction

Recent news reports publicize the fact that reading scores in the state of California
are some of the lowest nationwide. To compare reading scores across schools, districts,
states, and the nation, standardized test scores are commonly compared. It is assumed
that by the fourth grade students are reading to learn. Thus, a large component of the
reading tests on standardized tests for students in the fourth grade and above include
reading comprehension in the content area. Unfortunately, these test scores reflect that
students are not succeeding at reading for comprehension in the content area.

Teachers face a challenge to find effective strategies to help students read in the
content area. Not only do teachers need to help students improve in this area so that
standardized test scores improve, but teachers need to help students understand the
content material they read for such subjects as math, science, and social studies.
Furthermore, educators must be aware of the significance of being able to read content
material in our daily lives. Beck and McKeown (1991) explain the importance of being
competent in reading content material:

Interpreting and applying information from magazine articles, newspaper

editorials, travel guides, ballots, and a multitude of forms and memos are tasks in

which productive individuals engage daily. To participate fully in society,

students need to become adept at the content and structure of expository text (p.

482).

Since teachers are expected to help their students succeed, they must assist
students in becoming successful at reading content material. To do so effectively, it is

essential that the teacher become aware of the challenges faced by students when reading



content material. Educators must also become familiar with effective strategies to teach

content reading.
Content Reading

Challenges Students Have with Content Material

Reading content material is not easy for children. Often times, teachers are not
aware of the difficulties students have when reading content material. Also, many
subject area teachers believe that their job is to teach content, not reading. According to
Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag (1987), “Although the empirical evidence is weak,
experts contend that children generally have more difficulty reading expository than
narrative text” (p. 332). Numerous reasons have been identified as to why students have
difficulty with expository text.

Lack of Interest, Motivation, and Prior Knowledge

Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag (1987) identify some of the difficulties
students have with content reading to be lack of interest, lack of motivation, and
insufficient prior knowledge. Research by Beck and McKeown (1991) also
acknowledges students often lack the prior knowledge to understand the text. Their
research expands on this idea by addressing the fact that content material is often poorly
written and assumes student familiarity with the content. For example, in analyzing
social studies textbooks, Beck and McKeown (1991) found that “many ideas and events
portrayed in the books were beyond a young student’s grasp because the texts assumed
unrealistic levels of knowledge” (p. 484). Beck and McKeown (1991) expand on the

challenges encountered by students when reading unfamiliar material by explaining:



In order for information to be understood, a learner needs to be able to connect
new information with what is already known. Thus, to be effective, an expository
text must strike a balance between what a learner knows and does not yet know.
If what a learner knows is not sufficient background for him/her to be able to
understand the target ideas in the text, then reading comprehension of the material
may be out of reach (p. 484).

Often times, the expository text assumes too much prior knowledge and the teacher fails

to address this lack of knowledge. As a result, students read the content material, but

don’t comprehend what they read.

Structure of Expository Text

Research by Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag (1987) and Beck and McKeown
(1991) conclude that students often struggle with content material because they are not
familiar with the structure of expository text. Beck and McKeown (1991) explain that
student familiarity with expository text structure helps students to comprehend the
material. One reason why students are unfamiliar with the structure is that they are not
exposed to expository text. For example, Beck and McKeown (1991) cite research that
found:

In one project where 100 hours of literacy periods in second- and sixth-grade

literature-based classrooms were observed (Hiebert & Fisher, 1990), not a single

instance occurred during which teachers modeled strategies with expository text

or read from expository text (p. 482).
Many teachers have a tendency to use narrative text. Therefore, students are not shown

strategies to read and understand expository text (Beck & McKeown, 1991).



In addition to not being familiar with the expository text structure, students often
“lack sensitivity to text structure — to the way the ideas in texts are organized”
(Armbruster, Anderson, & Ostertag, 1987, p. 332). According to Armbruster, Anderson,
and Ostertag (1987) and many others “Many current theories of reading comprehension
assume, at least implicitly, that skilled readers automatically abstract a higher-order
structure of text (Meyer, 1975; Rumelhart & Ortony, 1977; van Dijk & Kintsch, 1983)
(p. 332). Skilled readers have the ability to form macrostuctures for a text. Armbruster,
Anderson, and Ostertag (1987) explain that the macrostructure represents the main point
of the text organized into a coherent whole. “The macrostucture guides encoding, recall,
and reproduction of the essential point of the text. Formation of macrostructures is thus a
prerequisite for success in tasks involving global comprehension and meaningful
learning” (Armbruster, Anderson, & Ostertag, 1987, p. 332).

Many students struggle with forming macrostructures for expository text
(Armbruster, Anderson, & Ostertag, 1987). Since students are not exposed to expository
text, many students lack the skills to understand the structure of expository text. Students
need guidance in understanding expository text structure. This is because “expository
texts lack an important structural ingredient that makes a narrative text easier; that is,
there is no overarching framework that a reader can use to organize and relate the
information in the text” (Beck & McKeown, 1991, p. 483). Beck and McKeown (1991)
note that many forms of expository text lack coherence. “Coherence refers to the extent
to which the sequencing of ideas in a text makes sense and the extent to which the
language used to present those ideas makes the nature of the ideas and their relationship

apparent” (Beck & McKeown, 1991, p. 484). Expository text does not have predictable



structure, thus students find it difficult to see patterns and organize the content into
comprehensible bits. “An expository text is structured to fit its communicative purpose,
and thus its structure is derived from its purpose” (Beck & McKeown, 1991, p. 483). The
purposes that formulate the structure can be cause/effect, comparison/ contrast,
problem/solution, and description (Beck & McKeown, 1991). Additionally, an
expository text can have one or more purposes. As a result, more than one structure can
be used in a given text. This complexity of structure makes it difficult for students to
identify the main idea. According to Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag (1987),
“children may have difficulty forming macrostructures because they have trouble
identifying important information or finding the main idea in expository text” (p. 332).
Studies have demonstrated that when students become aware of the author’s text
structure, their recall is better. For example, Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag cite
research by Meyer, Brandt, and Bluth (1980) that concludes:
skilled ninth-grade readers tended to use the author’s top-level structure in
organizing their free recalls of expository text, whereas readers with low
comprehension skill did not. Furthermore, readers who employed the strategy of
using the text’s top-level structure recalled more information than those who did
not (p 332).
Armburster, Anderson, and Ostertag (1987) also cite a study by Taylor (1980) which
found that “’More sixth-grade good readers organized their delayed recalls according to
the higher-order text structure than did sixth-grade poor readers or fourth-grade poor

readers” (p. 333).



Summarizing

Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag, (1987) conclude that students have
difficulties summarizing content material. Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag
acknowledge “that sensitivity to the organization of ideas in text- and hence to the
relative importance of information - is related to comprehension and memory” (p. 332).
Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag (1987) cite a study by Taylor (1985) that compared
the ability of college and sixth-grade students to summarize passages from social studies
textbooks. “Compared to college students, sixth-grade students had difficulty
understanding important ideas and/or including these ideas in either oral or written
summaries” (p. 333).

Effective Strategies to Teach Content Reading

In recent years, research in the area of reading has focused on effective strategies
that can help students to improve comprehension of content material. For example,
Taylor and Frye (1992) investigated different strategies to improve comprehension in the
intermediate grades. Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag (1987) also identified and
investigated strategies to help fifth-grade students understand and summarize expository
‘text structure. Beck and McKeown (1991) conducted a study to investigate “the match
between fifth-graders’ background knowledge and the information assumed by the text”
(p. 484).

Prior Knowledge and Background Knowledge

In an investigation to study how the content in a fifth-grade social studies text
matched with the students’ background knowledge, Beck and McKeown (1991)

concluded that textbooks “seem to assume that this information is already under student



control”(p. 485). Often, social studies texts assume students have a great prior
knowledge of material being studied, even though the material has not been studied
formally. As a result, the text content is weak. Thus, students don’t comprehend the
material because not enough background material is provided. “Current elementary
textbooks do not provide enough content about which to think about (Beck & McKeown,
1991, p. 489).

Beck’s and McKeown’s (1991) study did find that “both coherence of text and
background knowledge contributed to comprehension in independent ways” (p. 486).
They recommend strategies to help provide background to students so they understand
content. Beck and McKeown (1991) recommend that teachers “Go for depth and make
connections” (p. 486). They advise teachers to cover less material, but elaborate on the
material so students really understand. For example, teachers can use trade books in
addition to the textbook so students receive more background information. Teachers can
“draw from tradebooks the content that provides a basis for which students can construct
understanding” of events (Beck & McKeown, 191, p. 487).

Instruction About Text Structure

Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag (1987) identify four ways to help students
understand the structure of expository text. “One approach to fostering awareness of text
structure is to teach readers to make some concrete representation of the organization of
ideas”(p. 333). A second way is “to teach readers to use typographical cues (headings,
subheadings, and paragraphs) as indices of text structure” (p. 333). A third way is “to
provide instructions in one or more conventional text structures” (p. 333). A fourth

strategy that Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag (1987) studied in a case study with
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fifth-graders is to teach students to recognize a text structure and use the text structure to
write summaries. This fourth strategy was found to be quite effective. “Fifth-grade
students were successfully taught to form a macrostructure for problem/solution textbook
passages read independently, as assessed by both an essay question over main points and
a summarization task” (Armbruster, Anderson, & Ostertag, 1987, p. 345). The results
“suggest that direct instruction of a conventional text structure can facilitate formation of
a macrostructure for that type of a text (Armbruster, Anderson, & Ostertag, 1987, p. 345).

Comprehension Monitoring, Student-generated Questions, Summarizing

Taylor and Frye (1992) identify a number of strategies that have been found to be
effective in helping students with reading comprehension. One method is comprehension
monitoring. This strategy “involves readers becoming cognizant of whether or not they
understand what they are reading” (Taylor & Frye, 1992, p.39). In comprehension
monitoring, students locate “sources of comprehension failure and using appropriate fix-
up strategies to improve reading comprehension which has faltered” (Taylor & Frye,
1992, p.39). Also, Taylor and Frye (1992) discuss how “self-questioning or generating
questions for someone else to answer are methods which have been found to improve”
reading comprehension (p. 40). Furthermore, Taylor and Frye (1992) cite different
researchers who identify direct instruction in summarizing important ideas to be effective
in improving intermediate-grade students’ comprehension of expository text.

Reciprocal Teaching

A last strategy Taylor and Frye discuss and research is the reciprocal teaching
method originally designed by Palinscar and Brown (1984). This method “makes use of

four effective strategies: self-questioning, summarizing, clarifying (self-monitoring) and
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predicting. .. Students take turns “being teacher” as they lead the others in the group in the
activities of questioning, summarizing, clarifying (comprehension monitoring), and
practicing” (p. 40).
Conclusions

Challenges Students Have with Content Material

Students have difficulties comprehending expository text. As a result, their
comprehension of content material is poor. Beck and McKeown (1991) and Armbruster,
Anderson, & Ostertag (1987) have investigated reasons why students have difficulty with
comprehension of content reading material. They have found that students lack interest,
motivation, and prior knowledge. Textbooks often assume prior knowledge and don’t
provide enough background knowledge in the text content. Furthermore, students are not
exposed to expository text. As a result, they are not familiar with, nor do they know how
to identify, the complex structures of expository text. Since students struggle with
understanding the text structures of content material, they have difficulties identifying the
main ideas and summarizing.
Effective Strategies to Teach Content Reading

There are strategies that have been found to be effective in helping students
become more proficient at reading and comprehending content materials. Teachers need
to become familiar with and use these strategies so they can help their students to succeed
at comprehending content reading. A strategy Armbruster, Anderson, and Ostertag
(1987) discuss is how making students aware of the complex structures of expository
texts can help students to recall, understand the main idea, and summarize. Beck and

McKeown (1991) explain how using cohesive texts, providing background knowledge,
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including tradebooks, and helping students make connections are effective strategies that
help students to better understand content material. Taylor and Frye (1992) identify
effective reading comprehension strategies to be comprehension monitoring, student-

generated questions, summarizing, and reciprocal teaching
Recommendations

Educators need to remember that students are not usually exposed to expository
text until later grades. Therefore, teachers cannot assume that students understand how to
read and comprehend content material. To help students become more ready to “read to
learn”, teachers in primary grades should begin to expose students to expository text.
Upper grade teachers need to facilitate students in the transition from “learning to read”
to “reading to learn”. For example, upper grade teachers should help students to become
familiar with and understand the different purposes and structures of expository texts.
These instructors should also model how to summarize content material. Teachers
cannot assume that students know strategies to effectively read and comprehend
expository text. Nor can teachers of content areas assume that teaching content is their
only responsibility. Their responsibility is to help students learn strategies to understand
the content material they are reading. Teachers need to become familiar with and use
these strategies so they can help their students to succeed at comprehending content
reading. Not only will teaching strategies to read content material help improve test
scores and grades, but it will also help students learn the skills needed to participate fully

in society.

13



13

References

Armbruster, Bonnie B.; Anderson, Thomas H.; & Ostertag, Joyce. (1987, Summer).
Does text structure/summarization instruction facilitate learning from expository
text? Reading Research Quarterly (22) 3, 331-346.

Beck, Isabel L., & McKeown, Margaret G. (1991, October). Research directions: Social
studies texts are hard to understand: Mediating some of the difficulties.
Language Arts (68), 482- 490.

Taylor, Barbara M. & Frye, Barbara J. (1992). Comprehension strategy instruction in
the intermediate grades. Reading, Research and Instruction 32 (1), 39-48.



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)
National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) (So1342 T

REPRODUCTION RELEASE

(Specific Document)

l. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

Title:

Content Area BReading’ Sumvnary of Reference Peopecs
Author(s): 'B‘(‘amc\a Mou“ﬁn (\/\OLLS‘\"OL{‘\OL

Corporate Source: Publication Date:

Spring 1999

I. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the
monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usuaily made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy,
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom
of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be The sample sticker shown below will be The sampie sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents affixed to all Levei 2A documents affixed to all Level 28 documents
PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND } !
PZRMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND DISSEMINATE THIS MATER! i 3
i !
DISSZIINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS i i
BEEN GRANTED BY : ;
HAS BEEN GRANTED EY i
! i
Q\6 Q\O . '\‘Z |
A : N '
,3(0 o0 ; AN i
5 e ; e f
' - %
T0 THE ZDUCATIONAL RESOURCES TG THE EDUCATICNAL RESCURCES E )
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) INFCRMATION CENTER (ERIC) | i
i : :
1 i 2 122
Level 1 Level 2A Lavei 23
I | !
X
/
Check here for Level 1 release, permitting reproduction Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction Check here for Level 2B release, pemmitting
and dissemination in microfiche or other ERIC archival and dissemination in microfiche and in electronic media reproduction and dissemination in microfiche only
media (e.g.. electronic) and paper copy. for ERIC archival collection subsecribers only

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits.
If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system
contractors requires permission from the copyright hoider. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies
to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.

Sign Signaturg, M ,// Printed Name/Position/Title: Teacher
here,~ M A 7Y bt g Brends Maviin Moustato. [6rad St

Organization/Address: < Telephone, FAX:
E ‘llee 15555 er\'\’\%*on VB.LA»\Q/ (714)B399°3220 |
Huwntineyon Beach (A 92647 "o3l2k)99

{over)



Ill. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please
provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unlgs§ it is publicly
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:
ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
1100 West Street, 2™ Floor
Laurel, Maryland 20707-3598

Telephone: 301-497-4080
Toll Free: 800-799-3742
FAX: 301-953-0263
e-mail: ericfac@inet.ed.gov
E lC WWW: http:/lericfac.piccard.csc.com

JAFuiext provided by ERIC
EFF-088 (Rev. 9/97)
PROEVINI IC VVEOCQIANS AL TUIC EARM AQRE NARCAHI ETE



