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Pearson and Johnson's (1978) thesis that
comprehension is building bridges between the
new and the known served as part of the under-
pinning for this research study. So too, did the
assumption that comprehension is dependent
upon two types of information; that which is
instde the head and that which is outside the
head., Additionally, Vacca and Vacca's (1986)
comments about the importance of self-knowl-
edge and self-monitoring added to the foundation
of this study.

Johnston (1985), in interviewing three
adults about their historles as readers, found
bewllderment about the strategies good readers
employ. These adults did not understand how
able readers “did it." Johnston and Winograd
(1985) pointed out that poor readers often fail
because they do not make use of their potential —
not because of inability to perform. That is, these
readers have the necessary “equipment;” they
Just don't focus it on the task., Bransford, Vye,
and Stein's {1984) research involved similar is-
sues. In part of their research, successful and
less able fifth grade students were given two
versfons of a robot story. In one version, reasons
for the robots’ characteristics were given; in the
other these reasons had to be inferred. Able
readers recalled the same number of properties
‘whether they received the explicit or the implicit
version (x = 14). By contrast, the less able readers
recalled significantly fewer properties, and

showed significant differences based on the types
of passage (explicit x = 9, implicit x = 5). Such
behavior by the less able readers fits the descrip-
tion of passive readers suggested by Johnston
and Winograd (1985). The conclusion reached in
the Bransford, et al{1984) study was that the less
successful readers are more passive; they have
difficulty in assessing what they know of text and
in how to make text relevant and easler to under-
stand.

This study centered around two issues
suggested by the work of Bransford, et al:

(a) the effect of implicit
materials, where reasons for
relationships have to be
inferred, as opposed to explicit
materials, where reasons or
relationships are directly stated

(b) the effect of direct
instruction in ways of making
textual material easier to
understand.

The purpose of the study is two-fold: a
partial replicate of the Bransford, et al. (1984)
study and a classroom exploration of able and
less able students’ written summaries of explicit
and implicit material. Instead of fifth grade
students, however, this current study used sixth



and seventh grade students. Instead of a non-
subject-matter related passage, this study used
passages from content area textbooks. Instead of
working with individual students, this study
worked with groups of students in classroom
situations, Finally, this study operationally de-
fined explicit text as text where connective words
and phrases have been added to make relation-
ships explicit and where antecedents have been
substituted for pronouns in order to alleviate
pessible confusion, This operational definition
differs from that used by Bransford, et al., where
explicit text used a prereading organizer,

By attempting the type of precision
training described by Bransford, et al. in a class-
room situation and with expository text, this
study examined the classroom applicability of
precision training strategies. To further explore
the efficacy of this approach, this study compared
precision training with activities thought to repre-
sent typieal classroom activities. This study,
then, was designed to yield some understanding
of how these children have learned to read: the
strategies they employ, the understandings and
misunderstandings they use to attempt to obtain
meaning from text,

This study addressed the following speciiic
hypothesis: '

1) There are significant

differences between high ability

and low ability subjects in the number of
ideas recalled, the

types of ideas recalled, and the

quality of the main idea

statements written.

2.) There are significant
differences between students
with and without specific
precision training in the
number of ideas recalled, the
types of ideas recalled, and the
quality of the main idea
statements,

3.} There are significant
differences between students
who read implicit passages and
students who read explicit
passages in the nurnber of ideas
recalled, the types of ideas
recalled, and the quality of the
main idea statements, -
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4.) There are significant
differences between lower
ability students and higher
ability students in the effects of

precision training.

5.) There are significant
differences between students
who read explicit passages and
students who read implicit
passages in the effects of

precision training,
Experiment One

Method
Subjects

The subjects participating in this portion
of the study were 60 seventh graders at a junior
high in a small Midwestern town (population
35,000), Ten subjects were eliminated from the
analysis because they did not complete the pre-
test, treatment, and post-test. Initlally, two
groups of students were formed: a higher group
and a lower group. Students scoring in the top
three  stanines on the district-administered
Gates-MacGinitle Reading Tests were choosen for
the higher group. Students scoring in the third
through fifth stanines on the Gates-MacGinitie
Reading Tests were chosen for the lower group.
Because the school employs tracking, these stu-
dents were chosen from five different classes (one
high group, two regular groups, two low groups).
As it turned out, students in the higher group
were from three of the classes (the high and the
two regular groups) and students in the lower

_group were from four of the classes (the two

regular and the two low).

Students from the higher performance
group and students from the lower performance
group were then randomly assigned to either the
experimental treattnent or the control treatment.
Both the experimental group and the control
group consisted of students from all five of the
classes,

Materials

Two passages from the text World Geogra-
phy (Gross, 1983) were selected to be used as the
pretest and the post-test, The book was chosen
because it is the 7th grade geography book in the
school and it represents a type of reading allthese .
students encounter every day. The particular
passages were chosen because of several similari-
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ties. First, both appear as “People and the Envi-
ronment” articles in the regular textbook. Sec-
ond, the articles have similar structures; that is,
both present two points of view about a current
issue, Third, the topics are similar. Fourth, the
passage lengths, though not identical, are simi-
lar. Each passage can be read by a seventh grader
in ten minutes or less,

Each passage was rewritten into two differ-
ent versions: one precise and one imprecise. The
precise version made the connections between
and among ideas explicit, while in the imprecise
version the connections were impliclt, An ex-
ample of these changes is the explicit stating of a
cause-effect relationship in the explicit version
but not in the implicit version (explict: “Smoke,
fire, and air pollution go hand in hand because
most air pollution is the result of buming.” /
implicit: “Smoke, fire, and air pollution go hand
fn hand. Most air pollution is the result of
burning.”), The approximately 30 changes af-
fected the length of the passages slightly. The
explicit passages were approximately 40 words
longer than the implicit passages.

Procedures

As a pretest, all subjects were given the
passage, “Chemicals in our Food — Two Sides of
an Argument,” in either the precise or the impre-
cise version,
reasons: tofamiliarize students with thetask and
to check forequivalency of the control and experi-
mental groups. Half the students were given the
precise version and half the imprecise version.
Students were asked to read the passage and then
make a written summary of the passage, without
locking back te the passage. Following the com-
pleticn of the written summary, students were
asked to write a one- or two-sentence statement
of the main ideas of the passage.

- Scoring

The summaries were scored by the two
authors working independently. This scoring was
done through blind review process. Each sum-
mary was typed and identified by a number. No
summary was identifled in any way by group or
treatment. Each summary was scored for the
total number of ideas, the level of those ideas, and
the quality of the main idea statement. The

scoring was done using an outline of the passage

listing one superordinate idea, several cocrdinate
 ideas (paragraph main ideas), and numerous
subordinate ideas (details). When scoring the

The pretest was glven for two

protocols, subjects were given credit for each idea
recalled, provided the idea was on the outline. If
uncertain about the acceptability of an idea, the
raters were encouraged to look back to the pas-
sage. Once the protocol was scored, the total
number of ideas was calculated by adding the
superordinate, coordinate, and subordinate
ideas. The correlation between the raters was .92
for the total numbers of ideas recalled. Following
independent rating of all protocols, the raters
resolved all differences.

Main idea statements were scored sepa-
rately, They were given from zero to five points
according to the following standards:

5 - the main idea statement was
well stated and complete;

4 - the statement identified the
subject but did not limit or
narrow it;

3 - the main statement
identified the major portion of
the subject, more than just a
coordinate;

2 - the main idea statement
4dentified one coordinate idea;

1 - the main ideas statement
identified one subordinate idea
or detail; and

0 - no main idea statement was
given,

Treatment

The experimenter met with the students
on five different days over a two week period. The
first and last days were devoted to the pretest and
the post-test. The experimental and control treat-
ments were administered during three twenty-
five minute sessions (1/2 class periods). Both the
control and the experimental treatments were
administered by the same individual, one of the
co-authors, Prior to beginning the research proj-
ect, the experimenter had been in the classroom
to observe, so he was known to the students and
had a familiarity both with the students and with
the classroom routine, The students were taken
out of the regular English classroom for the
treatment. The students in the experimental

group were given training in recognizing precision
in passages. First, an explanation of precision



was given, This was given within the framework
of amemory task. Studentswere givenalist of ten
sentences similar to those used by Bransford, et
al. {e.g. The strong man purchased the book) and
asked to remember them, Following that, the
students were given seven pairs of sentences (e.g.
The smart man used the rake/The smart man
answered the question) and asked to decide
which sentence in each pair would be the easier
to remember, The discussion centered around
the connection between the adjective that de-
scribed the man and what the man did. (e.g.
strength and buying a book).

Second, students were asked to write
precise elaborations for imprecise sentences; that
is, they added explanations to the core sentences.
Initially they were given three practice sentences.
With these practice sentences elaborations were
written by the group. Different responses were
discussed, Then students were asked to write
precise elaborations for the initial list of ten
sentences.

Third, in order to apply the training to
passages, students read and discussed the robot
story used by Bransford, et al. The story was used
in a different way than that described by Brans-
ford, et al. In this study, the discussion focused
on making the transfer from sentences to pas-
sages, After reading the passage, students were
asked why the robot would have a particular trait.
The discussion preceded line by line.

Fourth, to further effect the transfer, an
additional passage from World Geography was
used. Students read the passage and then dis-
cussed the kinds of elaborations that would help
them understand the article, Throughout the
discussions of precision and elaboration stu-
dents were reminded of the purpose for this
training, to better understand what they read and
to more effectively remember what they read.

Students in the control group read and
discussed a short story, “The Cub." The students
read the title and talked about different kinds of
cubs. Then they read the story paragraph by
paragraph. After reading silently, student volun-
teers read the story aloud. Occasionally, the
experimenter stopped the class to discuss a key
word or todiscuss the action of the story. After the

whole story had been read, students wrote end-

ings to the story orletters explaining their{eelings
about what had happened, '
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Post-test

The post-test consisted of the passage
“CleanAlr — Is1t Worth the Price?" The procedure
used with the pretest was again followed. Stu-
dents read the passage and then wrote main idea
statements. The sutnmaries and main idea state-
ments were analyzed in the method outlined
earlier,

Results

The results were analyzed using t-tests to
compare the groups identified previously. Two
way analyses of variance were also used to exam-
ine differential effects of the treatments. In addi-
tion, contingency tables were used to help analyze
the levels of recall (superordinate, coordinate,
subordinate).

Hypothesis Number One

There are significant differences between
high and low ability subjects in the total number
of ideas recalled, and the quality of the main idea
statement, The average number of ideas recalled
on the post-test was 6.74 for the lower ability
group and 15.7 for the higher ability group (t = -
4.93; p <.,0001). The number of ideas of different
types (superordinate, coordinate, subordinate)
was significantly greater (p < .05) for the higher
ability group than for the lower abtlity group. The
distribution of responses was equivalent for the
two groups, The quality of the main idea was also
significantly different (t = -3.54; p< .001).

Hypothesis Number Two

There are not significant differences be-
tween students with specific precision training
and students without specific precision training.
Approximately the same number of ideas were
recalled by subjects in the experimental and
control groups. The total number of ideas re-
called by students in the experimental group was
10.56 while students in the control group recalled
10,68.

Hypothesis Number Three

There are not significant differences be-
tween students who read explicit passages and
students who read implicit passages. Both
groups of students recalled approximately the
same number of ideas and the same types of
ideas. However, there are differences in the
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quality of the main ideas (See Table 1). On the
pretest, the students with the implicit passages
wrote significantly better main ideas statements
than did students with explicit passages. But on
the post-test, there was no significant difference.
In fact, the mean main idea score for students
who read the explicit passages was slightly higher
than for those who read the implicit passage.

Table 1
Mean pretest and post-test main idea scores us
a function of type of passage (experiemnt one)
Test Scores
Pretest Post-test
Type of
Passage
Explicit 2.43 3.09
Implicit 3.14 2.95
Hypothesis Number Four

There are not significant differences be-
tween the effects of precision training on lower
ability students and the effects of preclsion train-
ing on higher ability students. However, inspec-
tion of the results (See Table 2) suggests that the
effect of precision training, if any, was with the
lower ability students. The lower ability students
who received training scored slightly higher than
those who did not receive the training,

Table 2
Mean post-test total ideas recalled as a function
of treatment and ability level (experiment one)
Ability Level
| Pretest Post-test
Treatment
Control 5.62 (13) 16,17 {12)

Baperemental 779 (14 1400 (11)

Hypothesis Number Five

There are not significant differences be-
tween the effects of precision training on students
who read implicit passages and students who
read explicit passages. The differences that show
in the raw data (See Table 3) are extremely minor,
although in the direction predicted.

Table 3
Mean mn-test total scores reacalled as a function
of treatment and type of passage (experiement one)
Type of Passage
Explicit Implicit
Treatment
Control 9.87 (15) 11,90 {10}
Experimental 10.86 (14) 10.18 {11)
Experiment Two
Method
Subjects

The subjects participating in this portion
of the study were 48 sixth graders at a sixth grade
center in a small Midwestern town (population
20,000). Because of illness, 14 students were
unabie {o to complete the pretest, the treatment,
and the post-test, As a result they were elimi-
nated from the analysis. As in Experiment One,
two groups of students were formed: a higher
group and a lower group. Students scoring in the
top two stanines on the district-administered
Squirts Reading Test were choosen for the higher
group. Students scoring in the third through fifth
stanines on the Squirts were chosen forthe lower
group. These students were taken from their
classes and worked with as two groups, a control
group and an experimental group.

Materials

Two passages from the text The United

~ States: Past toPresent (McAuley & Wilson, 1985)

were selected to be used as the pretest and the
post-test, As in Experiment One, the passages
were chosen because of several similarities,
These passages, though, were complete chapter
subsections, rather than special features within
the text. Each passage was rewrltten into two






