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GEARING UP

1. Write your own definition of reading before you read the article.

2. Imagine that you completely lacked the ability to read. How would this affect your life?

3. What do you think makes some reading material difficult to understand? 

4. Describe something you read that had a significant effect on you.

5. List the steps you can take to improve your reading ability.

6. What reading materials would be easy for you to understand easily but difficult for someone else?

STRATEGY: Reading Exposition
The next article, “The Proficient Reader,” is an example of expository writing. Exposition is material that presents information and teaches ideas. Textbooks, lectures, and informative articles and essays often use the expository mode; they present facts, ideas, theories, processes, and other information.

The language of exposition differs from the narrative language you encountered earlier in this unit. Narrative writing tends to be informal and familiar and uses the familiar framework of a plot with a beginning, a middle, and an end. Typically you are able to follow along, “get into” the story, and anticipate its outcome. Exposition, however, lacks the familiar story framework, and you must approach it with different expectations.

An example of exposition follows. As you read it, note the information presented and the way it is developed.

Several reasons can be offered to explain why the Prime Minister's government was overthrown after a period of six years. First, the people were unhappy with her economic policies. Before she took office, most groups enjoyed a reasonable standard of living and employment was high. By her fourth year in office, however, the economy was no longer healthy. Workers' earnings fell, unemployment rose, and the cost of living soared. New taxes had to be imposed, which resulted in even larger-scale dissatisfaction from all parts of society.

A second reason for the downfall of the Prime Minister can be found in her attitude toward religious groups. The government imposed harsh restrictions and tried to prohibit group worship. This policy angered religious groups who had up to this point enjoyed religious toleration. It resulted in the formation of a united religious opposition party that organized effective anti-government protests and succeeded in having the policy dropped even before it was implemented.

Another factor that contributed to widespread indignation and unrest stemmed from the Prime Minister's notorious and infamous Censorship Laws. These laws were meant to . . .

When you read exposition, you must determine the topic and major ideas the author is presenting. In the preceding example, the opening sentence signals the topic: “Several reasons can be offered to explain why the Prime Minister's government was overthrown . . . . “ When you see the phrase “several reasons,” you can expect the author to present several factors responsible for the government's downfall. Each paragraph contains details to explain the general statement about the overthrow of the government:

First, the people were unhappy . . .

A second reason for the downfall . . .

Another factor that contributed to . . .

As you read each explanation, you need to follow the author's thought pattern and see how ideas are being developed. Expository texts use several writing patterns to signal the flow of ideas. These writing patterns include cause and effect, comparison and contrast, sequence or process, listing, analysis, example, and definition.

Cause and Effect

In using the pattern of cause and effect, the writer shows why something has happened. The reader is presented with reasons and results.

Example: The development of the printing press had a significant impact on the spread of literacy.


Cause

      Effect
Development of printing press

 Spread of literacy

Comparison and Contrast

In using comparison and contrast, the writer shows how ideas are similar to or different from one another.

Example: Both the television and the telephone are devices for communication. But unlike a telephone conversation, a television program's message goes in only one direction: from the TV set to the audience. With the telephone, both parties send and receive information.

Sequence or Process

A writer uses sequence to demonstrate a particular order or arrangement of information. Often the writer is describing a process—an action that unfolds as a set of events.

Example: Before reading a text, you should survey or preview it. Look at the headings and subheadings. Read through it once without stopping to get a general idea of its contents. Then return to the text for a more careful, deliberate reading.

Listing

In listing, the writer organizes information in a series that may or may not exhibit a particular order.

Example: The functions of the family can be grouped into four categories: (1) reproduction and socialization, (2) economic cooperation, (3) assignment of social roles, and (4) personal relationships.

Analysis

In using analysis, the writer breaks down material into its essential parts for examination and interpretation.

Example: The television industry is in many ways like any other business. It operates largely on the system of supply and demand. The more demand there is for commercial time on a particular program, the higher the price for use of that time. Advertisers want to reach as many people as possible. Therefore, a very popular show is more attractive to advertisers than a program with few viewers. Accordingly, the price for commercial time is higher for popular shows.

Example

A writer uses example to illustrate an idea. The writer selects something as a sample to show the nature of the major point. The example serves as a “typical instance.”

Example: One finds evidence of increasing dissatisfaction with jobs, even among such traditionally privileged groups as the nation's 4.5 million middle managers. For example, whereas this group once represented the bulwark of company loyalty, today one out of three middle managers indicates some willingness to join a union. Another striking indicator of discontent is the increasing number of middle-aged managers seeking a mid-career change.

Definition

When a writer provides a definition, he or she states or explains the meaning of something.

Example: CATV stands for “community antenna television.” It is a TV reception system used mainly in rural locations where it is difficult for the homeowner to pick up a signal. A large central antenna is mounted in a strategic location, and people's TV sets are served by cable from this central facility.

Reading Exposition

If you reread the example of exposition on page 97, you will probably notice several patterns of expository writing. You already saw how a general statement is used, followed by a listing (“First, . . . “, “A second reason”, “Another factor. . . “). You need to follow these reasons as the author explains and develops them.

Comparison and contrast appear in the following statements: “Before she took office, most groups enjoyed a reasonable standard of living . . .”; By her fourth year in office, however, the economy was no longer healthy.” 

Cause and effect occur in the following statement: “New taxes had to be imposed, which resulted in even larger-scale dissatisfaction from all parts of society.”

   Cause 
Effect

New taxes imposed
         Larger-scale dissatisfaction

Consider the following questions as you read expository material:


1. What idea(s) is the author presenting?


2. What information are you being asked to learn?


3. What important details are provided to support the major points?


4. How does the author develop the idea(s)?
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Congratulations! You have accomplished something quite remarkable: You have read. Perhaps you take for granted this ability unique to human beings. However, noted educator G. R. Carlsen said, “Learning to read is one of the most complex tasks that a human being accomplishes in a lifetime. The amazing thing is not that a few people fail, but that so many succeed.”

Like writing, listening, and speaking, reading is a process of communication using language. Reading is communication between the writer and the reader. It requires interaction or transaction with a written text. When you read, you try to understand the writer's message. To do this, you must relate the author's message to your own knowledge. For example, suppose you read a report comparing two models of computer. To understand the report, you would already have to know something about computers. If you knew nothing about this subject, you could expect to learn very little. Reading therefore is more than a mechanical process of moving your eyes across the page. Reading involves mentally processing printed information in a meaningful way. In your attempt to make meaning out of the text you read, you must get actively involved in it.

Processing Written Language and Reacting
On the surface, it appears that when you are reading, you are simply looking at marks on a page-symbols that don't talk. Yet these marks on a page can make you laugh, cry, shiver, cringe, smile, or reflect. Look at the following examples, and think about how you react:

1.
The professor was so absent-minded that he often put on his coat with the hanger still in it. 

2.
We regret to inform you that your son has been taken prisoner by the enemy.

3.
She locked the door and was about to switch on the light. Suddenly, she sensed something. Someone was in the room. Before she could even gather her thoughts, a hand reached out and grabbed her throat. She tried to scream, but . . .

4.
Try our special steak dinner. For $10 you receive a thick, juicy, mouth-watering grilled steak, smothered in fried onions, with golden French-fried potatoes and creamy cole slaw.

5.
They removed their clothes and lay down on the bed. Their bodies felt warm as their lips met. They embraced passionately, knowing that they might never see each other again.

6.
I know a guy who was so ugly that when he was born, the doctor slapped his mother instead of him.

You probably reacted differently to each example. This can be explained in part by the experiences and knowledge that you bring to the printed page. Reading involves the “total you.” It engages your mind in imagining and understanding, as well as your feelings and emotions. 

What you see on this page is only ink marks; they have no meaning in themselves. Yet you are able to derive meaning and to react. These marks signal some idea that is already in your mind. The most important part of reading is what you know before you begin to read and the connections you make while reading. Proficient reading is an active process. It can be thought of as a search for meaning.

The Impact of the Written Word
Through the written word, writers convey meaning. Written words can stir our emotions, imagination, and intellect. They can inform, influence, enrage, plead, amuse, and persuade. In short, written words have power. The writer and the reader-those who create and recreate the writ​ten word-have power. The writer has the power to communicate thoughts and ideas. The reader who takes in the writer's message has the power to know, evaluate, and act. The English poet Lord Byron remarked:

But words are things, and a small drop of ink, Falling like dew, upon a thought produces That which, makes thousands, perhaps millions, think.

The following examples show the impact of the written word:

All men are created equal, they are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable inalienable rights. (Thomas Jefferson)

Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore,

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed, to me;

I lift my lamp beside the golden door! (Emma Lazarus)

We, the people of the United States, in order to form a more perfect union (Preamble to the Constitution).

Free at last! Free at last! Thank God almighty, we are free at last! (Martin

Luther King)

I can, therefore I am. (Simone Weil)

We are all accustomed to reacting to the writing of others. But written words may also be a product of our own hands and imaginations. Seeing them on paper may give us a great sense of pride and accomplishment. In addition, our words may well have an impact on others. In his autobiography Growing Up, New York Times columnist Russell Baker recalls how as a student he came to appreciate the power of the written word. He had composed an essay entitled “The Art of Eating Spaghetti,” and his teacher, Mr. Fleagle, read it aloud to the class:

My words! He was reading my words out loud to the entire class. What's more, the entire class was listening. Listening attentively. Then somebody laughed, then the entire class was laughing, and not in contempt and ridicule, but with openhearted enjoyment. Even Mr. Fleagle stopped two or three times to repress a small prim smile.

I did my best to avoid showing pleasure, but what I was feeling was pure ecstasy at this startling demonstration that my words had the power to make people laugh. . .

The Language Base for Reading
When did you begin to learn to read? Was it in kindergarten or first grade? Or did you learn at home with the help of your parents, a brother or sister, or perhaps television? Actually, the first step in the reading process occurred at birth when you entered the world of language with your first cry. Soon afterward you began to distinguish the human voice from all other sounds, and you produced sounds that eventually became mean​ingful speech. Before you entered school, you became quite adept at using language. You recognized and produced oral language and understood that it had meaning. Your grasp of language helped prepare you for the day you would read print. Of course, if you are hearing or visually impaired, your reading process evolved differently.

Early Reading Development

Once you understood something about language on the basis of your speaking, listening, and visual perception abilities, you were ready to read and write. Although your experience in learning to read may differ from those of your friends, you and they most likely had common experiences. At one point, you had to learn that the English language 

tfel ot thgir morf daer dna nettirw ton si

but is written and read from left to right. (If you didn't understand that strange-looking line, start on the right and move left.) 

The Developing Reader

As you grew older, progressed through school, and gained new experiences, you also had a chance to read more. You began to see that not everything could be read or understood in the same way. One thing that changed was the kind of material you were expected to read. Many of your initial experiences in learning to read at school or at home involved material that was narrative in form. In reading a narrative, you knew that a story was introduced and a plot developed. You came to expect a beginning, a middle, and an end. The popular fairy tales follow this pattern, and so did many of the first books you read. You were able to read and follow these narratives because you were accustomed to listening to, and being told, stories with a narrative structure. You were becoming sensitive to the tone and style of narratives. Often accompanying pictures helped you understand what you were reading.

The autobiographical accounts presented earlier in this unit are other examples of narrative material. In each excerpt, the author recounted some aspect of his or her life. Although the language was more sophisticated than that of fairy tales, the articles were similar to children's stories in that events were described and you could follow the story line.

Not long after you entered elementary school, you realized that not everything you read was a story. New types of reading were introduced. As you moved through elementary school, and subsequently to junior and senior high school, you were expected to read expository material. Expository texts presented facts, ideas, and explanations rather than the stories you were accustomed to seeing in your first reading books. You were introduced to specific subjects, each with its own vocabulary, concepts, and facts. You probably noticed that the simple sentences you saw in beginning reading books were gone and were replaced by longer, more complex sentences. You encountered new, challenging forms of expression. You were “bombarded” with many facts that often were squeezed into a few pages. Instead of following a story with a beginning, a middle, and an end, you were asked to understand relationships such as cause and effect. You may have been asked to compare and contrast different things. As you progressed through school, you had to learn a new language: the language of the textbook.

Examples of Exposition
An example will help illustrate the preceding points. Here is a passage from an American history textbook commonly used in the lower elementary school grades. It deals with the early life of Abraham Lincoln.

The young man decided to be a lawyer. He borrowed law books and read them while he held other jobs. When he finished studying the books, he moved to Springfield, Illinois. There he opened an office and became a lawyer.

Abraham was chosen by the people of Illinois to be a member of the legislature. The legislature made laws for the state of Illinois . . . 

Now compare the preceding passage with the following one. This passage deals with the same topic, but it is taken from a textbook that would be used in the middle grades.

. . . He wanted to be a lawyer, but he knew he would need a better education, so he borrowed books, often walking the long miles between New Salem and Springfield for that purpose, “and went at it in good earnest.” In 1836 he received a license to practice law. By this time he had blossomed into an affable young politician and two years previously had been elected to the state legislature . . . . 

What differences do you notice between the versions? Which would you consider easier to read and understand? Most people agree that the first version is simpler because the sentences are shorter, each sentence contains fewer ideas, and the vocabulary is easier. In contrast, the first and last sentences of the second version are more complicated, each sentence contains several ideas, and the vocabulary is generally more challenging.

Both excerpts mention that Lincoln became a lawyer. At this time in your life, you have a fairly good idea of what a lawyer does. But were you familiar with the occupation of lawyer when you were in second grade? How did you form an understanding of what a lawyer does over the years? As you grew, you had new experiences and gained background knowledge that enabled you to develop a frame of reference for the profession of lawyer. You may have read books describing the law profession. You may have met a lawyer in person or via a television program (the often distorted picture of attorneys on TV notwithstanding). If you ever needed the services of a lawyer or studied law yourself, your understanding of the term lawyer would be even broader. With each type of reading you encounter, you must either have a frame of reference or build one. Without it, you will be unable to process information in a meaningful way.

Proficient Reading: A Never-Ending Quest

Of course, you cannot expect to reach a point in your life where you will fully understand everything you read. No one can read every piece of material with total comprehension. Some written passages are more difficult to understand than others.

One case arises when the words used are unfamiliar to you but express a common idea. An example of this occurs in the following sentence: “You can convey an equus to a compound of hydrogen and oxygen, but you cannot compel him to imbibe.” The author could have expressed the imbibe idea more simply by saying, “You can lead a horse to water, but you can't make him drink.” Putting it in the more complicated form is similar to using code: A translation must take place before you can make sense of it. Once the less familiar words are linked with the more common terms, the difficulty is cleared up.

A second problem occurs when familiar words are used to express an idea that is new and difficult to understand. Most adults know the ideas associated with the words light and year, but when these words are combined as in light year, they represent a difficult concept. The idea of a star so far away that we must measure its distance by the time it takes light to travel a year (moving at a speed of 186,000 miles per second) is hard to grasp.

A third difficulty occurs when unfamiliar words are used to express an unfamiliar idea. This is the most complicated problem because there is nothing familiar to rely on. The phrase “ionization potential of a compound” sounds completely foreign to a nonchemist.

One problem in reading comprehension, especially at the college level, is that you encounter so many terms, expressions, and concepts that are new to you. You can figure some of them out by using clues found in a sentence. You can predict others on the basis of clues that appear before or after the sentence that contains the unknown word. Of course, you can use a dictionary to make unfamiliar terms clearer and more understandable. In certain situations, however, you may have to read other material for more explanation or rely on someone to explain in terms you can comprehend. 

As you encounter various written material in college, in the workplace, and elsewhere in your daily life, you should expect to come across some material that lies outside your frame of reference. Consider the next example, taken from an automobile service manual.

Shock Absorber and Spring Mounting

Direct double-acting shock absorbers are attached at the upper eye to frame bracket and at the lower eye to the strut rod mounting shaft which incorpo​rates a threaded stud for the shock absorber lower eye. The transversely mounted multi-leaf spring is clamp bolted at the center section to lower mounting surface on the differential carrier cover. The outer ends of the main leaf are provided with a hole through which the spring is link bolted to the rear of the torque control arms. The spring assembly is provided with full length liners.

Are these instructions clear? Do they make sense to you? Some individuals with many years of schooling and advanced degrees would find these instructions incomprehensible. Although highly educated, these individuals have no frame of reference or background information to draw on. There is no interaction between the knowledge they possess and the information the directions contain. On the other hand, a teenager who spends time repairing cars might find these instructions quite clear and meaningful. This person would have a frame of reference based on practical, hands-on experience. As another example, consider employment advertisements in the newspaper. It is likely that many advertisements make sense to you, whereas others seem to be written in a foreign language. What meaning does the following advertisement have for you?

Biologist

Participate in studies of gene expression and regulation of neuropeptide systems in relation to cardiovascular control and mechanisms of hypertension. Extract and purify RNA for subsequent messenger RNA quantification and analysis using hybridization techniques, amplify RNA and DNA sequences using polymerase chain reactions and subclone into plasmid vectors; localize specific messenger RNA using in situ hybridization; tissue culture primary and clonal cell lines. Knowledge of gene regulation and expression for cardiovascular system. Hands-on experience in molecular and cellular biology techniques and tools.

If you had some background in biology, especially at the graduate school level, you probably would understand this advertisement. But how much meaning would you derive from this advertisement with no biology background? Many of the words would make sense if presented individually. But taken as a whole, the ad's message would be incomprehensible.

Steps to Proficient Reading: The Role of Effort

Although you no doubt will find some materials more difficult to read than others, you can take certain steps to minimize reading difficulties:

1.
Take an active role. Reading requires interaction between the reader and writer-that is, between you and the written text. Remember that reading is more than moving your eyes across the page. You must recreate the author's message, and this requires effort. You must try to project yourself into the text as you attempt to make sense of it.

2.
Read productively. One reading usually is not enough to grasp the full message of the text. Be prepared to give the material a fairly rapid reading to get the general idea of the text and then return for a care​ful, close reading.

3.
Ask questions as you read. Framing questions gives you a purpose and a goal and promotes active reading on your part.

4.
Examine the writer's purpose in creating the text. Is the writer trying to narrate, describe, argue, explain, persuade, or arouse? Knowing why the writer wrote the material often helps you in your initial effort to understand.

5.
Examine your purpose in reading a selection. Are you reading for information or amusement? What level of understanding do you want to achieve? Is a superficial understanding sufficient, or are you seeking superficial in-depth knowledge? What will you be expected to do with the reading? Will you have to answer questions? Will you perform a certain task?

6. Monitor your reading behavior as you read. Think about what you need for effective performance. Check your understanding as you read. If you do not understand, ask yourself, 

a. What specifically do I not understand? 

b. What do I need to know to make sense of this material? 

c. What can I do to increase my comprehension? 

d. Can I use the parts of the material that I do understand to help me figure out what is not clear to me? 

e. Where can I go to get further help?

Remember, your text cannot tell you whether you understood its message. Nor should you expect your instructor to always recognize your level of understanding. Your awareness must begin with you. If you are not aware of your own actions, you are reading passively and can't take steps to help yourself. To be an effective reader, you must be an active reader.

A Final Word
In reading, you control the flow of ideas. Reading is a very personal act. You can read as quickly or as leisurely as you want. You can stop, think, question, and reread as many times as you wish. 

In conclusion, we present an excerpt from an advertisement. Although this ad was geared to promote a particular magazine, its message is powerful and easily applicable to reading in general.

In the year 2075, when the travel-weary passenger on the moonshuttle has had his fill of: dinner on the anti-gravity magnetic tray, three dimensional TV, inter-galactic weather reports and conversational banter with the stewardess, as she floats by-he'll settle back in his contour couch, and return to that important, private activity each of us does alone. 

Reading . . .

The act of reading is essentially a process of thinking. It has the scan and scope beyond any camera—as you have just demonstrated on the cosmic screen of your own mind. It is a concentratively individual act. An involvement. The reader makes the printed communication happen . . . releases the magic that causes words on a page to leap into living thoughts, ideas, emotions.

And no matter how many millions may be on the receiving end of the message, it is addressed to, and received by, individuals, one at a time—each in the splendid solitude of his or her mind. There, the silent language of print can whisper, rage, implore, accuse, burst into song, explode into revelation, stab the consciousness. Or work a healing faith. And so it will always be, come hell, high water, or McLuhan.

Aeschylus knew this when he called written words “physicians.” And so did Hitler when he burned them. Because mobs roar, but individuals think. They think. They read. And they ask questions that alter the course of the world . . . .

We could give numerous other examples of reading material to make certain points about reading or about how other people think about it. We could also present many more examples of material to demonstrate that even a lifetime of study would leave us short of understanding even a small portion of the total set of possibilities. But what is crucial is that we can read what is important to us—not only in our jobs, but also in the pursuits we choose to enrich our personal lives. For reading is a special medium with the power to stir us across time, distance and culture.

QUESTIONS

1. The authors state, “Reading. . . is more than a mechanical process of moving your eyes across the page. Reading involves mentally processing printed information in a meaningful way.” Explain this statement.

2. Using an example that is not in the text, illustrate the saying “Literacy is a form of power.”

3. Analyze the excerpt from Russell Baker's autobiography, and explain why it was included in the text.

4. Why do students typically find reading increasingly challenging and difficult as they progress from elementary school through junior and senior high school?

5. Explain the difference between narrative and expository texts.

6. The authors state, “With each type of reading . . . you must either have a frame of reference or build one. Without it, you will be unable to process information in a meaningful way.” Explain this statement.

7. Identify three cases of potential difficulty with reading material.

8. Describe the reading strategies good readers use according to the article.

9. Reread the passage about shock absorbers and the advertisement on page 106. Circle the words that are unfamiliar to you. Why did you have difficulty understanding the passages? What would you need to know for this material to make sense to you?

10. Paraphrase the concluding sentence of the article.
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