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Preface

It is gratifying to prepare a fourth edition of Improving Reading Skills. Like the
first three editions, the text aims to help college students become better readers.
The basic principle that accounted for the success of the book in the past remains
the same, but with each successive edition I have refined the book to keep it fresh
and engaging. In this edition I have added a few features that I hope instructors
and students alike will find appealing. The many reviewers who gave me sug-
gestions, along with the comments of my students, have guided these changes,
which are explained in detail further along.

The fourth edition contains 36 reading selections drawn from a variety of
sources, most of them contemporary, representing the kinds of reading students
will encounter in their college courses—especially in English courses that require
reading expository and persuasive essays—and in their lives after their formal
education ends. The book has no particular philosophy, no “ism” to flog. It seeks
only to help students improve their technical skills and to read with enjoyment
and with confidence. I believe that these goals are best attained when students
read engaging, good-quality prose.

The fourth edition continues to stress vocabulary development in the con-
text of each particular reading. In my experience, a weak vocabulary—perhaps
even more than poor concentration or lack of interest—is a significant stumbling
block for many college students. Because the interrelationship between compre-
hension and vocabulary is so strong, intensive vocabulary work was an immedi-
ate concern when 1 prepared the first edition. Teaching from the text for several
semesters has only strengthened my conviction in this regard. Consequently, vo-
cabulary is an integral part of both the text and exercises.

Toward this end, each reading is preceded by a Vocabulary Preview intro-
ducing students to a few words they will encounter in the selection. Each pre-
view contains a short section on word histories (etymology), word parts, and
word families. These previews have the twin benefits of teaching students the
meanings of a few important words they will encounter in the selection, and
more important, they illustrate how to study vocabulary systematically. Rather
than being taught in isolation, the elements of English vocabulary words (roots,
prefixes, and suffixes)— so useful for word-attack skills—are taught in context of
the selection. Finally, each selection ends with two vocabulary exercises: The first
is a simple multiple-choice exercise; the form of the second varies, as a glance
through the text will show.

Xix
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Preface

In the fourth edition, six selections have been retained from earlier editions.
From the reviewers’ suggestions, I kept these favorites: Rose Del Castillo Guil-
bault, “The Conveyor-Belt Ladies”; Luis Rodriguez, “La Vida Loca: Two Genera-
tions of Gang Members”; Sheldon Campbell, “Games Elephants Play” (which ap-
peared in the first edition); Charles Finney, “The Life and Death of a Western
Gladiator”; James Villas, “A Night of Ice and Death”; and Patrick Welsh, “It
Takes Two to Tango.”

The new readings embrace a wide range of topics. Some examples: Dave
Barry writes humorously about why male-female relationships often go wrong; a
young black man embarking on a solo canoe trip down the Mississippi River has
his first encounter with racism (Eddy Harris); a student and amateur scientist
disproves the common misconception that ants cooperate (Richard Feynman); a
researcher descends into the tunnels beneath New York City and interviews their
subterranean dwellers (Terry Williams); Nelson Mandela describes the ritual that
adolescent Xhosas males in South Africa must undergo to become men’ a
Pulitzer Prize nominee, David Ferrell, writes a chronicle of the Badwater Race,
the most grueling ultra-marathon race on earth; and one of America’s best-
known science writers, Jared Diamond, cites the doomed civilization of Easter Is-
land as a warning about the likely effects of overpopulation and our own reck-
less misuse of natural resources.

In Part 4, “Reading about Issues,” students will read paired editorials on
two important controversies—biracial adoption and bilingual education. Follow-
ing these are readings on the often-ignored ramifications of adoption, the V-chip
that will soon be installed in all new television sets, and allegations of animal
abuse in the Iditarod, the annual Alaskan sled-dog race. Students should find
this collection of persuasive writing challenging and thought-provoking; in addi-
tion, the selections will show students how professional writers structure and de-
fend arguments.

The exercises following each selection are more extensive and cover a wider
range of skills than those in most other textbooks. Step by step, each exercise pro-
vides practice with skills at a level appropriate for each selection. By the comple-
tion of the course, these exercises will help students become competent, accurate,
and analytical readers. Specifically, students will practice with the following
skills:

Determining the main ideas and the author’s purpose.
Comprehending main ideas.

Distinguishing between main ideas and supporting details.
Recognizing supporting details.

Interpreting meaning.

Making inferences.

Drawing conclusions.

Distinguishing between fact and opinion.

Analyzing structure.

Annotating text; writing paraphrases and summaries.
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The fourth edition contains a number of changes. Here are the most signifi-
cant ones:

o The text opens with three short introductory sections explaining tech-
niques for improving vocabulary, using the dictionary, and annotating,
paraphrasing, and summarizing.

¢ The introductions to each part have been extended and reorganized so
that the most important skills are taught in the beginning of the text.
Specifically, students are introduced in Part 1 to main idea and support-
ing details; in Part 2 to the importance of context clues for vocabulary de-
velopment; in Part 3 to making accurate inferences; in Part 4 to learning
to analyze and evaluate persuasive writing and kinds of evidence; and in
Part 5 to identifying transitions and logical relationships between ideas.

e The headnotes for each selection have been expanded to provide more
background about the subject and more biographical information about
each writer.

e [ have shortened the Vocabulary Preview sections to accommodate other
changes and to avoid tedium. In addition, most of the previews contain a
brief exercise or two. For example, given a new prefix and an illustrative
word or two, students might be asked to define two other words begin-
ning with the same prefix.

e Interspersed throughout the readings are several maps, photos, and
drawings.

These are the most significant changes in the exercise apparatus:

e Exercises have more variety. Although I have retained multiple-choice
questions on main idea, author’s purpose, and comprehension, many ex-
ercises require the student to interpret and explain ideas from the selec-
tions in his or her own words. Easier skills are emphasized in Parts 1 and
2, and in Parts 3, 4, and 5, the material becomes gradually more difficult.

o The format of the exercises varies from selection to selection, resulting in
less uniformity than in earlier editions. Inference questions are not taken
up until Part 3, although both Parts 1 and 2 contain open-ended ques-
tions on interpreting meaning, analyzing structure, and drawing conclu-
sions. For example, when students are asked to analyze the structure of a
piece, they might be asked to write a simple outline, to find the thesis
statement, to write a sentence in their own words representing the main
idea of a particular paragraph, to explain a figure of speech, and so forth.

¢ Each of the persuasive readings in Part 4 contains extensive open-ended
exercises, in which students are asked to state the writer’s argument, to
briefly list the writer’s support for the argument, to explain the kinds of
evidence, and to assess the overall effectiveness of the argument.

¢ Throughout the text are a few writing exercises in annotation, paraphras-
ing, or summarizing. For the early selections, I offer examples to get
them started before they begin on their own material.
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Preface

e The most significant and, I hope, intriguing change in the apparatus is
the section called “For Further Exploration,” where I have listed relevant
books, movies (where appropriate), and Web sites. These suggestions
point students in several directions if they want to pursue a particular
subject in more depth or from a different perspective. In this way, stu-
dents see that learning comes in many forms, and they recognize the in-
terconnectedness between print and visual mediums.

It is frustrating to type in a Web address and to learn that the site is defunct
or has moved or to receive that most maddening of messages, “No DNS Entry.”
Consequently, in preparing the section “For Further Exploration,” I have tried to
exercise care that recommended World Wide Web sites are still operating. I veri-
fied all addresses in late spring 1999, but of course, I cannot guarantee that three
years hence they will still be accessible. To ensure as far as possible that readers
will still be able to visit Web sites after the turn of the century, I limited my sug-
gestions to sites maintained by established institutions.*

Instructors who used earlier editions will also note two changes in the in-
structor’s manual.

* As before, the manual provides readability analyses, suggestions for
teaching each selection, and answers to all of the exercises. For ease of
use, however, the readability analyses and synopses precede the an-
swers. In addition, instructors can consult the synopsis before assigning a
selection, if time is limited and if only a portion of the readings will be
assigned.

e A 25-item multiple-choice vocabulary quiz for each of the book’s five
parts is also included, along with vocabulary study lists.

First, I want to acknowledge my daughter, Charlotte Milan, and two of her
friends, Stephen Williams and Lindsay Corrigan, who cheerfully answered ques-
tions about contemporary culture and also suggested a few Web sites.

Special thanks to Robert Stamps, emeritus at City College of San Francisco,
for passing on Pamela Burdman'’s article, “Twenty Years out of Saigon” and to my
husband, David, for calling to my attention Richard Wolkomir’s article, “Making
Up for Lost Time: The Rewards of Reading at Last.” I also must mention the sug-
gestion made by Catherine Phillips of City College of San Francisco to include
partially completed paraphrase and summary exercises. And thanks, too, to
Arthur Zich, our neighbor, for allowing me to look through his portfolip of pub-
lished material, which yielded the informative and moving piece, “Japanese-
Americans: Home at Last.”

I wish to thank the many teachers from around the country who reviewed
the third edition. Without their kind words and constructive suggestions, this
would have been a very different book: Patricia Farabee, Southern Illinois Uni-
versity; Lori Grimm, Pima Community College; Doreen Kaller, Rio Hondo Col-

*A current list of web sites for this text can be found at http:/ /www.mhhe/spears
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lege; Sandra Lloyd, Tomball College; Margaret McClain, Arkansas State Univer-
sity; Mitye Jo Richey, Community College of Allegheny County; and Ann Marie
Tevlin, New York City Technical College.

Finally, heartfelt thanks to Sarah Moyers, sponsoring editor, and to Chris-
tine Vaughan and Ben Morrison. Their help, encouragement, and good humor
have been invaluable.

Instructors should feel free to write me at my e-mail address: dspears@sir-
ius.com. I can also be reached through the McGraw-Hill Higher Education web
site at hitp://mhhe.com/spears. 1 will do my best to answer all queries within a day
or two.



To the Student

THE AIMS OF THE TEXT

Improving Reading Skills is now in its fourth edition, which suggests that the stu-
dents who have used the previous three editions have benefited from its format
and content. You should, too, if you do your course work consistently, diligently,
and honestly. Above all, both your instructor and I hope that you will derive the
ultimate benefit from the instruction provided in the text: an enjoyment of read-
ing so that it becomes a lifelong pursuit. Reading well allows you to travel, to
dream, to escape, to learn, to question, and, most crucially as a college student, to
think.

The 36 selections in this edition are drawn from books, magazines, and
newspapers. Most are nonfiction, representing both the reading required in your
other college courses (especially English courses) and reading material you will
encounter the rest of your life after you finish school. The readings have been
carefully chosen for their high interest level; they represent a variety of topics
and writing styles. SOme are entertaining, some are informative, some are per-
suasive. Many will give you something to think about—and to write about. Since
the selections are arranged in order of difficulty, as you work through them you
will be able to refine your comprehension, vocabulary, and analytical skills with

increasingly harder readings.

Good reading involves a systematic approach, whether you are reading for
an academic course or for pleasure. All the exercises will demonstrate to you,
with consistent practice, what this process involves. Once you complete the text,
you should be better prepared to tackle all of your reading, from the daily news-
paper to the essay your English composition instructor assigns, to your psychol-
ogy textbook, to your favorite monthly magazines.

IMPROVING YOUR YOCABULARY

A major premise of the book is that a good vocabulary is essential for good com-
prehension skills. Stated another way, if you don’t know the meanings of many
words a writer uses, you can’t very well understand what he or she is saying. All
that you can hope for is to come away with a hazy idea of the main point. This,
clearly, is not reading.
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To the Student

The best way to improve your vocabulary is to commit yourself during
the term to looking up many unfamiliar words that you encounter in your
reading. At first this task may seem overwhelming, but as you work through
the material, you will see that the job is not as daunting as it may at tirst ap-
pear. The Vocabulary Previews that open each selection introduce you to a few
words that you will encounter in the particular reading. In them, you will be
shown how to break an unfamiliar word into its component parts—prefix, root,
and suffix—as an aid to getting at its meaning. Second, in the introduction to
Part 2 you will be shown how to use context clues to increase your stock of vo-
cabulary words. Finally, since each selection ends with two vocabulary exer-
cises, you will have ample opportunity to learn definitions of words worth
knowing from the readings.

As you work through these exercises, remember that it is not cheating to
look them up in the dictionary. And since your instructor may test you periodi-
cally on important vocabulary words, another suggestion is to write these new
words and their meanings either in a special notebook or on 3” by 5” index cards.
In this way, you can review them quickly before tests rather than having to hunt
through the book to find them again.

As will be demonstrated throughout the text, good comprehension and
good vocabulary skills are interdependent. And as the weeks go by, you will be
pleasantly surprised to find that words you have met in the earlier selections will
turn up again in later ones and in your other reading, as well. For example, one
student told me that every morning while riding on a San Francisco Muni bus,
she had seen one of those cardboard advertisements over a window, which used
a word previously unfamiliar to her—nostalgia. One day she encountered the
word in a Vocabulary Preview section, and suddenly the ad made sense to her.

ESSENTIAL READING SKILLS

The exercise material following each reading will help you practice a wide vari-
ety of important reading skills. Taken together, they will help you read more sys-
tematically. They will show you what to look for when you read, and they will
provide a structure for your reading. These are the specific skills, apart from vo-
cabulary, that you will work on during the term:

» Comprehending main ideas.

» Determining the author’s purpose.

» Distinguishing between main ideas and supporting details.
Making accurate inferences.

Distinguishing between fact and opinion.

Analyzing structure.

Learning how to angotate.

Writing paraphrases and summaries.

*® & o 9@
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The exercise material ends with questions for writing or discussion, which
ask you to respond to the reading in a short essay or to consider important ques-
tions that the selection raises. Finally, the sections called “For Further Explo-
ration” will give you suggestions if you wish to examine an idea in more detail.
This section includes relevant books to read, movies to watch or rent, and World
Wide Web sites to explore. Concerning Web sites, the World Wide Web is evolv-
ing and growing at such a dizzying pace that it is probably presumptuous for me
to recommend sites. What [ have tried to do is to point you in some directions so
that if you are particularly intrigued by a selection and wanted to read more, you
could find a starting place on the Web. Many of the recommended sites will pro-
vide you with links to related sites. However, I leave surfing the Web for more
creative pursuits and for personal indulgence to you.

CALCULATING YOUR COMPREHENSION SCORE

The instructions accompanying each set of exercises ask you to do Exercises A
and B without looking back at the selection. (Your instructor may ask you to dis-
regard these instructions.) Not looking back, however, will force you to read
with greater attention and concentration than you would if you know you can
look back at the passage to refresh your memory. When you are finished with all
the exercises, calculate your comprehension score by counting your correct an-
swers for the first two exercises, according to the formula.

Since the two questions on determining the main idea and author’s purpose
are most crucial, each is worth 2 points, while the main-idea questions in Exer-
cise B are each worth 1 point. Your final score will be a percentage of 100, which
is the total number of points possible. Study this example of a hypothetical stu-
dent who got both questions in Exercise A correct and four questions out of six in
B correct:

A. No.right _2 x_2 = _4
B. No.right 4 x1=_4

Total points from Aand B__8 x10=_80 percent

Since the selections become progressively more difficult, maintaining a
score of 70 percent or higher indicates real improvement. A chart on which you
can keep track of your progress is included at the back of the text.

Finally, to be sure that you get the most out of the text and the course, ask
your instructor for help with anything you do not understand. If you have ques-
tions, comments, or suggestions for me, you can reach me via e-mail at
dspears@sirius.com or at McGraw-Hill’s home page at http://www.mhhe.com/spears.
I will do my best to respond within a day or two.
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around $45.



