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PREFACE

The second edition of Improving Reading Skills is a textbook for college reading
improvement courses. Like the first edition, it contains thirty-six reading selections
drawn from a variety of sources, most of them contemporary, representing the sorts of
reading students will encounter in their college courses and in their adult lives.

This new edition retains the underlying principles that made the first edition
successful, while making some changes that should make the book more useful and
appealing for both students and teachers. For an author, a second edition gives one the
opportunity to clarify, to sort out what worked and what didn’t, and to respond to and
implement the many comments and suggestions from teachers, students, and reviewers
gathered along the way.

Specifically, here are the changes incorporated in this new edition:

¢ An easier and more readable sample reading passage (class-tested)

¢ A clearer division among the book’s five sections

e An introduction to each section, including brief suggestions for improv-
ing comprehension and for completing some of the more challenging
exercises such as making inferences, distinguishing between levels of
support, identifying transitional devices, and using context clues

¢ More emphasis on reading about contemporary controversial issues

e A consistent number of comprehension questions throughout the text
and a simplified formula for students to calculate their comprehension
scores

e Moving the comprehension score formula so that it now comes imme-
diately after Exercises A and B

o Level of exercises more closely appropriate to the level of each reading

e The in¢lusion of either a paraphrasing or summarizing exercise follow-
ing each selection in the Topics for Writing or Discussion

The book should help students read material of increasing difficulty with greater
ease, understanding, and most important, confidence. My aim in revising Improving
Reading Skills has been twofold: to choose readings on a variety of timely and
interesting subjects that will engage students’ attention and to provide a variety of
exercises giving them the opportunity to practice all the skills needed for effective
reading.
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The readings throughout the text embrace a wide range of subjects: how
American slaves were sold at auction, the phenomenon of superstitions, packrats who
save useless things, the public’s fascination with urban legends, the daily lives of
teenage mothers, new teenage sexual mores, the rather surprising contents of
toothpaste, the imprisonment of Japanese- American citizens on the West Coast during
the Second World War, the increasingly thorny dispute over bilingual education, and
the recent spate of Elvis sightings. While T have tried to present new materials not
previously reprinted, inevitably 1 have also included some selections that many
instructors will recognize as being effective in the classroom. A glance at the table of
contents should identify these.

The readings are arranged by order of increasing difficulty. The shortest selection
is about 800 words; the longest is 5900. However, the majority fall into the 1000- to
2000-word range, representing the length of the average newspaper or magazine article.
Students should be able to read a selection and complete the exercises in one sitting. In
addition, within each section the readings are arranged by difficulty according not only
to vocabulary level and sentence length, but also the more subjectively defined criteria
of subject matter and sentence structure. Students should, therefore, read them in
order.

To introduce students to the organization of the text and to the types of exercises
following each reading, the book begins with a short sample reading by Isaac Asimov,
appropriately titled “Reading, Writing, and Technology,” in which he expresses his
concern over our increasing failure to educate our citizens. In addition to being a
readable account of a serious issue, this sample reading introduces students to the skills
they will be practicing during the course and, through sample exercises, shows them the
process they must follow, Finally, it discusses the relative merits of the answer choices
to the sample questions so that students learn to think through their responses
carefully. Accordingly, the exercises require careful, concentrated reading and provide
astructure to the reading process. Most crucial, as I have discovered in my own classes,
students learn what to look for when they read.

As in the first edition, this new edition of Improving Reading Skills treats
vocabulary extensively. In addition to two vocabulary exercises, each reading begins
with a Vocabulary Preview. Using five or six words from the selection that might be
unfamiliar to the reader, the preview acquaints students with word origins, word parts,
and word families. These previews have the twin benefits of teaching readers the
meanings of a few important words that they will encounter in the selection and, more
important, showing them how to undertake a systematic study of vocabulary. Rather
than being taught in isolation, the constituents of English vocabulary words—roots,
prefixes, and suffixes—so useful for improving students’ word attack skills, are taught
only in the context of their reading. :

The exercises following each selection are more extensive than those in most
other textbooks, offering the student an opportunity to work on every aspect of
reading. Step by step, each exercise provides practice on a particular skill at a level
appropriate for the selection. Specifically, hereis a description of the skills students will
encounter in the readings:
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Determining the main idea and author’s purpose
Comprehending main ideas

Distinguishing between main ideas and supporting details
Making inferences

Drawing conclusions

Distinguishing between fact and opinion

Understanding vocabulary and using new words
Summarizing and paraphrasing

Instructors should note that not all the readings are followed by exercises in
Drawing Conclusions or in Distinguishing between Fact and Opinion; these are
included only where appropriate. Similarly, there are two kinds of exercises on levels of
support. Instructors should consult the Instructor’s Manual for a fuller explanation.

The text ends with two sections on using the dictionary and on study skills
techniques. More specifically, there are suggestions for managing one’s time and
planning a study schedule, for putting into effect the SQ3R study skills method, along
with instruction in how to annotate textbooks, how to write paraphrases and sum-
maries, and how to take notes and outline textbook material. Each section includes a
short excerpt from textbooks for students to practice with.

Instruceors should refer to the Instructor’s Manual for information on readability
levels, brief summaries of each selection, suggestions for using the text, and answers to
all the exercises.

I would like to thank Sheila Behr, City University of New York, City College;
Joyce Crawford, Miami-Dade Community College; Ida Egli, Santa Rosa Junior
College; Betty Perkinson, Tidewater Community College; Louise Tomlinson, Univer-
sity of Georgia; and Anne Willekens, Antelope Valley College, for their comments and
suggestions on the manuscript. I would also like to thank Terry Alberigi, reference
librarian at City College of San Francisco; and Lesley Denton, Lyn Beamesderfer, and
Scott Amerman, my editors at McGraw-Hill.

Deanne Milan



TO THE STUDENT

THE AIMS OF THE TEXT

The thirty-six selections in the second edition of Improving Reading Skills are drawn
from books, magazines, and newspapers. Most are nonfiction, representing both the
kind of reading required of you in your other college courses and reading material you
will encounter after you finish school for the rest of your life. 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 persuasive. Many
will give you something to think about. Since the selections are arranged by order of
difficulty, as you work through the text, you will be able to sharpen and refine your
comprehension, vocabulary, and analytical skills with increasingly harder readings.

The first aim of the text, then, is to help you improve those skills required to meet
the demands of college work. The second aim, which actually overlaps with the first, is
to help you discover that reading can be enjoyable. But first you have to know what to
look for and know what is expected of you. Good reading involves a systematic
approach, whether you read for an academic course or for pleasure. All the exercises in
the text will show you, by means of consistent practice, what is involved in this process.
Once you complete the selections, you should be better prepared to tackle all of your
reading, from the daily newspaper, to the essay your English composition instructor
assigns, to your psychology textbook.

IMPROVING YOUR VOCABULARY

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

The best way to improve your vocabulary is to commit yourself during the term
to looking up unfamiliar words that you will encounter in your reading. At first this
task may seem overwhelming. However, there are some ways you can learn the
meanings of new words without turning to the dictionary. First, you can study the

xxi
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Vocabulary Preview section that precedes each reading, each of which introduces you
to several of the words you will encounter in the selection. Second, you can use context
clues: often the meaning of a word is made clear by the way it is used in the sentence.
Finally, you can break the word down into its component parts—prefix, root, and
suffix—as a way of getting at its meaning.

However, if the word is still unclear to you after you go through these three steps,
then you will probably have to go to the dictionary, especially if knowing the meaning
of the word is essential for you to understand the passage. Furthermore, it is not
cheating to look these words up, even though you are asked to do vocabulary exercises
at the end of each selection.

Since your instructor may test you periodically on the vocabulary from these
readings, you might also want to write new words and their definitions in a special
notebook or on index cards. This way you can review quickly before tests, rather than
having to hunt through the book to find them.

Good comprehension and good vocabulary skills are, therefore, interdependent.
Unlike other reading improvement texts, this one attempts to integrate vocabulary
study more closely with reading. The Vocabulary Preview sections, as mentioned
above, introduce you to some of the words in the reading that may be unfamiliar to you.

To illustrate certain principles of the English language and to introduce you to
these new words, each preview section is divided into three parts: Word Origins, Word
Parts (prefixes, roots, and suffixes), and Word Families. The context of each new
word—the way it is used in the reading—is always included to help you. These
previews serve three functions: (1) They make your reading of the selection easier,
giving you a “leg up”; you already know some of the meanings of the more difficult
words. (2) They teach you word attack skills—how to break down and analyze new
words. (3) Most important, they present many new words which you will add to your
reading vocabulary. And you will be pleasantly surprised to find that words you meet
in the earlier selections will turn up again in later ones and in your other reading, as well.

Before you begin the book, you may find it helpful to read the section on
dictionary skills (pages 447—455) even if your instructor does not assign it at the
beginning of the course.

ESSENTIAL READING SKILLS

The aims of the text, discussed earlier, are carried out in the organization of the exercise
material. Each exercise focuses on a specific skill and builds on the preceding exercises.
Taken together, they will help you read more systematically, they will show you what
to look for when you read, and they will provide a structure for your reading. Hereis a
list of the specific skills you will work on during the term:

Determining the Main Idea and the Author’s Purpose
Comprehending Main Ideas

Recognizing Supporting Details
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Distinguishing between Main Ideas and Supporting Details
Making Inferences

Drawing Conclusions

Distinguishing between Fact and Opinion

Analyzing Organization and Seeing Relationships
Understanding Vocabulary

Using Vocabulary

Writing Paraphrases and Short Summaries

The first two exercises will help improve both your comprehension and your
retention of reading material. The remaining exercises, excluding the two vocabulary
exercises, are intended to challenge your mind and to help you learn to think more
clearly.

Since there has been an increased emphasis nationally on promoting critical
thinking skills, both in schools and colleges and in the workaday world, these activities
are important for your intellectual development. For example, you will be asked to
determine the logical relationships and connections between ideas, to distinguish
between fact and opinion, to assess supporting evidence, to determine the writer’s
attitude toward the topic, and to determine the method of development a writer uses to
support the main idea.

The vocabulary exercises are self-explanatory—to show you the meanings of
new words and to give you an opportunity to use them. The last exercise, Topics for
Writing or Discussion, takes various forms, depending on the selection. Sometimes
you will be asked to paraphrase (put into your own words) three or four sentences from
the passage. Other times you might be asked to paraphrase an entire paragraph from the
selection. Finally, you may be asked to summarize the important points from the
reading.

The purpose of this may not be readily apparent to you. Afterall, you are enrolled
in a reading, not a writing, course. But there is no question that reading and writing
skills go hand in hand, and the best way to determine if you have understood what you
have read is to see if you can put it into your own words. Before you begin any of these
paraphrasing or summarizing exercises, you should read the section on paraphrasing
and summarizing at the end of the text.

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. This will force you to read with greater attention
and concentration than you would if you knew you could look back at the passage to
refresh your memory. When you are finished with all the exercises, figure your
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comprehension score by counting your correct answers 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 comprehending-the-main-idea questions in
Exercise B are each worth 1 point. By adding up the total number of points and
multiplying by 10, you can arrive at your score, based on 100 as the total number of
points possible. A score of above 70 percent is adequate. Since the selections become
progressively more difficult, maintaining a score of 70 percent or higher indicates real
improvement.

Before you begin the book, it is essential to read the sample reading selection that
follows. Do the sample exercises in each section, and read through the explanation of
the answers. In this way, you will become familiar with the organization of the text and
its specific requirements.
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