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PREFACE

“Build knowledge networks, build knowledge networks, build knowledge
networks,” is the phrase I repeated to myself as I worked on the fourth edition of
Bridging the Gap. My aim in this text is for students to recognize the impor-
tance of knowledge networks, for teachers to be assisted in explaining the pro-
cess, and for this book to offer the opportunity for quality and meaningful
practice.

Learning is like the creation of many webs poised to expand with the intro-
duction of new material. Business courses, for example, stress the importance
of networking with people to create opportunities for advancement. College
students can realize these same benefits from networking new ideas with old
knowledge for their own intellectual advancement.

The intent of the fourth edition is to draw heavily on the strengths of the
learner by offering activities directed toward academic materials that person-
ally involve the reader. Through intellectual and emotional interactions, and,
hopefully, many stimulating class discussions, students can build knowledge
networks that will prove to be “old friends” throughout the freshman course
curriculum.

The cultural diversity in our classrooms is reflected in our new readings in
this edition. I hope that the readings inspire thoughtful class discussions,
growth, and a respect for cultural differences.

CONTENT AND ORGANIZATION

The fourth edition continues the tradition of previous editions by using ac-
tual college textbook material for teaching and practice. Designed for an upper-
level course in college reading, each chapter introduces a new skill, provides
short practice exercises to teach the skill, and then offers practice through
longer selections that are arranged according to graduated readability levels.
For vocabulary development, words are presented in context after most of the
longer selections, as well as in short “Word Bridge” sections within selected
chapters.
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Presentation of skills in the text moves from the general to the specific. Ini-
tial chapters discuss concentration, study strategies, and organization, while
later chapters teach rate flexibility, inference, point of view, critical thinking,
and graphic illustrations. The reading and study skills discussions in the first
portion of the book stress the need to construct the main idea of a passage and
select significant supporting details. Exercises encourage “engaged thinking”
before reading, while reading, and after reading. Four different methods of or-
ganizing textbook information for later study are explained.

The new critical thinking chapter is a culmination and application of main
idea, inference, and point-of-view skills. The chapter on test-taking is designed
to help students gain insights into text construction and the testing situation.
The book concludes with an opportunity to apply all the skills to an actual
chapter from a college textbook.

NEW FEATURES

Significant changes in the fourth edition include the following:

» Thirteen new reading selections from history, anthropology, political
science, literature, business, and science.

» The addition of a variety of selections that reflect the cultural diversity of
student readers.

* A new chapter on critical thinking that teaches students to identify issues
and systematically assess supporting arguments and evidence.

* In the Textbook Application chapter, a new chapter-length selection
entitled “Racial and Ethnic Minorities,” which explores the history of
ethnic groups in America. Taken from a freshman sociology textbook, this
longer selection provides the opportunity to practice the transfer of skills
while still including study questions and strategy suggestions. Both
multiple-choice and essay questions are provided.

* Nineteen new “Connecting and Reflecting” articles after reading

selections. This new feature is designed to stimulate thinking, reinforce

learning, and encourage exploration and interaction.

An expanded discussion in Chapter 1 of concentration and attention from

the perspective of a cognitive psychologist.

* A revised main idea chapter based on current research, that includes
patterns of organization.

¢ In selected chapters, manageable “Word Bridge” sections addressing
vocabulary development.

* New practice readings on inference and point of view in Chapters 6 and
7, with more opportunities for written student responses.

* Increased opportunities for students to link knowledge and expand
networks through reading selections and learning activities that overlap.
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CONTINUING FEATURES

Other features of the book include the following:

* Actual textbook selections are used for practice exercises.

* Chapters contain selections having different levels of readability for
greater individualization.

* Each selection has both explicit and inferential questions.

* Selections include essay questions for writing practice.

* Vocabulary is presented in context, and exercises on prefixes, suffixes,
and roots are included.

* Although skills build and overlap, each chapter can be taught as a separate
unit to fit individual class or student needs.

* Pages are perforated so that Students can tear out and hand in assignments.

The Instructor’s Manual which accompanies this book, available from the
publisher, contains the answers to all exercises as well as suggestions for addi-
tional practice. An interactive computer software program and a test packet are
also available from the publisher. The test packet includes quizzes and reading
selections for additional practice. The computer software provides the student
with opportunities to apply specific strategies and receive immediate feedback
from the program.
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CONCENTRATION

« What is it?

« How can you improve it?

- How does the brain “pay attention”?
« Can you do two things at once?

« What are common distractors?

« What are the cures?
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WHAT IS CONCENTRATION?

Answer the following questions honestly:

1. Do you believe the power of concentration is an innate gift that some are
born with and others lack?

2. Do you believe that the ability to concentrate is hereditary, like having
blue eyes or brown hair?

3. If your father’s side of the family is fidgety and can’t concentrate, does
that mean that you will be the same?

The answer to all three questions is an obvious #o. Concentration is a skill
that is developed through self-discipline and practice-—not a mystical power, a
hereditary gift, or a defective gene. It is a habit that requires time and effort to
develop and careful planning for consistent success.

Concentration is no more than paying attention—that is, focusing your
full attention on the task at hand. Someone once said that the mark of a genius is
the ability to concentrate completely on one thing at a time. This is easy if the
task is fun and exciting, but it becomes more difficult when you are required to
read something that is not very interesting to you. At this point your mind begins
to wander, and the words on the page remain just words for the eyes to see rather
than becoming meaningful thoughts and ideas to engage your imagination.

When you are “trying hard to concentrate,” what is your brain actually
doing? To explain this mystery, cognitive psychologists hypothesize and con-
duct data-collecting experiments to test theories about our many mental pro-
cesses. They then make inferences or educated guesses about how the brain
operates.

WHAT IS COGNITIVE PSYCHOLOGY?

Cognitive psychology is the body of knowledge that describes how the
mind works, or at least how experts think the mind works. Either fortunately or
unfortunately, the activity of the brain in concentrating, reading, and remem-
bering cannot be directly observed. These cognitive processes are invisible, just
as thinking and problem solving are also invisible.

Since so little is actually known about thinking, the ideas of cognitive psy-
chologists are frequently described as models or designs of something else we
understand. For the last thirty years, for example, the computer has been a pop-
ular model for describing how the brain processes information. The human
brain is more complex than a computer, but the analogy provides a comparison
that can help us understand.

© 1993 HarperCollins College Publishers
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HOW DOES THE BRAIN SCREEN MESSAGES?

Cognitive psychologists use the word attention rather than concentration
to describe a student’s uninterrupted mental focus. Thinking and learning, they
say, begin with attention. During every minute of the day the brain is bom-
barded with millions of sensory messages. How does the brain decide which
messages to pay attention to and which to overlook? At this moment, are you
thinking about the temperature of the room, outdoor noises, or what you are
reading? Since all this information is available to you, how are you able to set
priorities?

The brain relies on a dual command center to screen out one message and
attend to another. According to a researcher at UCLA, receptor cells send mil-
lions of messages per minute to your brain.! Your reticular activating system
(RAS), a network of cells at the top of the spinal cord that runs to the brain, tells
the cortex in the brain not to bother with most of the sensory input. Your RAS
knows that most sensory inputs do not need attention. For example, you are
probably not aware at this moment of your back pressing against your chair or
your clothes pulling on your body. Your RAS has decided not to clutter the brain
with such irrelevant information unless there is an extreme problem, like your
foot going to sleep because you are sitting on it.

The cortex can also make attention decisions. When you decide to concen-
trate your attention on a task, like reading your history assignment, your cortex

Cortex

Reticular activating system

Spinal cord

'H. W. Magoun, The Waking Brain, 2nd ed. (Springfield, Ill.: Charles C. Thomas, 1963).
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tells your RAS not to bother it with trivial information. While you focus on
learning, your RAS follows orders and “holds” the messages as if you were on an
important long-distance call. The cortex and the RAS cooperate in helping you
block out distractions and concentrate on learning.

IS DIVIDED ATTENTION EFFECTIVE?

Students often ask if it is possible to do two things at once, such as watching
television and doing homework. Most psychologists agree that you can only at-
tend to one thing at a time. An early researcher used a “switch model” to de-
scribe his belief, saying that attention operates like the on-off switch of a light
fixture in that only one channel is “on” at a time.? The “cockrail party effect” il-
lustrates this model. At a party with many available conversations within your
listening range, you would probably attend to only one pesson at a time. If your
name were spoken in a nearby group, however, your attention would be di-
verted. You would probably “switch” your attention to the nearby group to seek
more information on such a fascinating topic while only pretending to listen to
the original conversation. According to Broadbent’s model, you would not be
able to listen intently to both conversations at the same time.

Two later researchers conducted an experiment to test the effectiveness of
divided attention.? They asked subjects to watch two televised sports events
with one superimposed over the other. When subjects were instructed to attend
to only one of the games, they did an excellent job of screening out the other
and answering questions accurately. When asked to attend to both games simul-
taneously, subjects made eight times more mistakes than when focusing on only
one game. This research seems to confirm the old adage, “You can’t do two
things at once and do them well.”

CAN TASKS BECOME AUTOMATIC?

How can you walk and chew gum at the same time? Does every simple activ-
ity require your undivided attention? Many tasks—walking, tying shoelaces,
and driving a car, for example—begin under controlled processing, which
means that they are deliberate and require concentrated mental effort. After
much practice, however, such tasks become automatic. Driving a car is an over-
learned behavior that researchers would say becomes an automatic process after
thousands of hours of experience. You can probably drive, change radio sta-
tions, and talk at the same time. Driving no longer requires your full cognitive

© 1993 HarperCollins Coflege Publishers
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