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Abstract

The present study investigated children's comprehension of reading
material which was of either high- or low-interest. Previous research
indicates that children comprehend more of high- than low-interest
material when each child is given a mixture of both types of material.
This effect could be due to a contrast effect whereby children selectively
respond fo the more appealing passages in their set of passages. In
the present study each chfld received either all high-interest passages
or all low-interest passades but not both. Fifth grade children's
interests were assessed using a picture rating technique. One week
later each child read cloze passages corresponding to the child's
highest or lowest rated topics. Children's cloze responses were scored
by the typical exact replacement method and by a method which included
synonyms as correct. Results were that children comprehended more of
high- than low-interest material, suggesting that the Interest effect
is not dependent on a contrast phenomenon. Synonym production data
indicated that high- achieving children generated more synonyms than
low-achieving children and that boys produced more synonyms thanmigjrils.”
In contrast to the &ft-stated..conctusion in the literature, there appears

to be some informational value of scoring synonyms as correct.
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Children's Comprehension of High~ and Low=-Interest Material and a

Comparison of Two Cloze Scoring Methods

Recent evidence indicates that children's reading comprehension is
aftected by their level of interest in the content of the material
(Asher and Markell, 1974). Fifth-grade children's interests were
individual ly assessed using a picture-rating technique. Children rated
the intersst value of each of 25 photographic slides. One week later
gach child received six passages, three of which corresponded to his or
her highly-rated topics, and three of which corresponded to topics
that were rated low. All passages were presented in cloze format
(Taylor, 1953) with every fifth word deleted. The chiid's task was to
read the passage and replace each of the missing words.

Asher and Markell's findings indicated that girls' reading per-
formance was slightly affected by their interest in the reading material
and that boys' performance was strongly affected by the interest level
of the material. On low-interest material and on a school-administered
reading achievement test, boys performed significantly poorer than giris.
However, on the high-interest material the sex difference was eliminated.
These results have potentially important implications for the assessment
of children's reading ability; giving chiidren passages of low interest
may seriously underestimate some children's ability to gain information

from written material.
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The research methodology in the Asher and Markell study represents
an advance over earlier investigations of the effect of interest on
reading comprehension. One element is the individualized assessment
of children's interests independent of any particular reading material.
in one study (Schnayer, 1967), children's interest in a topic was
measured affer they read a passage on That topic and had been tested
for comprehension. This procedure confounds the reading comprehension
measure with the interest assessment procedure. Children's interest
reports could be a function of either their comprehension of the material
or its topic appeal. In other studies, normative data on children's
intferests have been used to select passages (Bernstein, 1955; Kiein, 1969;
Stanchfield, 1967). Since individual children's interests differ from
group norms (e.g. not all boys like basketball), using group norms
instead of individual assessment introduces considerable experimental
error.

Second, the Asher and Markell study used a iarge number of passages
sampled from a wide array of reading topics. In much of the previous
research only two passages have been used, one which is supposedly
high-interest and the other which is intended to be of low-interest (e.g.
Dorsel, 1975; Kiein, 1969). This restricted sampling increases the
fikelihood that results obtained are limited o the particular passages

emp loyed.
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Finaltly, the use of the cloze procedure as a measure of compre-
hension has several advantages: (1) It provides objective and replicable
procadures for creating ftest items on any given sample of reading material;
(2) it produces reliable scores; and (3) cloze scores correlate highly
with standardized reading achievement test scores (Bormuth, 1967; 1968;
Rankin and Culhane, 1969). Pravious studles of interest affects often
have used reading achievement tests speciflically developed for each study
with no prior demonstration of test reliability or validity (Bernstein,
1955; Stanchfietd, 1967)., In many cases item sclection appears to have
been arbitrary.

The present study focuses on two issues. First, the generality of
the Asher and Markell findings is examined., In their study each child
received both high~interest and low-interest passages. It is conceivabls
that the results obtained were dependent on a contrast effect whereby
children selectively responded to The more interesting passages in their
set of materials. Rarely In fthe school day are children assigned reading
material that provides such clearly identifiable variation in topic
appeal. In the present study, the possibility that a contrast effect
would operate was eliminated by employing a between-subjects design in
which each child was qiven either all high-interest or all low=interest
passages, Mo effect of interest would be expected if the effect is
dependent on a contrast phenomenon. 1, however, the interest effect
is not dependent on a contrast effect then the original findings should

be repliicated with a betwesn-subjects design.
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The second issue examined in the present research is whether the
validity of the cloze procedure is increased by accepting synonyms as
well as exact replacements of the deleted words. Asher and Markeli (1974)
scored a response as correct only if it was an exact replacement or a
misspelled exact replacement of a deleted word. This procedure follows
the oft-cited conclusion that accepting synonyms does not increase the
validity of the procedure and only increases inefficiency and subjectivity
of scoring (Bormuth, 1965; Jongsma, 1974; Taylor, 1953),

There may be reason 1o question the generality of this conclusion.
Most studies favoring the use of exact replacement scoring systems have
used passages rather than individual readers as the unit of analiysis.
Cloze scoring methods are compared in terms of how they discriminate
passages which vary in reading difficulty level. 7Two most frequently
cited studies are by Taylor (1953) and Bormuth (1965). Using a small
sample of readers (N = 12) and passages (N = 3}, Taylor (i953) compared
an exact scoring method with a weighted scoring method in which partial
credit was given for synonym replacements. The weighted scoring method
raised scores for each of the 3 passages but did not change the ranking
of the passages in terms of difficulty. In a more extensive study,
with 50 readers and 20 passages, Bormuth (1965) found that the exact
replacement method discriminated among the passages slightly better
than the exact plus synonym scoring method.

Atlthough the exact method best discriminates among passages, the

exact plus synonym method might best disciminate between individual
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readers. For example, readers who comprehend more of a passage might
produce more synonyms than poorer readers. A few studies have compared
various cloze scoring systéms using the individual as the unit of analysis.
The approach has been to correlate cloze scores with achievement test
scores to determine which scoring method produces the highest correlation.
Bormuth (1965) found that the exact replacement score correlated .82

with achievement scores while a score based on the number of synonyms cor-
refated .64 with achievement scores. Unfortunately, an exact plus

synonym scoring category was not included in these analyses. The cor-
relation of an exact plus synonym scoring system with achievement scores
is the critical test; a scoring system based on synonyms alone would

not likely be used.

One study which compared exact and exact plus synonym scoring systems
was done by Ruddei!l (1964). Six different passages were used. For all
six passages the split-half reliability coefficients were higher with
the exact plus synonym scores than for the exact replacement scores. For
two of the passages the difference was significant. Ruddell found no
significant differences in the validity of the exact and exact plus
synonym scoring methods as measured by correlations of cloze scores on
each passage with achievement scores. However, 5 of the 6 correlations
with exact plus synonym scores were slightly higher than those with exact

scores.
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in another study which compared scoring systems, Schoelles (1971)
found higher correlations between exact plus synonym scores and achieve-
ment test scores than beTwéen exact replacement scores and achievement
scores. For second grade children, the correlation for exact plus
synonym scores was .94, and for the exact scores, .89. For sixth graders,
the exact plus synonym scores correlated .82 with achievement scores and
the exact scores correlated . 38.

It seems, then, that scoring synonyms as correct does not alter the
distribution of passage scores but it may influence the way in which the
scores of individual readers are distributed. However, interpretation
of previous research is made particularly difficult, since only Ruddell
(1964) has provided information on how synonyms were defined and none of
the studies have reported data on how retiable judges are in deciding
whether a response is a synonym.

The present study examined whether the correlation of children's
cloze scores and their reading achievement test scores increases by
accepting synonyms as correct. The present study also investigated
whether the production of synonyms is differentially affected by the
interest level of the material. |f children are more motivated on high=-
interest material, then they might produce more synonyms as well as more
exact responses. Alternatively, children might be less familiar with
the vocabulary on low-interest material, resulting in the production of
more imprecise but near-correct responses of this type of material.

Findings regarding the production of synonyms, then, could be suggestive
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of the type of processes that are opsrating when children read high-
and low-interest material.
Method

Sub jects

The study was conducted eighteen months after Asher and Markell's
in the same school and grade level. Seventy-five children participated.
They constituted the entire fifth-grade population ;f the school except
for four children who were repeatedly absent. Achievement test data
from the school-administered Scholastic Testing Service Educational
Development Series reading achievement test were available for 71 of
the 75 children. Accordingly, four children were eliminated for the
sample. Another child assigned to the low-~interest condition was elimin-
ated because even her five lowest rated fopics averaged above the midpoint
of the scale. Of the final sample of 70 children, 38 were girls and 32
were boys. The children's average !Q on a school-administered STS

Educational Development Series ability test was 107.

Materialis

Interest Slldes

Twenty~five color slides were used fo assess interests. Each slide
represented a single theme or fopic and the topics covered a wide range
of interest areas. The topics are listed below in the randomly selected

order in which they were presented to chiidren.
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i. Forest {0. Marionettes 19. Circus
2. Jet Airplane {1, Monkey 20. Race Cars
3. Priest 12. Flowers 21. Canoe
4. Dogs I3, Bullfighting 22. Model Trains
5. Astronauts 14. Skilng 23, Mother and Child
6. Bride I5. Food 24. Insects
7. Calf I6, Living Room 25. Cats
8. Basketball 17. Maps
9. Butterflies 18. Painting

Reading Materials

Twenty-five passages from the Britannica Junior Encyclopedia (1970)

were used. This source was originaily selected by Asher and Markell (1974)
because it is written for elementary school children in the fourth grade
or above (Walsh, 1973) and provides a wide range of topics in a more con-
sistent style than would be obtained from diverse sources. The passages
corresponded in topic to the 25 photographs. Each passage was transformed
into a ten item cloze passage by deleting the tenth word and every fifth
word thereafter. An entire sentence followed the last deletion. Each
deletion was replaced with a |5~space tine on which children could print

Their replacements.

Procedure

The interest assessment and the reading comprehension task were
administered in two separate sessions one week apart. The children were
tested in their classrooms during their reading period. Different experi-
menters administered the two sessions to minimize the possibility that
chi ldren would perceive the connection between the interest assessment and

the reading activity.
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Interest Assessment

Experimenter | told the children, "i'd like to find out about what
kids are interested in. {'m going to show you 25 slides. For each siide
('d tike you to mark, on the sheets we'll give you, how interesting the
picture is to you. Who knows what 'interesting' means?" After a few
children had responded, Experimenter | summarized their comments by saying,
"So, something is interesting when you like it and would |ike to find out
more about it+." Experimenter | then distributed to each child a form
with twenty-five |-7 rating scales, and drew a |-7 scale on the black-
board. At the low end of each scale were the words '"not at all interesting"
and, at the high end, "very interesting." The nature and use of the rating
scale were explained:

"if a picture is very interesting to you--if you like it very much
and want to know more about it--mark a number at this end of the scale.
(The experimenter pointed to Numbers 5, 6, and 7 of the scale on the black-
board.) You can mark it with a circle, an X, a check, or whatever you want.
If a picture is not at all interesting to you--if you don't like it and
wouldn't care to find out more about it--mark a number at the low end of
the scale. (The experimenter pointed to the Numbers 1,2, and 3 of the
scale.) If the picture is of medium interest to you--if you like it but
don't like it a lot-mark a number here.(The experimenter pointed to
Numbers 3,4, and 5.) Let's try an example for practice. |f | showed
a picture of a pile of dollar bills, what number would you choose? (The

experimenter called on several students.) |f | showed a picture of a piece



Children's Comprehension

I

of dirt, what number would you choose? (The experimenter again called
on several students.) So you can see that different people are interested
in different things. |f anyone has any questions, raise your hand and
I"11 try to answer them. (Experimenter | then presented the slides
announcing the number of each one as it was projected.) Here's Picture
Number | .. Here's Picture Number 2 ..., etc."

The slides were presented at the rate of approximately one every [0
seconds. When all pictures had been rated, the children were asked to

write their names on their rating sheet.

Reading Comprehension Task

One week after the interest assessment, Experimenter 2 gave the child-
ren five cloze passages to read. Children were randomly assigned to either
the high- or low-interest conditions. Those in the high~interest condition
received cloze passages that corresponded to their five highest-rated
pictures. Those in the low-~interest condition received cloze passages
that corresponded to their five lowest-rated pictures. When topics shared
the fifth highest or fifth lowest ratings they were randomly selected
from those topics sharing equal ratings. Five passages were used because
the sixth lowest-rated fopics, on the average, tend to be moderately
rated. Using six passages per child would therefore have weakened the
high~versus low-interest manipulation,

Each of the five cloze passages, appropriately titled in upper-case
letters, was mimeographed on 8 {/2 X 5 1/2-inch paper and enclosed in a

legai-size envelope. The envelopes were numbered from one to five to
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specify the order in which the passages were to be read. The particular
order of the five passages was randomly assigned for each child. In
addition to these five envelopes each child received an additional envelope
which contained a reading enjoyment scale. The purpose of this scale was
to learn whether children in the high-interest condition enjoyed their
material more than children in the low-interest condition. The item was:
"1 enjoyed the paragraphs | just finished reading." Below the item was a
I-7 scale with "disagree" under the "1" and "agree" under the "7".

Before children were given the envelopes, Experimenter 2 gave the
following instructions:

"] am going to show you a reading game. (Experimenter 2 gave each
child a sample paragraph.) This is a paragraph with some words missing.
The idea is to read the paragraph and decide what words are missing. Each
paragraph has |0 missing spaces. Take a minute to look at the paragraph.
(The experimenter paused.) OK. Now [|'ll read the paragraph with all of
the words in it. You follow along with me. (The experimenter read the
samplie paragraph aloud, collected the sample paragraph from each child and
then gave each chilid the test envelopes.)".

" You now have six envelopes. Five have paragraphs in them. Start
with the first paragraph and try to fill in all the missing words. When
you are done with a paragraph, put it back in the envelope and put it aside
on your desk. Then you can go on to the second envelope; then the third,
fourth, and fifth. Once you put a paragraph back in the envelope you can't
go back. Do you have any questions? OK. Read each paragraph carefuily

and try fo fill in the missing words. | can't help you read any of the
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words, but if you have trouble spelling any words raise your hand and |
will help. Spelling doesn't count in this game. |f you are having
trouble, don't get stuck. Go on to the next blank or a new paragraph.

You have 40 minutes for the five paragraphs. That should be plenty of time.
Any questions?"

"When you are done with the five paragraphs, open the next envelope.
1T contains a question about how much you enjoyed reading the paragraphs.
If you enjoyed it very much circle one of the higher numbers. {f you
didn't enjoy it, circle one of the low numbers., You can circle one of
the numbers in the middle if that is how you feel. Got the idea? Any
questions? OK. You can begin."

When each child was finished, Experimenter 2 collected the material
and unobtrusively recorded the time. The average time for completing the

task was 18 minutes.

Cloze scoring method

Each child received two scores, one based on the number of exact
replacements supplied and one based on the number of exact replacements
plus synonyms., Supplied words were counted as correct despite speliing
errors if the suppiied word was clearly recognizable. Since there were
five passages with ten deletions each, a child's score could range from
0-50.

A rule was needed for deciding whether a response was a synonym, A

Thesaurus offers an objective basis for deciding about synonyms; however,
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many passage words were not listed there. The scoring procedure used here
was as follows: One person, blind to the experimental hypotheses, scored
the passages for exact replacements only, (spelling errors were allowed),
and then listed on separate sheets of paper the incorrect responses that
children provided for each item. These responses were listed directly
under a heading which was the correct response. These lists were then
given to three judges (1 male and 2 female college students) who were
also unaware of the purpose of the experiment. Judges were instructed
to put a check mark next fo each of the responses that were synonymous with
the correct response.

The instructions given to the judges for identifying words as synonyms
were as follows:

"The following definition of synonyms will be used: A is a synonym
of B if A and B have the same meaning. The task here requires your
Judgments on what we call 'synonyms in context!'. A and B are synonyms In

the context of a passage if they maintain the meaning of the sentence an

of the passage intended by ‘the author. Therefore in. judging words as
to whether or not they are synonyms in the context of the passage you
should check that part of the passage Immediately before and immediately
after the blank. Read the sentence in which the blank is found and the
sentence following it so you get the idea the author is trying to get

across."
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"In judging words as synonyms, remember that spelling errors don't
count unless they lead to a change in tense or number (e.g., choose and
boy should not be thought of as incorrect spelling of chose and boys).

The synonym in context must be of the same tense and number as the original
word; thus, was and is are not synonyms in context nor are is and are.

The words must also be of the same grammatical case; thus we and us are

not synonyms in context. The words must be grammatically cerre¢tuwith res-
pect to the sentence, thus a and an would not be synonyms."

About an hour of training was provided on completely unrelated passages
to ensure that judges understood the task and the definition of a synonym.
interjudge agreement (number of agreements divided by the total number
of items) averaged 93% between each pair of judges (Judge A and B =
93%; Judge B and C = 95%; Judge A and C = 92%). However, synonyms
occurred infrequently (children averaged only 2.8 synonyms out of 50
deletions). Most of the non-exact responses that children produced
were clearly not synonyms. Because of the high number of non-synonym
Jjudgments, a strong agreement among judges would be expected by chance.
Thus the 93% figure may not be an accurate indication of reliability
of synonym judgments. A more appropriate measure of agreement for
these data Is kappa, K (Cohen, {960; Light, 1971), which calculates
the proportion of joint judgments in which there is agreement after
chance agreement is excluded. The k value obtained for thls data was
.615, Z = 2.730, p<.0i. Table | presents observed and expected agree-

ments and disagreements of the synonym judgments. As can be seen in
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the table, all agreements among judges concerning both synonyms (S)
and non-synonyms (5) are higher than would be expected by chance. All
disagreements are less than would be expected by chance. Thus, synonym

Jjudgments were found to be reliable. Each child received credit

- o o s W ot T o -
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for a synonym if his or her non-exact replacement was judged to be a
synonym by at least two of the three Jjudges.,
Results

Standardized Reading Achievement

The STS Educational Development Series reading achievement test had
been administered by the school prior to the study. Data from the test
were analyzed to learn whether males and females differed in their
standardized test performance and whether children randomly assigned to
high- and low-interest conditions were of similar reading ability. The
reading comprehension score for boys was 29.3 and for girls was 28.5.
The difference is not statistically significant, t (68) = .32, Further
inspection of achievement data indicated that despite random assignment
to condition, boys in the low-interest condition (X = 3/.7) tended to
be higher achievers than boys in the high~interest condition (X = 26.6),
T (30) = 1.55, p< .15. Accordingly, analyses performed here on the effect
of interest on children's performance used standardized reading scores
as a covariate. In this way any potentialily confounding effects of
reading ability on performance in high- and low= interest conditions

were statistically removed.
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Preference Ratings

The post-reading preference ratings made by boys and giris in the
high- and low-interest conditions were first compared. A 2 x 2 (Sex x
Interest) analysis of covariance was performed with the preference rating
as the dependent variable and standardized reading achievement scores as
the covariate. The adjusted ratings are presented in the top spanner of
Table 2. Results indicated that children who received the high~interest
material expressed significantly more enjoyment than chiidren who received
low-interest material, F (1,65) = 4.18, p< .05, Boys and girls rated
the reading material similarly, F (1,65) = .15, and the interacticn
between sex and interest was not significant, F (1,65)= .43, Both
boys and girls, then, preferred the passages that corresponded to their
high~interest areas. These results validate the use of the picture rating
technique since the picture ratings predicted the reading preferences for

both sexes.
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Reading Comprehension

Next, the effects of sex and interest on children's reading compre-
hension were examined. To facilitate comparison with Asher and Markell's
findings an analysis was first performed on cloze performance based on
exact replacements onty. A 2 x 2 (Sex X Interest) analysis of covariance
was performed with standardized reading achievement scores as the covariate

and cloze scores as the dependent variable. Results of this analysis
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(middle spanner, Table 2) indicated that the effect of interest was
significant, F (1,65) = 4.41, p< .05, with children comprehending more
of high- than low-interest material. A second result was that the
effect of sex was not significant, F (1,65) = .38, This finding
parallels the lack of a significant sex difference on the standardized
reading achievement test. Finally, the infteraction of sex and interest
was not significant, F (1,65) = .02. The lack of interaction resulted
from the fact that both boys and girls did better on the high-interest
than low-interest material. This contrasts with the findings of Asher
and Markel! (1974) who found that boys' performance was strongly influenced
by the interest level of material but girls' performance was not.
Another x interest covariance analysis was performed with reading
achievement scores as the covariate and the exact plus synonym scores
as the dependent measure. The adjusted exact plus synonym cloze scores
are presented in the bottom spanner of Table 2. This analysis produced
findings similar fo those using exact replacement scores. The effect of
interest was marginatiy significant, F (1,65) = 3.65, p< .06, the effect
of sex was not significant, F (1,65) = |.31, and the interaction of sex
x interest was not significant, F (1,65) = .02. The effect of scoring
synonyms as correct was to increase the average correct cloze score
for the fotal sample from 14.0 to 16.8 and to increase the standard
deviation from 7.2 to 8.5. The fact that the interest effect is slightly
weaker here is probably due to the increased variability associated with

including synonyms as correct.
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The slightiy-elevated standard deviation suggests that the effect
of scoring synonyms was to somewhat widen the gap between good and poor
readers. To examine directly whether higher achievers produced more
synonyms than low achievers the sample was divided at the median achieve-
ment test score and a 2 x 2 x 2 (Sex x Interest x Achievement Level)
analysis of variance was performed with number of synonyms as the dependent
measure. These data are presented in Table 3. As expected, the effect
of achievement level, was significant, F (1,62) = 23.21, p< .00l, with
higher achieving children producing more synonyms than lower-achieving
childfen. The effect of sex was also significant, F (1,62) = 6.06.,
p< .05 with boys producing more synonyms than giris. The effect of
interest was not significant, F (1,62) = .27; children produced a similar
number of synonyms in the high~ and low-interest conditions. None of
the interactions between the main, effects were significant or approached

significance.
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Finally, analyses were performed to compare the relationship of
standardized reading achievement test scores to cloze scores when only
exact replacements were accepted versus exact replacements plus synonyms.
For the total sample the correlation between standardized achievement
test scores and cloze scores based on exact replacements only was r (68)=
.49, p< .05. The correlation when cloze scores included synonyms was
r (68) = .53, p< .05. This small change in the correlation follows from

the fact that the correlation between the two types of cloze scores is

s
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very high, r (68) = .98, p< .00l. Synonyms were low frequency responses.
Even though certain chiidren produced more synonyms than others the
occurrence of synonyms was too infrequent to alter greatly the distribution

of cloze scores.
Discussion

Results of this experiment partially replicate and partially qualify
earlier findings. Using the exact replacement scoring system tradition-
ally employed, children were found to read better on high- than low-
interest material. This result fndicafes that the effect of interest is
not dependent on contrast effects that might be part of a within-subjects
design. Children performed better on high-interest passages even when
they were unaware of the range of topics available in the experiment. In
this sense, the present experiment, with a between-subjects design, repli-
cated the original findings of Asher and Markell (1974).

The results qualify the original findings insofar as sex and interest
did not interact; both boys and girls did better on high~ than low-interest
material. Asher and Markel! found that boys' performance was strongily
affected by the content of reading material while giris' performance was
only slightly affected. One difference between the two experiments is
the type of research design employed. However, the potential role of this
factor is probably mini%al given some other recent data. In a study
examining inTeresT effects on black and white children's reading compre-

hension, boys and girls were tested with a within-subjects design (Asher,1976).
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Boys and giris of both races performed better on high- than low-interest
material. Apparently, then, the effect of interest on comprehension for
girls is not a function of the type of research design employed.

Another explanation has to do with possible secular or cultural
changes. Girls in the past may have been more willing fo work hard on a
task even though it was uninteresting. Perhaps changing definitions of
sex~roles are leading giris to be less oriented toward meeting external
standards and more concerned with internal criteria such as their interest
in the task. The rather short time interval between the original study
and the present experiment makes this interpretation highly speculative
but nonetheless possibly correct.

Perhaps the most plausible interpretation is that the type of interest
effects obtained is a function of the developmental level of the chiidren
tested. The boys and girls in Asher and Markell's study were significantly
different on the school-administered reading achievement test, with girls
achieving higher scores. In contrast, boys and girls in the present
study and the other recent study (Asher, 1976) did not significantly differ
on the same test. All three studies were conducted with fifth grade
children. From previous literature it appears that sex differences in
reading comprehension are In a transitional phase about this age level
(Gates, 1961; Hughes, 1953; Stroud and Lindquest, 1942) with sex differences
in comprehension rather consistently obtained with younger children, non-

existent at later ages, and inconsistently obtained in fifth grade.
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One infriguing possibility is that the gap in achievement test per-
formance narrows in the later years not simply because boys 'catch up"
but because girls become motivated fo excel only if the task is appealing
to them. in this case, girls, like boys, would begin to show effects of
interest on their reading comprehension., They, too, would be particularty
motivated when the material is appealing to read. If this interpretation
is correct then studies at grade levels where sex differences typically
occur (e.g. fourth grade) should find strong interest effects for boys
and weaker effects for girls. Studies at grade levels where boys and
girls typically perform alike (e.g. sixth grade) should show similar
effects of interest for both sexes. Thus further research is needed
to establish the conditions under which the interest effect is obtained
for both sexes versus boys only.

Another purpose of the present experiment was to assess the relative
correlations of cloze performance with standardized test performance when
synonyms are or are not accepted as correct responses. The data support
the findings of Ruddell (1964) that including synonyms only slightly
increases the correlation of cloze scores with standardized achievement
test scores. However, inspection of the performance of different groups
of children suggests that scoring synonyms as correct does have differential
effects across children. Chiidren who are higher achievers produced
more synonyms as well as more exact responses. In addition, boys were

found to preduce a significantly greater number of synonyms than girls.
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These findings suggest that, depending on the purpose of an experiment,

it may be useful to score synonyms as correct. The general bias in the
literature against accepting synonyms may be leading to the loss of valuable
information when the individual rather than the passage is the unit of
analysis.

A final purpose of the present study was to examine whether children
produce more or less synonyms on high~interest material. The finding was
that a similar number o¥ synonyms was produced on high- and low-interest
material. Thus it seems unlikely that the inclusion of synonyms will
substantially alter the pattern of results obtained in studies of inferest
effects. Still, fthe issue might be re-examined in future research. The
encyclopedia material used in the present research, although written for
children in the fourth grade or above (Walsh, 1973), Is quite challenging
(Asher and Markell, 1974). Material of a less difficult nature might yield
a different pattern of synonym production,

Part of the bias against accepting synonyms as correct replacements
results from the decreased scoring objectivity. In the present study,
the interjudge reliability using coefficient Kappa was quite satisfactory.
The scoring of synonyms as correct did not lead to a serious loss of
objectivity. As a further caution, a response was scored as a synonym if
two out of three judges independently so decided. Given the low probab-
Ility that a judge will classify a response as a synonym, this is basically
a conservative procedure fthat resuits in only a small increase in each

child's score. Still, the scoring of synonyms produced some interesting



Children's Comprehension

24

findings across groups of children. Further research will indicate
whether the gains in new information outweigh the costs of using a somewhat
more complicated scoring procedure.

Further research is also needed to learn why children read better
on high~ than low-interest material. One possibility is that children
are more motivated on high-interest passages and attend more, work harder,
eic. Another possibility is that children comprehend more of high-interest
material because they are more knowledgeable about the content. One
approach to evaluating these explanations would be to provide a strong
external incentive for trying hard on both types of reading material. This
could indicate whether children are able to comprehend as much of low-
as high-interest material when they are motivated to do well on both.
Whichever explanation of the interest effect is ultimately supported,
it appears that researchers or teachers seeking 1o assess children's
competence in reading comprehension have reason to consider carefully
their selection of passage topics., Assignment of passages based on an
individualized assessment of children's interests appears to facilitate

chitdren's reading comprehension.
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Mean Adjusted Reading Preference Ratings, Exact

Cloze Scores, and Exact Plus Synonyn Cloze Scores

Sex

interest Level Boys Girls

Reading Preference Ratings
High 4.55 4.17
Low 3,13 3,77

Exact Cloze Scores
High 15.99 15.30
Low 13.10 11.96
Exact Plus Synonym Cloze Scores

High 19.74 17.53
Low 16.18 14,41
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Mean Number of Synonyms Produced

Interest Level

High

Low

High Achievers

Low Achievers

High Achievers

Low Achievers

Sex

Boys

5.33

2.33

4.30

2.00

Girls

2.88

.70

3.56
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