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How to Teach Students About Textual Features

I feel that the only way to teach students how to use the features is to force them to use them as shortcuts.  I know that in middle school teachers showed the features.  We talked about pre-reading and reviewing, but when it came down to it I felt my job was still to read every word.  If I have to read every word, then the time spent previewing is time I could have been reading.  Similiarly, the time spent on the graphs, charts, and other figures is time wasted.  The key thinking goal I need to get across to them is the importance of “understanding the concepts” and the insignificance of “reading the words.”

I agree that I will have trouble getting students to read the text even once.  Maybe I need to use that as an asset.  Maybe, and I’m just thinking on paper here, I should tell them they don’t need to read the chapter at all.
  Maybe I’ll have them write down how many hours it takes them to read a chapter, and tell them they just need to do the pre-reading and spend that amount of time on it, even if they don’t get to the end.  Maybe I need to tell them only to spend half that much time no matter how long it is.

I feel the key is to force them not to have enough time to read every word.  In the Ed Tech discussion, I posted a proposal to spend the first day in class reading the entire textbook.  I’d assign a different section to each student, and give them only five minutes (or some equally rediculous short period of time) to read the section before they have to make a presentation on it before the class.  I would, of course, have to model how to do this beforehand.  I feel it is more effective to force them to have to extract the information than it is to, say, preview the chapter as a group.

IDEA:  Maybe I could have a test.  Say even the final chapter exam.  I could talk about the idea of previewing the first day in class, have them preview the entire book as described above, but not assign any reading for the next day.  Then, in class, I could assign a test on the first chapter.  It would be the same as the final test on that chapter, except that they could use their books.  That means that they would learn to use the index, charts, graphs, and table of contents much more effectively because they have the time constraints and it counts for a grade.  You see, it’s not a test of the materials, but of their pre-reading skills.  I could even make it a routine in class to do this, at least until everyone has made significant progress towards learning these skills and people start reporting using them.
How I Help Students Navigate Dense Materials

I already have done some work on helping students attack tough materials, especially in my astronomy class last semester.  I feel very strongly that primary sources are the way to teach science.  In “The Rhetoric of Evidence,” a class by Fred Bookstein, we tore apart a physics text book and realized that physics text books teach the mathematics necessary to do physics problems more than they teach the conceptual framework to understand the nature of physics.  Now I agree that both are necessary, and I wouldn’t dream of teaching sixth grade using only primary texts, but I might expose them to them, at least a little.  In any case, here’s what I did with my astronomy class.

I started out with some articles from a variety of sources.  At the beginning, they found Science News to be rather challenging.  We read articles in class in groups, and then each group would share what they’d learned with the class.  As time went on, we talked about abstracts.  (By now I had a class subscription to Science News and they were very comfortable reading it.)  At first they had trouble writing an abstract (they wanted to write more a book jacket summary), but I had them share some in class, several people shared theirs, we discussed what was good in each example, and then everyone would read another article and write another abstract until everyone had the right idea (it took about six repetitions).  I really wish I had a good way to explain what an abstract is though (please tell me if you know).  Anyway, after they’d done this exercise--or maybe it was just before, I’m not sure if I remember--we read some articles with abstracts in class.  We talked about how to get the information out of them, and how they summarized the article.  I think we started with Science and went on to JGR.  We didn’t read JGR articles in class, at least not fully, but I did have them look some up for their final paper.
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� I keep wanting to add “but just to understand the ideas,” but I know that if I add that then they will think they do have to read the chapter and they will not do the previewing.
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