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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Background of the Problem

Downing (1980) stated that whenever individuals
attempt to learn a new skill, their first reaction will
be to try to understand what they must do to become
skilled performers. This effort to comprehend the task--
1ts components, the functions of the skilled act, the
concepts needed for talking and thinking about the task--
seems to be characteristic of all skill development.
Moreover, the ability to think and reason about the tasks
involved in mastering the skill seems to be especially
important in verbal skills such as reading (op. 167-168).

Canney and Winograd (1979) theorized that individuals
develop "schemata" about the nature and functions of the
reading process, just as they develcp schemata about
other classes of events, situations, etc. Each person's
schemata about reading evolves from his or her experiences
with reading, including the instructional methodology o
which he or she has been exposed. These schemata influence
what individuals think they must do and learn to do in
order to become skilled readers. If Canney and Winograd

are correct (and Rumelhart in 1977 cautioned that schema

1



2
theory, although a promising and useful tcol in guiding
theoretical and experimental thinking, is still in its
infancy), then "knowledge of 'what reading is' should
have a potent influence on how and when a person utilizes
reading skills and strategies to extract information from
text" (Canney & Winograd, 1979, p. 1).

It is likely that good readers and poor readers have
very different perceptions (schemata) of the reading
process. The poor reader may possess faulty or incomplete
schemata of the reading process, seeing it primarily as
a passive, mechanical, teacher-centered activity, the
goal of which is rapid, precise decoding of individual
words. Good readers may voice similar perceptions;
hcwever, their reading performance typically dces not
reflect such an orientation. Inappropriate schemata of
reading may contribute to ineffective reading performance;
moreover,. it is theorized that until the reader's schemata
change, no amount of additional skill instruction will
significantly improve reading performance. The reader's
schemata must be modified so that he or she perceives
reading as a language-based activity, the primary object
of which is comprehension (Canney & Winograd, 1979).

Even a specious review of reading research reveals

innumerable studies on the differences between the reading
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cerformance of "good" and "poor" readers. An examination
of Golinkoff's (1975-76) review of studies dealing with
comprehension processes of good and poor readers confirmed
the need for additional research on secondary level
students in general, and on how they conceptualize the
reading process in particular. While Golinkoff found no
definitive factor emerges as the distinguishing one
between good and poor readers, the pattern of differences
in their reading behaviors seemed to support the notion
that these two groups hold divergent orientaticns toward
the reading process. Consequently, employing instructicnal
methodologies which deliberately guide the pccr reader

(as well as the beginning reader) to develop an accurate,
realistic schema of reading may prove to be a pivotal

factor in helping them to become effective readers.

Statement of the Problem

This study was conceived of as basic, descriptive,
heuristic research. It was guided by these research

guestions and null hypotheses:

Question 1

As measured by four tasks, are there differences in

the perceptions of the reading process among three groups
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of ninth graders who read at low, middle, and high reading
levels?
With regard to the Open-Ended Interview and the
Forced-Choice Questionnaire, the following null hypotheses

were tested at the .01 level of significance.

Open-Ended Interview.

Hypothesis 1l: There are no differerices among the

total number of responses low, middle, and high readers
give in each of the Open-Ended Interview response
categories for the first seven questions.

Hypothesis 2: There are no differences among the

number of responses in each category that low, middle, and

high readers give to each of the first seven Open-Enced

Interview questions.

Forced-Choice Questionnaire.

Hypothesis 3: There are no differences among the

total number of responses low, middle, and high readers
give in each of the Forced-Choice Questionnaire response

categories for the first seven questions.

Hypothesis 4: There are no differences among the

number of responses in each category that low, middle, and

high readers give in response to each of the first seven

Forced-Choice Questionnaire guestions.
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With regard to the Silent Reading Task Cards and the
Oral Reading Task Cards, the following questions were
examined.

Silent Reading Task Cards.
Oral Reading Task Cards.

Question A: Are there differences among the total
number of responses low, middle, and high readers give
in each of the response categories in their ratings of the
reading of the five Task Cards?

Question B: Are there differences among the number
of responses low, middle, and hich readers give in each
response category in their ratings of the reading of the
individual Task Cards?

Question C: Are there differences among the total
number cf responses low, middle, and high readers give
in each of the response categories imn their ratings of
the comprehension of the five Task Cards?

Question D: Are there differences among the number
of responses low, middle, and high readers give in each
response category in their ratings of the comprehension

of the individual Task Cards?

Question 2
As measured by four tasks, are there diffesrences

in the perceptions of the reading process within each of
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three groups of ninth graders who read at low, middle, and
high reading levels?
With regard to the Open-Ended Interview and the
Forced-Choice Questionnaire, the following questions were

examined.

Open-Ended Interview.

Question A: Are there differences within each group
among the total number of responses given in each of the
Open-Ended Interview response categories for the first
seven questions?

Question B: Are there differences within each group
among the number of responses given in each of the Cpen-
Ended Interview response categories to each of the first

seven gquestions?

Forced-Choice Questionnaire.

Question C: Are there differences within each group
among the total number of responses given in each cf the
Forced-Choice Questionnaire response categories for the
first seven gquestions?

Question D: Are there differences within each group
among the number of responses given in each of the Forced-

Choice Questionnaire response categories to each of the

first seven guestions?



5
With regard to the Silent Reading Task Cards and the
Oral Reading Task Cards, the following questions were

investigated.

Silent Reading Task Cards.
Oral Reading Task Cards.

Question A: Are there differences within each group
among the total number of responses given in each response
category in the ratings of the reading of the five Task
Cards?

Question B: Are there differences within each group
among the number of responses given in each response
category in the ratings of the reading of each of the five
Task Cards?

Question C: Are there differences within each
group among the total number of responses given in each
response category in the ratings of the comprehension
of the five Task Cards?

Question D: Are there differences within each group
among the number of responses given in each response

category in the ratings of the comprehension of each of

the five Task Cards?

Question 3

For each subject and within each group, will there be

consistent information elicited by guestions 1 thrcugh 7
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on the Open-Ended Interview and the Forced-Choice

Questionnaire?

Question 4
Within each group, is consistent information
elicited by the Silent Reading Task Cards and the

Oral Reading Task Cards?

Question 5

According to responses elicited by questions 8 and
9 on the Open-Ended Interview and the Forced-Choice
Questionnaire, are there differences in the instructional

models of reading of low, middle, and high readers?

Ratiocnale
Canney and Winograd (1979) have stated that

a reader's perception cf the tasks of reading--
his/her schema of reading--guide ([sic] his or
her behavior and influence [sic] how a reader
uses current knowledge, decoding proficiency,
and study strategies (p. 44)

and that

until we have a clearer perception of what each
child knows about the reading process, it will
be difficult to prescribe instructional tech-
niques which will reliably enhance students'
comprehension of text. (p. 49)

The diagnostic and resultant instructional usefulness in
knowing how a student perceives the reading task are

obvious. Canney and Winograd reported further that their
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data supported the thesis that students' schemata of
reading can be used to differentiate between higher and
lower comprehenders. The need for studying children's
perceptions of the reading process has been recognized for
more than 30 years, and yet Canney and Winograd cocmmented
that they were "struck with the observation that so few
educators have been interested in ascertaining how students
perceive learning tasks in school" (p. 19).

Also striking is the need for meaningful research on
secondary level and adult reading in general (Kavale &
Lindsey, 1977; Kingston, 1972) and in the area of
perceptions of the reading process in particular. Cramer
(1978) reported that "research studies into beginning
processes and instructional methods have been estimated
to outnumber those dealing with the upper grades by a
ratio of six to one" (p. 153), and described the amount of
secondary school reading research as "disproportionately
low" (p. 137). Existing research on readers' perceptions
of the reading process and their metalinguistic awareness
demonstrates this tendency of focusing research on the
younger or beginning reader. Almost ro research has been
conducted on how secondary level or adult readers--both

good and poor readers--perceive the reading process.
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Increased knowledge in this area may help explain
the gap between some students' competence to understand
and their comprehension performance. Overall, progress
in adult basic education (ABE) research has been
disappointing. According to Kavale and Lindsey (1977),
the ABE movement has made little progress in promoting
adult literacy; few research studies have generated new
insights about the nature cf the individuals' reading
processes. Present ABE classes may include an increasing
number of high school graduates who are functionally
illiterate. \Canney and Winograd (1979) pointed out that
interest and experience were necessary, but not sufficient
conditions for reading to occur. Moreover, lack of
progress by these poor readers could nct be explained
"solely by deficits in knowledge, syntactic complexity
of text, or lack of instruction in reading" (pp. 10-11).
The problem may stem partially from the type of instruction
they received and their resultant inappropriate schemata
of reading as a process: they may not perceive it as a
meaning-centered activity. Therefore, they may not
spontanecusly employ the comprehension techniques which
they do know because their schemata of reading does not
include generalizing reading instruction to other (non-

school or non-academic) reading situations (Canney &
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Winograd, 1979, pp. 10-11]). For the poor readers in
particular, their initial reading experiences may handicap
them: 1in the first three grades they learn that reading
is decoding. Upon entering fourth grade, no accommodation
(Anderson, 1977) occurs in schemata since they perceive
no need to modify them. Thus, they remain locked into
inappropriate schemata of reading. Moreover, if such
students have acquired only minimal decoding/word attack
skills and are relatively insensitive tc whether compre-
hension has occurred (since it is not part of their
schemata), then the problem for these readers is compounded.
Many researchers have attested to the fact that poor
readers are less aware of when they have comprehended and
when they have not than are good readers (Buswell, 1920;
Clay & Imlach, 1971; Cromer, 1970; Fairbanks, 1937;
Golinkoff, 1975-76; Oaken, Wiener, & Cromer, 1971; Steiner,
Wiener, & Cromer, 1971; Weber, 1970). Research by Barr
(1974-75) and Harste and Burke (1978) strongly suggested
links between the reading instruction students encounter,
their perceptions of the reading process, and the ways in
which they ultimately attempt to deal with print.

Although research on secondary level students'
perceptions of the reading process has been neglected, this

area has been of interest to elementary reading researchers



12

for more than three decades. Many of these studies on
children's perceptions of the nature and purpose of reading
utilized an interview technique only (Denny & Weintraub,
1966; Downing, 1969; Edwards, 1953; Reid, 1966) and relied
on an insufficient number of guestions, many of which were
too abstract for children to deal with effectively.
Moreover, they did not attempt to relate the subjects'
reading ability to their perceptions of reading. Even
subsequent studies (e.g., Johns, 1970, 1972, 1974; Johns
& Ellis, 1976) which attempted to relate perceptions
of reading to reading achievement contained many uncon-
trolled variables or were clouded by methodological flaws
that resulted in a large percentage of meaningless and/or
"I don't know" responses from subjects (Canney & Winograd,
19797 .

One notable exception 1s a recent research study by
Canney and Winograd (1979). They utilized a concrete
task to verify subjects' verbalized perceptions of the
reading process. Their study, which firmly supported
the theorized link between a reader's schema of reading
and reading achievement, was designed specifically to
overcome the inadequacies of earlier research studies.
Of the other existing research, they wrote:

Prior research has relied almost exclusively
on abbreviated technigques to assess students'
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concepts of reading. While researchers have

reported finding significant correlations

between reading achievement and reading

concepts, the procedures employed have been

open to serious criticism. (pp. 46-47)

In summary, the preponderance of research on
children's perceptions of the reading process, as related
to their reading achievement, must be evaluated cautiously
in light of the methodological weaknesses they contain.
Furthermore, research on secondary level readers'
perceptions of reading is conspicuously absent in the
literature. In order to help f£ill that gap with meaningful
findings, any contemplated research must take into
consideration the flaws found in analogous research
conducted with younger subjects and avoid incorpcrating
similar errors in its design. In particular, concrete
tasks need to be utilized to verify subjects' verbal

responses, or in cases where students' verbal production

ability is low, to elicit informatiocn.

Significance of the Problem

Increasing public concern over graduating high schocl
seniors who cannot "read," the national trend toward minimum
competency testing, and the "back-to-basics" movement
underscore the need for meaningful research on secondary
and adult readers who have been unable to achieve fluency

in reading. Tuinman, Rewls, and Farr (1976), in reviewing
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research literature, public school and statewide records
on public school reading achievement, concluded that there
is no need for wholesale pessimism, but that

the gradual improvement in reading competency

cver the four decades prior to 1965 may have

lessened or halted; and . . . over the last ten

vears there may have been a very slight decline

in reading achievement. (pp. 462-463)
Cook (1977) reported that illiteracy figures in the United
States had shown steady improvement, and yet there were
39 million citizens aged 14 or older who lacked the ninth-
grade education deemed necessary to meet the "functional
reading needs of a person living in the seventies" (p.
105). Moreover, it has only been in the last decade that
the true burden of this illiteracy has been realized
(p. ix) and that real strides and concentrated efforts have
begun to be made in the struggle to eradicate illiteracy.
Although much still remains to be done, Cook asserted
that more was learned about literacy education during the
1960s than in the total 60 years preceding that decade
(p. 118).

part of the reason for the slow progress that has
been made may be the quality of research in the field of
reading. It has been criticized repeatedly as being

fragmentary, disappointingly inconclusive, and of poor

quality (Weintraub & Farr, 1976, p. 2). Weintraub and
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Farr, seeking remedies to the situation, urged the
adoption of alternate research models (i.e., those other
than the classical empirical design) (pp. 3-4). Another
problem that has plagued much reading research, including
nearly all previcus research on readers' perceptions of
the reading process (other than Canney and Winograd's,
1979) ,was their lack of a theoretical base. It is now
recognized that to be maximally useful, reading research
must be theory-based (Burke, 1969; Goodman, 1976a).
Burke has written:

If the study of reading is conducted upon a basis

of theory, the results can be used to substantiate,

refute or revise the theory, as well as to suggest

the relative value and significance of specific
aspects of the reading process. To be of value,
data must be examined against an organized back-

ground. (p. 12)

The present study utilized as its framework psycho-
linguistic theory (Goodman, 1976b), information processing
theory (Rumelhart, 1976; Smith, 1971), and schema theory
(Anderson, 1977). The methodology of the present study
was grounded in these theories. Results from the study
were examined in light of these theories, and the research
findings contributed to the explication and verification
of them.

It is also generally accepted that research must

deal with the reading process as a whole, rather than
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with isclated fragments of the process (Kolers, 1971).
Because reading 1s a synergistic process, dissected parts
of the process cannot be expected to appear or to behave
in the same fashion they did when still parts of the
whole. Huey (1908), at the beginning cf the century,
recognized the need for using techniques to gather data
that do not fractionate the process. Current researchers
(Cambourne, 1976-77; Goodman, l976a) operating from a
psycholinguistic orientation would concur. The "need to
know just what the child normally does when he reads"
(Huey, 1908, p. 9) remains today. It seems quite likely
that each person's schema of reading influences or even
controls what he or she "normally does" when reading.

The present study yielded useful information about
the schemata of reading as related to the reading achieve-
ment of three groups of high school readers. It extended
to an upper grade level research which had previously
been confined almost exclusively to children in earlier
grades. This study also made it possible to examine
whether there was a relationship between the degree of
retardation in reading in ninth graders and their schemata
of reading. It explored the usefulness of four tasks
designed to elicit information about individual's schemata

of reading. In particular, this study incorporated both
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slilent and oral reading tasks, rather than just silent
reading ones. It also improved upon existing studies by
avolding flaws contained in their designs, but it
accomplished other broader purposes as well. Because it
constituted basic, descriptive research, it expanded the
knowledge base about the reading process, while also
generating hypotheses and shedding light on psycho-
linguistic, information processing, and schema theories.
FFinally, it seems to hold useful diagnostic implications,
as well as instructional implications concerning readers'
schemata cf reading.

It is postulated that most children are equipped
with all the skills needed in order to learn to read
(Smith, 1971) and that visible language makes no demands
upon children that are unique to reading (Burke, 1977).
However, it is abundantly evident that not all children
prosper in their attempts to learn to read. Understanding
the variations in their conceptualizations of the reading
process—--their schemata--may provide a valuakle clue to
explaining the lag between their competence and their

performance.
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Assumptions

In conducting this study it was assumed that:

1. Standardized reading test sccres, informal
testing, and teacher judgments provided sufficiently
accurate assessments cf subjects' reading abilities.

2. All subjects had schemata of the reading process.

3. Even though verbal abilities of subjects may not
be uniform, all subjects possessed sufficient ability to

verbalize about their perceptions cf the reading process.

Limitations of the Study

The present study recognized these limitations:

1. Sample size was restricted to a small number of
students, all selected from one grade of onrne school.

2. Due to the nature of the study (basic, descrip-
tive research), only subjects who met specific criteria
were selected for inclusion. Because random sampling was
not used, the results can only be generalized to similar
types of ninth graders.

3. The data were gathered by one researcher.

4. Because data were collected in a schcol setting,

subjects' responses may have reflected schemata of "school"

reading, rather than reading in general.
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5. Only expository material was used in the concrete
tasks. Possibly, using material of a different genre
would have elicited different responses.

6. The low readability of the test materials may
have influenced subjects' responses since it may have
seemed easier to subjects in the middle and high groups
than to those in the low group. However, the fact that
all students could comfortably decode the material should
have helped dilute any negative influence the low
readability might have had.

7. Although care was taken to build rapport and
reduce or alleviate subjects' anxieties, it was impossible
to assess precisely whether any of them felt uncomfortakble
in a testing situation related to reading or how such
discomfort might have affected their performance during
data collection.

8. In the concrete reading tasks, brief paragraphs
were used. If lengthier, connected discourse had been
used, perhaps different results would have been yielded.

9. It was possible that subjects' responses were
valid indices of their perceptions of the reading process,
but yet did not necessarily reflect all of their

perceptions regarding it.
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Definition of Terms

For the purposes of this study, the following terms

were defined.

1. Instructional model of reading--how a reader

believes his or her teacher perceives the reading process,
as inferred from the instructional emphases the teacher
places upon decoding and/or meaning.

2. Naturalistic research--research in which the

investigator's intrusion into the research setting 1is
minimal and where the subject deals with actual reading
material by bringing his/her language competency to the

task at hand.

3. Process-oriented research--utilization of research

procedures which deal with reading as a process to be
studied as a unitary whole, rather than treating it as a
collection of discrete skills which can be examined
individually.

4., The three reading levels of subjects were defined

as follows:

a. Low reading level--a total grade level score

between 3.5 and 4.9 on the Gates-MacGinitie Reading

Test, Form C (1965).
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b. Middle reading level--a total grade level

score between 6.5 and 7.9 on the Gates-MacGinitie

Reading Test, Form D (1972).

c. High reading level--a total grade level

between 9.5 and 10.9 on the Gates-MacGinitie Reading

Test, Form E (1972).

Subjects whose total test scores fell within these
three ranges and who in the teachers' judgments read
within these ranges were referred to as low, middle, or
high readers and as belonging to the low, middle, or high
reading group.

5. Schema (pl. schemata)--a knowledge structure
containing slots or place holders, for each of the component
pieces of information subsumed under the more general
idea, or structure. A schema indicates the typical
relations among its component parts. Subschema can be
embedded within a dominant schema. Schemata can be
organized into a script (a dominant event seguence)
organized around a goal. It is knowledge of scripts for
recurrent events that enable learners to predict what,
when, and who in familiar situations (Nelson, 1977,

P. 222).
6. The four tasks used to ascertain a subject's

schema of reading are defined as follows:
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a. Open-Ended Interview--a set of nine questions

designed to determine whether an individual views
reading as being primarily a decoding-centered or a
meaning-centered process.

b. Silent Reading Task Cards--a set of five

typed passages (one intact, a syntactically altered
within-sentence version, a graphophonically altered
version, a semantically altered version, a
syntactically altered across-sentences version)

which subjects are asked to evaluate as being readakle
or unreadable and to explain their decision.

c. Forced-Choice Questionnaire--a typed version

of the interview in which subjects must decide
between bi-polar responses provided to each gquestion
(one of which reflects a decoding orientation and
the other a comprehension orientation).

éd. Oral Reading Task Cards--while listening to a

tape recording of five passages being read in
different ways (one intact and four other versions
corresponding to the altered versions noted in "b"),
subjects look at typed copies of the original
versions and evaluate each passage as good or poor

reading and explain their decisicn.
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Procedures
Subjects
Fifteen ninth graders were selected from the popu-
lation of a large urban school district in North Texas.
The population of the school included students of both
sexes, all socioeconomic levels, and three ethnic groups
(Anglo, Black, Mexican-American). Five students were
selected on the basis of teacher judgment and standardized

test scores (Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test, Levels C, D,

O

r E, administered by the school at the beginning of the

pl

Spring, 1980, school semester) as reading at each of three

U

ranges of reading grade levels: third-fourth (low),
sixth-seventh (middle), or ninth-tenth (high). All

subjects spoke English as their first language and possessed
at least average intelligence, according to test data in

their cumulative folders.

Materials

Four experimental instruments were used to sample
subjects' beliefs about and perceptions of the reading
process. Each was either modified from existing instru-
ments or developed by the researcher. They consisted of
(a) a structured interview, (b) a silent reading task
in which subjects were asked about the readableness of

intact and linguistically altered passages, (c) a printed
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form of the interview containing bi-polar (decoding-
centered and comprehension-centered) responses from which
subjects chose the one more nearly reflecting their
beliefs; and (d) listening to taped oral reading task
cards in which subjects evaluated as "gcod" or "poor"
reading, a series of linguistically altered passages

heard on a tape recorder.

Data Collection

All subjects were tested individually by the
researcher in a quiet room away from their regular class-
rooms. Subjects were administered the four instruments
in the sequence listed above. Testing required approxi-
mately 20 to 30 minutes. Data collection sessions were

tape recorded for subsequent analysis.

Data Analysis

Data were examined to detect across-group and within-
group differences in perceptions of the reading process.
Some portions of the data were analyzed statistically;
others were presented in terms of response frequencies;
the remainder was dealt with descriptively. Within-
subject ccnsistency of responses was examined and reported

quantitatively and descriptively. Finally, group
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differences in instructional models of reading were
examined and presented in quantitative and narrative

form.



CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Overview

Three separate but overlapping areas are discussed
in this chapter. The first is schema theory and factors
that contribute specifically to the development of an
individual's schema of reading. The second is a
chronological review of research studies which have
attempted to investigate how various groups of readers
conceptualize the reading process (i.e., their schemata
of reading). Finally, research findings on differences
between the reading performance of poor and good readers
are examined to see what implications are suggested about
how each group conceptualizes the reading process.

Schema Theory: the Development of a Schema

of Reading and Its Relationship to
Readling Performance

Schema Theory

Frank Smith (1975) stated that learning is a product

cf experience and that

like comprehension, learning is an interaction
between the world around us and the theory of

the world in cur head. . . . We perceive the
world through the mental filter of what we
believe the world to be like. (p. 119)

26
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In an information-processing framework, learning is seen
as a process of problem solving, according to Smith.

It is motivated by a desire to "make sense" of the

world and to increase the match between the theory of the
world in our head and our experience. "Everything we
know, then--the current state of our cognitive structure--
1s a consequence of all our previcus attempts to make
sense of the world" (Smith, 1975, p. 119).

To be meaningful, learning must be self-initiated.
Because it is a process of testing cognitive hypotheses,
it necessarily involves risk-taking: risk of being wrong,
risk of having to modify one's existing cognitive
structure, 