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ABSTRACT 

Listening and reading comprehension are complex processes that are 

difficult to assess. Many standardized comprehension tests place high demands 

on memory, assess only sentence length material, and may not reflect how students 

comprehend classroom material. The present study employed a sentence 

verification task ( S m )  to test 60 grade 7 and 8 students' comprehension of 

expository passages. Participants read or listened to expository passages and then 

verified whether test sentences were present in the original passages. The validity 

of the SVT as a measure of comprehension was examined by wmparing 

performance on the SVT with two standardized comprehension measures and a 

classroom read-aloud task that was developed. The SVT was strongly correlated 

with the read-aloud cornprehension task. Students cornprehended approximately 

70% of the expository material presented in these two tasks. The SVT was also 

moderately correlated with the standardized listening and reading comprehension 

rneasures. These findings irnpiy that the SVT is a valid measure of comprehension 

and may be used to examine students' comprehension of classroom material. 

Key words: Listening comprehension, reading comprehension, sentence ver if icat ion 

task, classroom read-alouds, expository discourse 
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Assessing Comprehension in the Classroom: Comparing 

Performance on Sentence Verification and Classroom Read-Aloud Tasks 

Listening is recognized as one of the language arts, along with speaking, 

writing, and reading (Trelease, 1989). It is a valuable skill that is required daily in 

everyone's life. Researchers, however, acknowledge that listening is one of the 

least studied language arts (Pearson & Fielding, 1 989). 

Listening comprehension has been defined as an interactive process that 

allows a listener to gather meaning from an acoustic input signal as well as the 

context in which it is presented (Montgomery, Scudder, & Moore, 1990; Samueis, 

1987). Various rnodels have been proposed to help explain the process of 

understanding spoken sentences (e. g. Massaro, 1 975; Swanson, 1 987). "Bottom- 

up" theories describe processes that are driven by the perceptual input, whereas 

'lopdown" approaches desaibe the influence of general knowledge and contextual 

cues on the comprehension process. Recent cognitive processing models take 

both a top-down and a bottom-up approach to illustrating the elements involved in 

processing inwming information (Butler, 1986). A sirnplified overview of the 

interactive nature of the cognitive processing mode1 will be presented. 

When an utterance is spoken, the listener transforrns the acoustic waveform 

into rneaningful phonetic featutes through several auditory processes. 

Phonological analysis resutts in a stream of phonemes. The listener uses his or her 

word recognition skills to change this stream of phonemes into words. Meaning is 

attached to the words by accessing representations in a mental lexicon (Bishop, 
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1997). The listener must have the ability to reconstruct the speaker's message into 

phrases and propositions that can be linked with existing scherna. Information is 

then stored in memory in order to aid comprehension of further input (Samuels, 

1987). At each stage, general knowledge and contextual cues influence 

processing. Listening comprehension also involves knowledge of phonology, 

syntax, semantics, and discourse structure. These sources of knowledge interact 

with the acoustic input to aid in processing information "on line" (Bishop, 1997). An 

individual must be able to process multiple aspects of language needed for a given 

listening task (Montgomery et al., 1990; Pearson & Fielding, 1982). This ability is 

required, particularly when one is faced with comprehending extended discourse, 

or text longer than a single sentence (Bishop, 1997). 

Carlisle (1 989) has examined how extended discourse is understood and 

has suggested two major components essential to processing spoken as well as 

written discourse (Carlisle, 1989). The first cornponent is the listenef's ability to 

represent the speaker's message in his or her mind. This preliminary function is the 

result of language proœssing, Mich may proceed in the manner described above. 

Situations, events, and objects are represented along with the relationships 

between these representations, in order to help the individual sumrnarize the 

information (Bishop, 1997). The second component is the ability to act on the 

mental representation of the message, which involves reasoning or the use of 

strategies. Therefore, understanding input involves more than simply decoding 

meaning. One must select meaning from a range of possibilities (Bishop, 1997). 
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There is growing support for the hypothesis that context and prior knowledge are 

involved in interpreting incorning information as each word is received (Bishop, 

1997). This constructive process involves the integration of input with context and 

prior knowledge to build a mental model or representation of meaning (Bishop, 

1 997). In particular, the surrounding physicai environment and linguistic context 

(i.e. words and sentences that surround the message) interact with knowledge of 

the topic, tex- structure, and the individual's general knowledge (Bishop, 1997; Leal, 

1992). Researchers have noted that there are varying degrees to which prior 

knowledge and context are used to support comprehension. Good comprehenders 

show a greater awareness than poor comprehenders of text structures and the 

various strategies available to them for processing information (Carlisle, 1991 a). 

In addition, they tend to use more strategies, such as building inferences and 

focusing on key vocabulary (Kletzien, 1992). Proficient comprehenders are able 

to alternate between processing the meanin' of each word to processing the 

overall meaning of extended discourse depending on the difficulty of the material. 

They also are aware of when and why a particular strategy should be used 

(Kletzien, 1 992). 

Listenina Comprehension and R e a m  Comprehension 

Listening wmprehension has frequently been examined in conjunction with 

reading comprehension as two cornponents of overall language comprehension 

ability. Researchers have investigated both listening and reading comprehension 

to determine the extent to wtiich they share similar processes. It is generally 
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agreed that there is a strong relationship between these two types of 

comprehension, atthough differences in specific encûding skills may exist 

(Townsend, Carrithers, & Bever, 1987). A commonly held "unitary view" suggests 

that similar comprehension processes are involved for both l istening and reading 

once the initial stimulus has been encoded (Carlisle, 1991 b; Danks, 1980). Thus, 

listening comprehension is equated to language cornprehension, while reading 

comprehension incorporates a visual decoding elernent into the comprehension 

process (Royer, Kulhavy, Lee & Peterson, 1986). Following from this perspective, 

listening comprehension is thought to develop from exposure to oral discourse 

while reading comprehension requires more focused instruction in decoding 

(Shapiro, 1992). 

There is some variability in the strength of the relationship between reading 

and listening comprehension skills as children develop (Sticht & James, 1984). In 

grade 1,  children are just beginning to develop their decoding skills and are still 

generally receiving greater exposure to oral rather than to written language 

(Carlisle, 1989). As such, listening cornprehension skills are initially superior to 

reading comprehension skills and the correlation between listening and reading 

comprehension is low (1 = -35). Sticht and James (1984) reviewed the literature 

and found higher correlations for grade 4 students (L = .60). By grade 6, 

comprehension performance in the two modalities was generally equal. This trend 

toward stronger associations between listening and reading with increasing age 

was supported by another study of students in grades 3 to 8 (Aaron, 1991). 
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Correlations between listening and reading comprehension ranged from r = 58 in 

the early grades to I = .74 in the later grades (Aaron. 1 991 ). Investigations of adult 

listening and reading comprehension have also revealed strong correlations (l= 

.82) between the two rnodalities (Palmer, McLeod, Hunt, & Davidson, 1985). 

Therefore, as students irnprove their word recognition and decoding skills, their 

reading comprehension also improves, unti t it eventually approaches the level of 

listening comprehension abilities by junior high school grades. At this stage, 

comprehension of written text might actually exceed listening comprehension of the 

same material if the reader is able to return to the text to verify information (Royer, 

et al., 1986). In a study of adult performance on a sentence verifkation task 

measuring both listening and reading comprehension, performance on the listening 

task (M = 79%) was significantly lower than performance on the reading task (M = 

88%) (Holstein, 1995). Possible explanations offered for the superior performance 

of adult participants on the reading task included the ability of readers to read a 

passage at their own Pace andlor reread wnfusing elements of the passage. 

Listenen only had the opportunity to hear the test passages once (Holstein, 1 995). 

In addition, the test sentences varied according to the levei of processing 

necessary to respond to each item. The levels of processing affected 

comprehension of the test sentences differentl y for listeners and readers (Holstein, 

1995). 

The progression from discrepant to comparable listening and reading 

comprehension abilities in the school-age student is important when considering 
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how to approach comprehension assessrnent and instruction (Carlisle, 1991a; 

Pearson 8 Fielding, 1982). If one assumes that listening and reading are based on 

similar processes, then boosting students' listening skills early in development may 

positively influence their reading comprehension skills. Therefore, direct instruction 

that fowses on listening skills should not be ignored. In the same manner, 

im proving reading comprehension rnay influence listening comprehension by 

enhancing overall comprehension ability (Carlisle, 1991 b). 

. .  . entence Verifrat~on T m  

When children enter school, they brandi out from the familiar structure used 

to describe persona1 events and send social messages at home, and become 

acquainted with new types of discourse (Tattershall & Creaghead, 1985). At 

school, students are exposed to expository text and lecture. Expository discourse 

is used to relay factual information in a logical, organized manner (Berko Gleason, 

1993; Nelson, 1993). This type of discourse is displayed by students, for example, 

Wen explaining the procedure for a science expriment, or when discussing plants 

in biology class. 

Comprehension of spoken, expository information is required daily of 

students, yet few good measures exist for examining comprehension in the 

classroom. Cornprehension is difficult to assess because it is a wvert, receptive 

process. Tasks used by investigators in the past to tap cornprehension have 

inciuded multiple choice questions, open-ended questions, free recall, and cloze 

procedures. The ability of each of these methods to obtain an accurate measure 
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of comprehension of extended discourse has been challenged (Carlisle, 1991 b). 

Multiple choice and open-mded questions are frequently used to investigate 

an individual's comprehension. Both types of questions require the use of 

reasoning skills when responding, which could influence listening comprehension 

abilities. Since information about the text is being presented a second time when 

the question is asked, the individual may change his or her initial understanding of 

the text to match the information given in the question (Carlisle, 1 991 b). Free recall 

minimizes this problem by sirnply asking the individual to give as many details as 

they can about previously presented material. The assumption is that the ability to 

rscall the presented material is directly related to the depth of understanding 

(Royer, Lynch, Hambleton, & Bulgareli, 1984). Though the arnount of reasoning 

involved is reduced, free recall still places demands on memory and expressive 

language ability. For example, the individual's ability to formulate a response may 

influence the number of details they are able to generate. These memory and 

expressive demands may affect responses and lead to underestimating a student's 

mmprehension of discourse. In the cloze procedure task, the student is required 

to fiIl in blanks in the text with appropriate words (Carlisle, 1991 b). The cloze 

procedure has proven useful for testing reading comprehension, but is less effective 

for testing listening comprehension since the student cannot look forward or back 

on the text to obtain meaning. In addition, the cloze procedure tends to examine 

sentence rather than passage level comprehension (Carlisle, 1989). 

Chapman (1 978) disaisseci the adequacy of fomal tests to assess everyday 
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comprehension and suggested that such tests have been designed to reduce the 

influence of general knowledge and environmental context. As such, forma1 

comprehension tests rnay have little bearing on daily performance. Furthermore, 

standardizeâ tests may be rneasuring other abilities along with comprehension (e.g. 

memory and cognitive skills) (Royer, Greene, & Sinatra, 1989). In summary, rnany 

listening comprehension tests place unnecessary demands on memory, focus only 

on short units of discourse, and may not refiect the processes that individuals use 

to comprehend discourse in educational settings. 

Researchers have turned to sentence verification tasks in response to the 

difficulty in using the previous tasks to effectively and efficiently measure 

comprehension of passage length rnateria l. Sentence verification tasks have been 

employed in psychological research for a variety of reasons (Royer, et al., 1984). 

These types of tasks have several advantages including a reduced demand on 

memory and potentially greater ecoiogical validity when deveioped with classroom 

material, as compared to formal test batteries (Carlisle, 1989; Royer & Harnbleton, 

1983). Sentence verification tasks are thought to lessen mernory demands since 

the individual is only required to recognize and verify information that was 

presented previously, rather than recall it. The ecological validity of a sentence 

venfication task results from the ability ta m a t e  passages from grade appropriate 

classroorn content. Teachers need information about how well students are 

comprehending classroom materials in order to plan future instruction and a 

sentence verification task can provide this information (Royer, et al., 1989). 
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To test comprehension with a sentence verification task (SVT), an individual 

is presented with an oral or written passage. Once the passage has been read or 

listened to, the individual is then asked to read a list of sentences taken from the 

original passage. The comprehender is required to confirm whether the idea 

presented in each sentence was contained in the original passage (Royer, 

Hastings, & Hook, 1979). Different types of test sentences are created based on 

the original passage. 'Originals' are exact sentences taken directly from the 

passage. 'Paraphrases' retain the meaning of the original passage sentence, 

however, the words in the sentence are changed. In wntrast, 'meaning changes' 

only change a few words in order to create a meaning that is different from the 

passage sentence. Finally, 'distractors' contain both different words and a different 

meaning than the passage sentence. However, the overall theme and structure of 

the distractor is designed to match the passage (Marchant, Royer, & Greene, 1988; 

Royer, et al., 1 984). 

Use of the SVT as a measure of comprehension is based on the previously 

discussed model of comprehension. The 'constructive' process involved in 

understanding information resutts in a mental representation of the meaning of what 

has been heard or read. Examining whether the individual had created an 

adequate mental representation would reflect his or her ability to comprehend the 

material (Marchant, et al., 1988). The SVT allows this examination by requiring 

individuals to compare the meaning of a test sentence to their memory 

representation of the passage sentences that they had read or heard previously. 
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The reader or listener must f o n  an appropriate mental representation of the 

meaning in order to label originals and paraphrases as "old", and rneaning changes 

and distractors as "new" (Royer, et al., 1984). For example. if a participant judged 

paraphrases successfully, this would reveal that the individual understood the 

meaning of the text and had not just memofized the words without comprehending. 

Royer and colleagues (Royer, et al., 1979; Royer & Hambleton, 1983) and 

Carlisle (1989) have developed and used a sentence verification task to assess 

both listening and reading comprehension. In addition, the construd validity of the 

SVT as a rneasure of comprehension has been investigated (Royer, et al., 1979; 

Royer, et al.. 1 984; Carlisle, 1989). Determining wnstruct validity is frequently 

accomplished by obtaining a significant correlation between performance on the 

new test and performance on a standardized test generally accepted as a measure 

of the desired construct (Brown, Sherbenou, Dollar, 1982; Dunn 8 Dunn, 1997). 

Studies have compared performance on the SVT to performance on standardized 

reading comprehension measures. Carlisle (1 989) demonstrated that both SVT 

listening and SVT reading tasks were wrrelated with the reading wmprehension 

subtest of the &&es-MacGinnite Read 
. . 

ina Test (1 = 54 and 55, respectively). The 

SVT reading task also displayed a .50 correlation with the reading comprehension 

subtest of the Standford Achievement Test (Royer, et al., 1 979). 

Other studies have shown the SVT to correlate with measures of listening 

comprehension. One study compared the performance of grade 7 students on the 

SVT listening task with their performance on the Listening Gramrnar subtest of the 
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Test of Adolescent Lanauaae-2 and a story comprehension task (Kertoy & Goetz, 

1995). Kertoy and Goetz (1 995) developed expository passages for grade 7 and 

8 levels to be used in an SVT. The researchers demonstrated that the SVT was a 

valid instrument for measuring listening comprehension based on the relationships 

found between performance on the SVT and performance on several other 

measures of language comprehension. The SVT was moderately correlated wjth 

the Listening Grammar subtest of the Test of Adolescent Lanauaae-2 (1 = .45) and 

the story comprehension task ([ = .48). A rneasure of intemal consistency for the 

SVT was also calculated and a coefficient alpha of -68 was obtained (Kertoy & 

Goetz, 1995). Previous reliabilities for the SVT have been examined and the 

coefficients ranged from 0.69 to 0.90 (Marchant, et al., 1988; Royer, Sinatra, 8 

Schumer, 1990). 

In addition to measuring listening and reading comprehension of passages, 

the SVT has shown promise in diagnosing reading abilities (Carlisle, 1989; Carlisle 

8 Felbinger, 1991 ). Carlisle and Felbinger (1991) used the SVT to test the listening 

and reading cornprehension skills of students in grades 4, 6, and 8. Patterns of 

performance on the SVT test sentence types varied depending upon the mode of 

presentation of the passage (oral or written) and the type of comprehension 

dficulties the students experienœd (Carlisle 8 Felbinger, 1991 ). In another study, 

one group of students presented with general comprehension difficulties that were 

revealed through poor performance on both SVT listening and reading tasks. In 

contrast, students who displayed age appropriate performance on the SVT listening 



task, yet 

specif ic 

poor performance 

reading disorder 

on the SVT reading task were more 

(Carlisle, 1991 b). The results 

12 

likely to have a 

indicated that 

cornprehension difficulties could be attributed to a variety of reasons and that 

comparing listening and reading performance helped detenine the nature of the 

reading diffiwlties (Carlisle, 1991 b). Researchers have also suggested that the 

SVT was sensitive to text readability , formal text characteristics, differences in 

reading skill, and working memory capacity (Marchant, et al., 1988; Royer, 

Marchant, Sinatra, Lovejoy, 1990; Royer, et al., 1989). 

In summary, advantages of the SVT procedure for measuring comprehension 

include its reliability and validity as a measure of comprehension. Further, the SVT 

has been developed for passage length discourse based on classroom materials, 

and can be administered in a short time to groups of students. These advantages 

make it potentially useful for educators as well as speech-language pathologists 

when assessing comprehension. 

The missing link in the previous research with the SVT has been the 

relationship between students' comprehension performance on the SVT cornpared 

to their cornprehension of classroom lessons. Few fomal procedures are available 

to assess how well students comprehend classroom material. Teachers develop 

their own classroom tests of comprehension and other interested professionals 

must infer from general test batteries and informal observations how well a student 

will actually comprehend classroom material. Royer and wlleagues (1 989) 

suggested that the SVT dernonstrated considerable promise as a classroorn based 
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test of cornprehension, yet this suggestion has not been directly tested. The goal 

of the present study was to assess students' comprehension of orally presented 

material in a classroorn setting. Testing comprehension of a classroom listening 

task through the use of both an SVT and a classroorn-based cornprehension test 

would allow direct cornparison of these assessrnent rnethods. The knowledge that 

performance on the SVT is associated with performance on a test of classroom 

listening would provide support for applying the SVT as a valid measure of 

classroom listening comprehension. In tum, the SVT may be used to predict 

students' comprehension of classroom material. 

v 
A classrmm lesson is an example of complex oral diswurse, with a unique 

structure and content. Classroom discourse tends to be dewntextualized, in that 

the topics of discussion need not be based on the "here and now", but can include 

past or future events (Corno, 1989). Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) created a 

hierarchy of discourse levels, with speech acts (e.g. requesting, apologizing) being 

the least complex, and lessons being the most complex form of diswurse. 60th 

students and teachen have distinct roles to play and there are behaviours that are 

acceptable in classroom discourse (Bloome & Knott, 1985). 

As TerreIl (1985) pointed out, students enter school knowing many rules for 

social discourse. It is at this tirne that they must learn the new diswurse rules in 

order to play the "language game" at school. Students also have their own ideas, 

or schema, about what to expect in a classroom setting (Tattershall & Creaghead, 
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1 985). A scherna is defined by Rumelhart (as cited in Tattershall & Creaghead, 

1985; p. 29) as "an abstract unit of knowledge, representing the generic concepts 

in our rnernory". As students become more familiar with school routines, they 

develop scherna to help them comprehend novel situations, such as a scherna for 

reading-time, or morning-exercises (Tattershall & Creaghead, 1985). Knowledge 

of the classroom context, the structure of classroom lessons, and the expectations 

of each individual is shared among the students and teachers. This knowledge 

contributes to the comprehension of discourse in the same manner as general 

knowledge (Corno, 1989). 

Bloome and Knott (1985) do not use the term scherna when discussing 

classroom discourse; however, they do suggest that knowledge of classroorn 

discourse as a specific context enables teachers and students to understand 

communicative interactions with each other. Students "wnstruct interpretive 

frameworks for understanding what is occurring in classroom" (Bloome & Knott, 

1985, p.54). Discourse can be interpreted in various ways, depending upon the 

speaker, tone of voice, situation, etc. This perspective that meaning is situation 

specific supports the notion that the context surrounding a communicative 

interaction can influence comprehension (Bloome & Knott, 1985). 

An initiat ion-repl y-feedback discourse pattern is frequentl y observed in the 

classroom. When the teacher asks a question and evaluates the student's 

response, it sets up a context for the teacher-student interaction. This context 

helps the student leam what is to be considered as knowledge (Mehan, 1979). 
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Much of classroom discourse is expository in nature involving the relaying of 

instructions or the sharing of factual information about various topics. Students 

recognize that certain types of information will occur in exposition and those 

expectations aid comprehension (Carlisle, 1991a). Studying comprehension within 

a lesson format affords the experimenter an opportunity to study the impact of 

students' knowledge of expository structure on comprehension. Moreover, 

assessing how students comprehend certain elements of a lesson with a typical 

format would allow speech language pathologists, psychologists and educators to 

generalize this information to comprehension issues experienced by students in 

everyday classroorn situations. 

A typical lesson format used in classrooms is the direct lesson, which has 

been outlined by Pasch, Langer, Gardner, Starko, and Moody (1995) as a 

comprehensive plan for teachers. The first element in the direct lesson is "The 

Set". Its purpose is to actively involve students frorn the very beginning by 

introducing the lesson in an interesttng and engaging rnanner. The students' 

attention is focused by requiring them to actively interact with the topic through 

imagining, speaking, or writing activities. The Set also serves ta transfer relevant 

pdor knowledge. Students are given an opportunity to recall information they have 

previousty learned about the topic. Creating connections between old and new 

information on a topic aids retention of the lesson, thus supporting comprehension 

of the material (Pasch, et al., 1995). A read-aloud activity can be used as a set or 

opening tci introduce the content of a lesson quite effectively (Richardson, 1 994). 
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Read-alouds 

The tenn "read-aloud" is a label used by educators for the process of reading 

material to students. In a read-aloud, the teacher reads interesting, informative 

material while the students listen. The simple procedure of a teacher reading to 

students has received much attention, as evidenced by the number of articles 

appearing in educational journals concerning read-alouds, and the bi-monthly 

section by Judy S. Richardson in the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 

called "Read It Aloud". Teachers frequently begin lessons by reading aloud to their 

students for a variety of reasons. For example, interest in the lesson can be 

stimulated, iriformation wn be presented in a less didactic manner, and new forms 

of discourse can be introduced (Doiron, 1994). Variety also exists in the techniques 

used to present read-alouds. A familiar approach that matches the cornmon pattern 

of classroom lessons is In itiate-Respond-Evaluate, during which the teacher 

initiates the read-aloud, students respond, and the teacher evaluates the response. 

Teachers may also allow students to initiate readalouds and give cornments during 

the read-aloud to promote more involvement (Oyler, 1996). 

Benefits of Read-alouds 

There are nurnerous benefits reported with reading aloud to students. 

Although the amount of empirical evidence is limited, support of these clairns cornes 

from anecûotal reports. The benefits can be categorized into two main advantages. 

The first group of benefits relates to the students' reactions towards reading. By 

making reading an enjoyable process, read-alouds can foster positive attitudes 
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toward reading. The teacher models reading that is animated and enthusiastic 

when reading aloud and "invites listeners to be readers" (Richardson, 1994, p. 100). 

Trelease (1989) agreed with this position, and noted that parents and teachers 

serve as primary langwge models for children. Children not only have something 

to imitate, but can be inspired and entertained. Through entertaining read-alouds, 

children are engaged in a pleasant social experience rather than in drill type 

exercises (Trelease, 1 989). 

The second category of benefits associated with read-alouds is the 

improvement of literacy skills. Authors have cited the 1983 Commission on 

Reading report (Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, 8 Wilkinson, 1985) that wncluded the 

single most important activity for building the knowledge required for eventual 

success in reading is reading aloud to children (Hoffman, Roser, 8 Battle, 1993; 

Trelease, 1989). One reason for the importance of reading aloud is that it exposes 

students to print. Print exposure has been linked to skills that are necessary 

precursors to literacy, including sound-symbol correspondence (Adams, 1994; 

Barron, 1991). These skills are part of phonological awareness which is an 

important step in literacy development and subsequent success in reading (Berko 

Gleason, 1993). Young children begin to develop an awareness that the stream of 

speech that they hear and speak can be segmented into words. They later 

recognize that words can be broken into syllables (Catts, 1991 ). Children then 

eventually learn that words can be broken into smaller units, including onsets (a 

consonant or consonant blend), rimes (elernents that follow the onset and contain 
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a vowel and consonants) and finally phonemes (Barron, 1991 ; Catts, 1991 ). This 

knowledge allows the children to engage in rhyming. When phonemic awareness 

and sound-symbol knowledge have developed, children begin to connect speech 

and print. This process is enhanced by exposing children to large amounts of 

printed material (Barron, 1991 ). In this manner, read-alouds provide children with 

the exposure and experiences necessary for literacy development. Moreover, read- 

alouds provide experiences with more advanced books that are too complex for 

students to currently read. By exposing students to cornplex vocabulary and 

syntax, reading comprehension may be improved (Juel, Griffith, 8 Gough, 1986; 

Trelease, 1 989). 

There is an abundance of information regarding the ability of read-alouds to 

positively influence the development of reading and writing skills; however, the 

examination of listening mmprehension skills in this process is not frequently 

discussed. Trelease (1 989) agreed that reading aloud to students does improve 

their reading, writing, and speaking. He suggested that reading aloud first improves 

listening comprehension ski Ils and these improved skills then benefit reading and 

writing. lntuitively this makes sense because proficiency in listening 

comprehension precedes proficiency in reading comprehension skills at the early 

stages of literacy development (Carlisle, 1 991 b; Trelease, 1 989). 

The terni 'emergent literacy' has been used to describe the pre-reading stage 

that begins as early as two years of age (Nelson, 1993). Oral language is a 

prominent part of this stage and involves reading and telling stories to children. 
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Reading stories aloud to children provides experiences with books, huw they are 

used, and the common elements of story structure and grammar. Children are able 

to talk about what they have heard and experienced, and then begin to create a 

framework of story structure that will help !hem to understand future stories 

(Nelson, 1993). By linking oral language to written language, children can build on 

their knowledge of the two interacting communication forms (Berko Gleason, 1 993). 

Reading aloud to older schoot-age diildren is a valuable method of providing these 

students with opportunities to learn about new content and the similarities and 

differences between various text structures (Adams, 1994). Understanding 

narrative and expository text structures can aid comprehension of oral and written 

discourse. 

. . 
se of Nonfiction Read-douds 

Oyler (1996) noted the abundance of research on the use of narratives and 

the corresponding sparse use of nonfictional text during read-aloud sessions. A 

survey in classrooms revealed that nonfiction books did not appear on the list of 

most frequently read titles (Hoffman, et al., 1993). Moss (1 995) suggested that this 

preocaipation with the narrative genre is due to the fact that in the past, nonfiction 

books were of poor quality, few children were interested in this genre, and overall, 

nonfiction was ignored as an option. These criticisrns may no longer apply to 

newer nonfiction which has improved in quality and popularity. 

Nonfiction read-alouds highlight the textual structure of exposition for 

students (Moss, 1995). The content and structure of expository text is often 
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different than that of narrative or personal event stories. Information books are 

usually in present tense and contain a high number of descriptions and general 

statements about animals, objects, places, andlor people (Pappas, Kiefer, 8 

Levistik, 1995). Elements of expository discourse used to describe an item include 

definition, division and classification, and cornparison. Cause and effect, sequential 

order. and enurneration are common patterns in expository text (Moss, 1995). 

Narrative discourse, in contrast, tends to use past tense and occurs in oral reports 

and stories the teacher or students read. These narratives follow the actions of 

charaders and the resulting conflids and exploits (Pappas, et al., 1995). Elements 

of this type of discourse include setting. problems or conflid, goals, plan, action and 

event, and conclusion (Nelson, 1993). 

Neville (1988) wmpared students' comprehension of narrative and 

expository texts. Over 3000 students in grade 4, 7, and 10 were tested using recall 

and cloze procedures. The researcher discovered that students experienced more 

difficulty understanding the expository passage than the narrative passage, even 

m e n  headings were provided in the text. The students' recall of main events for 

the expository passage was weak and poorly organized. On clore tests, students 

were only able to fiIl in a few of the blanks in the expository text (Neville, 1988). It 

was suggested that narrative passages tended to be easier to comprehend than 

expository text since narrative structure is very familiar to students. Even young 

children were able to recall and understand narrative passages (Neville, 1988). 

Students must learn through classroom exposure how to Men  for the critical 



2 1 

elements of both types of discourse in order to wrnprehend well. As Moss (1 995) 

pointed out, students begin to internalize expository patterns with continued 

experience with expository discourse. 

Teachers are beginning to discover the value of reading aloud from 

infomation books as a means of presenting information and of exposing students 

to the elements of expository discourse. Nonfiction "accommodates the wide 

variety of skill and interest levels we see in our classroorns" (Richardson & Breen, 

1995, p.504) by providing information in a context that is interesting and less formal 

than a didadic ledure. Oyler's (1 996) study of a ciassroom revealed that a teacher 

used information books as effective introductions to the content of a unit. Students 

can be exposed to the relevant terminology and concepts of the lesson that is to 

follow (Moss, 1995). Reading aloud with nonfiction allows the listener to create 

schema Wich he or she cari apply to understanding other expository texts (Leal, 

1992). Through nonfiction read-alouds, students are exposed to events and people 

that they may otherwise not experience, and they can develop frameworks to be 

used for Mure reference (Moss, 1995). The use of nonfictional classroom rnaterial 

also helps students to becorne eager to leam more information by "enhancing and 

lending immediacy to science (Moss, 1995, p. 1 24). Students can listen ta read- 

alouds about events happening around them (e.g. volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, 

snow storrns). Although read-alouds have been used primarily with preschool and 

grade 1 students, it is easy to see the benefits for students and adults at al1 

educational levels (Richardson, 1994). 
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After listening to expository presentations through the read-aloud procedure, 

students' comprehension of the material can be assessed. It is necessary to keep 

in rnind the different types of text structures in expository passages that may be 

used and tested. These include description, cause-effect, sequence, comparison, 

and problern-solution. The structures Vary in terms of cornplexity and this 

cornplexity rnay influence the amount of information that is recalled (Carlisle, 

1991 b). The type of text structure should, therefore, be controlled for when 

assessing cornprehension. Expository passages can be used to assess students' 

reading wmprehension from grade 4 (i.e. when they are experienced readers) to 

secondary schoot. This is a useful way to reveal difficulty with the content of 

classroom textbooks andlor lessons (Carlisle, 1 991 a). 

In summary, read-alouds offer many benefits for classroom instruction. 

Moreover, nonfiction read-alouds heip to familiarize students with expository text 

and content. Comprehension of these read-alouds can be assessed to aid 

classroom planning decisions. 

Q bjectives and Predictions 

Freeman (1 992) commented that teachers may have difficulty detemining 

what children are actually wmprehending during a read-aloud. Students may 

appear to be listening intently, but may not in fact understand or follow the story. 

Therefore, it would be valuable to have a tool to readily assess what a student has 

wmprehended after listening to classroom material. 

The SVT is a usefut means of assessing one's understanding of larger units 
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of text or discourse versus word or sentence ievel material (Carlisle, 1991a). 

Although the SVT has been shown to be a valid measure of listening 

comprehension (Kertoy & Goetz, 1995), it has not been used to measure 

cornprehension of material presented orally in a classroom setting. This study 

compared performance on the SVT to performance on a multiple choice test 

designed to assess comprehension of a read-aloud containing expository text. 

Prediction One 

Null Hypothesis 1: The correlation between performance on the SVT and 

performance on the read-aloud comprehension task = 0. 

The purpose of the present study was to investigate if performance on a 

sentence verification task would be associated with comprehension of orally 

presented classroom material. A correlation between performance of grade 7 and 

8 students on an SVT that used expository passages and their performance on a 

listening comprehension task of a nonfiction read-aloud was calculated. The SVT 

passages were similar in content (ie. a science lesson), and academic dernand (ie. 

same grade level) to the classroom listening comprehension task. 80th measures 

also required understanding of the meaning of passage length discourse. It was 

hypothesized that there would be a positive correlation between the performance 

on the SVT and performance on the classroom read-aioud passage. Knowing that 

easy to administer comprehension tests like the SVT are related to students' 

comprehension of classroom lesson materials would be useful to teachers and 

speech-language pathologists when planning assessments and instruction. 
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Prediction Two 

Null Hypothesis 2: The correlation between performance on the SVT and 

performance on the Nelson Readina Skills Test = 0. 

Null Hypothesis3: The wrrelation between performance on the SVT and 

performance on the Listening Comprehension Scale of the 

Scales = 0. 

Deterrnining if performance on the SVT was correlated with performance on 

commonly used standardized measures of listening and reading comprehension 

was also of interest. Strong correlations between the SVT and standardized 

measures of cornprehension would reflect good construct validity for the SVT as a 

masure of cornprehension. Therefore, students' comprehension skills were also 

assessed through standardized comprehension tests, the Nelson Readina Skillg 

Test and the Listening Comprehension Scale of the 

&ales, and correlations between the SVT and these measures were completed. 

Prediction a 
It was hypothesized that the SVT would accoun! for a signifiant amount of 

variance in performance on the read-aloud comprehension task. This prediction 

was examined through a stepwise multiple regression analysis. Since the SV1 and 

the read-aloud mrnprehension task bath utilized passage level expository material, 

the SVT was expected to be the best predictor of read-aloud cornprehension over 

the N elwn Rea- Skills Test and the Listening Comprehension Scale of the Oral 

and Written L a w e  Scales. 



escrintive Data 

In addition, descriptive information (means, standard deviations, and ranges) 

was gathered for the performance of the grade 7 and 8 students on the SVT 

listening and reading tasks, as well as the read-aloud comprehension task. These 

descriptive statistics would allow cornparisons to be made between performance 

of older sdiooi-aged children on the SV1 listening and reading tasks. Information 

conœming students' comprehension of a read-a loud based on expository material 

would also be valuable to educators when developing future tests. 



Method 

Participant Selection 

Two scbools from the Thames Valley District School Board participated in 

the study. One hundred and thirty information letters and consent forms (see 

Appendix A and 8) were sent home to parents of participating students and 

collecled by the classrwm teachers of two grade 7 and two grade 8 classes. 

Thirty-ntne grade 7 and thirtyaw grade 8 students, for a total of seventy students, 

agreed to take part in the study. Two students withdrew frwn the study and four did 

not mplete oie three testing sessions. Thergfore, the total number of participants 

was 64 (36 seventh grade students and 28 eighth grade students). The mean age 

of the participants was 13-9 (yeers-rnonths), with a range of 12-2 to 144 years of 

age. 

locfusion Criteria 

Students were required to meet two inclusion criteria of normal hearing 

ability and average non-verbal intelligence. Normal hearing was defined as the 

absence of hearing difficulties as obtained through a self report andlor a hearing 

threshold of 20 dBHL at 500 Hz, 1 kHz, 2 kHz and 4 kHz. Students completed a 

questionnaire about their hearing history (see Appendix C). This information was 

used to detemine if hearing acuity should be examined further through a hearing 

screening . 

Students were required to display average nonverbal intelligence on the Test 

~ n ~ e m t e l l i g g n ~ e  (TOU.  Average performance was defined as standard 



27 

scores at or above 85 (i.e. above -1 standard deviation) on the TONI. This criterion 

was used to establish a homogeneous group in terms of a nonverbal skiil. The 

TON1 was not thought to be highly related to the verbal experirnental tasks 

participants would perform. Form A of the TON1 was used and has a reported 

interna1 consistency of 0.88 (Brown, Sherbenou, & Dollar, 1 982). 

Four students did not meet the inclusion uiteria and were excluded frorn the 

study. One grade 8 student reported a hearing condition that may have afiected his 

performance on the experimental tasks. Three grade 7 students scored below a 

standard score of 85 on the TONI. Therefore, the scores of 60 participants were 

analyzed. 

Meaçures 

evelooment of a Sentence Verification 7&& 

The present study employed SVT passages and test sentences developed 

by Kertoy and Goetz (1 995). These researchers developed expository passages 

for use with grade 7 and 8 students following aie methods suggested by Royer and 

colleagues (1986; Royer et al., 1979) and Carlisle (1989). The passages were 

based on the topics of solar energy, rnicrobiology, blizzards, and volcanoes. Each 

passage conlained 12 sentences and the reading level of the content ranged from 

grade 7.9 (Blizzard) to grade 8.8 (Volcano) (Fry, 1 990). T-unit cornplexity analyses 

and word m n t s  were perfoned by two raters when creating each passage. The 

raters achieved over 90% agreement on these ratings. The passages and 

sentences were also exarnined to ensure consistency of vocabulary and meaning 
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(see Kertoy & Goetz (1 995) for further information on passage construction). 

Once the passages were developed, 12 test sentences were created for 

each passage. The sentences were categorized according to 'Onginals' (sentences 

identical to ones in the passage), 'Paraphrases' (sentences with words changed, 

but the underlying meaning rernained the same as in the passage), 'Meaning 

Changes' (only a few words were changed in order to make the meaning different 

f m  the passage sentence), and 'Distracton' (sentences which contained different 

wording and meaning than the passage but might have b e n  plausible) (Royer, et 

al., 1990). Three sentences in each category were developed. (See Appendix D 

and E for an example of a SVT passage and test sentences). 

Qevel~pment of a ReadAloud Activity 

Preparation of a read-aloud adivity followed guidelines presented in various 

articles about the use of read-alwds in the ciassroom (Freernan, 1992; Moss, 1995; 

Temple % Gillet, 1996) (see Appendix F). Three read-alouds were created by 

drawing Mterial from science and language arts textbooks for intemediate grade 

levels (see Appendix G for referenœs). The read-alouds were based on expository 

material about dolphins, lightning, and space. A Dale and Chall (1 948) readability 

analysis examined sentence length and word familiarity to yield readability scores 

of 6.9 for the topic of Space, and 6.8 for both the Lightning and the Dolphin topics. 

These scores translated into a grade 7 6  reading level for each passage. The 

passages were 948-954 words in lergth and took approximatety six minutes to read 

aloud. These lengths were controlled to ensure consistency across topics. 



evelo~rnent of Read-Aloud Com~rehension Task 

Three multiple choice tests each consisting of 15 questions were developed 

to test the students' understanding of each of the read-aloud passages. Several 

criteria were considered when developing the multiple choice questions: (a) the 

type of cognitive skill required to answer the question, (b) thinking and listening 

skills frequently assessed in teacher-cnade tests, and (c) the objectives of the read- 

aloud (Eby, 1997; Hollingsworth 8 Hover, 1991 ; Ornstein, 1989). 

The multiple choiœ questions were created on the basis of cognitive skills 

required at each of the six levels of Bloom's taxonomy (see Appendix H) (Eby, 

1997; Louisell & Descamps, 1992). Bloom's taxonomy (as cited in Eby, 1997) 

refleds the varying demand on cognitive abilities required to answer questions at 

both higher (e.g. evaluation) and lower (e.g. knowledge) cognitive levels (Eby, 

1997; Omstein, 1989). Two tndividuals rated the placement of each question into 

one of the six levels of the taxonomy. Each multiple choice test included two 

knowleôge questions, three comprehension questions, three application questions, 

three analysis questions, two synthesis questions, and two evaluation questions. 

Though there is a lack ernpirical evidence to determine how many questions at 

each level should be included in a test, Louisell end Descamps (1992) offered a 

guide for choosing the percentage of questions to ask from each b e l  of Bloom's 

taxonomy. They suggested that 30% knowledge, 10% comprehension, 20% 

application, 20% analysis, 10% synthesis, and 10% evaluation level questions be 

included in a comprehension task. More comprehension questions were included 
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in the present study than knowledge questions to reflect the types of cognitive skiils 

ty picall y evaluated by teachers when testing classroom learning (Jarolimek & 

Foster, 1997). 

Teacher-made tests that assess cognitive gain may involve rnatching cause 

and effect, arranging events in order or arranging steps in a sequence, selecting 

the best explanations from a list of options, deterrnining the truth or falsity of 

statements, and k i n g  aMe to use key ternis correctly (Louisell & Descarnps, 1992; 

Omstein, 1989). Teachers frequently examine students' performance in these ways 

to determine how wefl students have learned the materia 

incorporateid these types of questions into the read-aloud 

ensure consistency with teacher-made tests. 

1. Therefore, this study 

comprehension task to 

The objectives of the read-aloud were to introduce a science topic and 

provide students with information about key vocabulary items, details about the 

topic, and themes that they could leam and apply. To meet this goal, the test of 

cornprehension tapped various levels of cognition and examined what ternis, 

detaits, and themes the students had leamed from the read-aloud. The multiple 

choice question format was chosen for ease of administration and scoring. 

The read-alouds and corresponding multiple choice questions were piloted 

with university students. Five graduate students listened to a passage that was 

read aloud to h m  and aien they answered 15 multiple choice questions based on 

Vie material they had just heard. This process was repeated for each of the three 

readalwds (i.e. Dolphins, Lightning, and Space). Performance on the piloting of 



the read-atoud task is described below. 

The percentage of questions answered wrrectly about each of the three 

passages and the overall means are outlined on Table 1. The Dolphin read-aioud 

was the easiest (M = 83.96%), followed by Space (M = 77.30%), and Lightning, 

which was the most diffiwlt (M = 73.30%). The percentage of questions answered 

wrrectly is outlined according to each level of Bloorn's taxonorny (see Appendix 1). 

The university students demonstrated consistent performance on the various 

question types for the "Space" read-aloud (see Appendix 1). For example, 

knowledge level questions were easier than higher level synthesis questions, as 

one would expect. Furthenore, the "Space" read-aloud was reviewed by grade 

7 and 8 classroom teachers who deterrnined that the read-aloud was appropriate 

in terms of the topic, difficulty level, and fit with the grade 7 and 8 curriculum. 

Therefore, the read-aloud on "Space" was chosen for the present study (see 

Appendix J for read-aloud comprehension task). 

Familiaritv QuestionnaiCg 

Four questions were developed into a short questionnaire to serve as an 

index of the participants' background exposure and interest in the topic of "Space" 

(see Appendix K). The first two questions asked the participants to rate their 

familiarity and interest in the topic of "Space" on a five point scale. The 

questionnaire also asked if the participants had ever received a lesson on the topic 

and to indicate how long ago this iesson had occurred. The questions were created 

to examine how prior knowledge may have affected results on the read-aloud 



Table 1 

Percentage of Mulhple Choice Questions Answered Corrndlv bv Universitv 

Graduate Students on Three Read-Alocid P-s and Overall Means 

Participant 

1 

2 

Doi phins 

93.30 

80.00 

Lightning 

66.60 

80.00 

- 

Space 

73.30 

73.30 
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cornprehension task since some individuals rnay have had more exposure to the 

topic of "Space" than others. Points were assigned to each question and a total 

score was obtained by tallying the points for al1 the questions. A high score 

indicated that a student was very familiar with the topic of "Spacs". The total score 

was then used to test the relationship between performance on the read-aloud 

comprehsnsion task and the familiarity score. Refer to the results section for the 

outcome of the correlational analysis. 

elson Re- Skiils Test 

The Nelson Readirig Skills Test is a well known measure of reading 

cornprehension (Hanna, Schell, & Schreiner, 1977). The test includes word 

meaning , reading cornprehension, and reading rate su btests designed to measure 

various cornponents of reading. Split-half reliability measures for Form 4 of the 

Nelson Readw Skills Test were reported to be L = .90 to .92 for the Word Meaning 

subtest and 1 = .86 to .89 for the Reading Comprehension subtest. Level C of the 

Word Meaning and Reading Comprehension subtests was administered to obtain 

a Total Reading score for each participant. The split-half reliability of the Total 

Reading score was 1 = .93 for level C. Additional information about the 

psychornetric properties of the Nelson R e a w  Skills Test can be found in the 

teachef s test manual (Hanna, et al., 1977). 

tenina Co~rehension Scale of the Oral a d  WriWn 

The Listening Cornprehension Scale of the Oral and Written 

m e s  ( O w )  (Carrow-Waolfoik, 1995) is a measure of wmprehension of spoken 
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language. The test items were designed to test the comprehension of lexical (e.g. 

nouns, verbs, modifiers), syntactic (e.g. nurnber, gender, and tense modulators) and 

supralinguistic (e.g. humour, figurative language) cornponents of language. Interna1 

reliabilities for the Listening Comprehension Scale of the QWl S have been 

calwtated using the split-half method and a reliability coefficient of [ = .87 was 

reported for students age 12-1 4 (Carrow-Woolfolk, 1995). 

Testiqg Adrnin 
. . 

t s t r m  

Each student participated in three separate assessrnent sessions within 

three weeks. 

sasslpn Om 

The f irst session took place in a small room outside of the classroom with 

groups of four students. First, each student was asked to wmplete an individual 

questionnaire on his or her hearing status. Students indicated wtiether they had 

a hearing loss or related risk factors. If concerns with hearing acuity were raised, 

then stuâents were given a heating screening. The Test of Nonverbal Intelliaence 

(TOM) was then administered to groups of fair students according to standardized 

procedures. This test examined the students' ability to use reasoning and problem 

solving skills without requiring a verbal response. Students were required to 

complete patterns on the test template by pointing to the appropriate designs 

undemeath the test stimuli. The taok approximately 20 minutes to complete. 

Results of the hearing questionnaire and the TOM were used to determine if the 

students exhibited nomal hearing and nonverbal intelligence according to the 
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study's inclusion criteria. 

Next, students compteteci a sentence verification task. Administration of the 

SVT proceeded as follows. Four passages, each 12 sentences in length, were 

administered one at a time to groups of four students sitting at a table. Students 

were seated with a partition separating them from each other. Each student 

listened to two passages and read two passages. The order of presentation was 

mnterbalanced and randomized to minimize order and presentation effects. The 

listening passages were presented auditorily through a stereo to participants at a 

standard listening rate of 160-1 80 words per minute. The reading passages were 

typed and presented on a single piece of paper for the students to read through 

once at their own pace. Following the presentation of each passage, the 

participants individually reviewed 12 sentences placed on a sheet of paper in front 

of thern and venfied whether or riot the idea of eacb sentence had occurred in the 

original passage. Students circled thetr answers (yesho) individually next to each 

of the 12 test sentences on a score sheet. Correct answers were "yes" for original9 

and paraphrase type sentences and "no" for meaning change and distractor type 

sentences. In total, session one took an hour to wrnplete. 

esgron Two 

During the second session, the Word Meaning and the Reading 

Comprehension subtests of the Nelson Reading Skills Test were administered to 

groups of four students outside of the classroorn. The Word Meaning subtest 

wnsisted of a multiple choice question format in which students were required to 
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read a single wwd and underline an answer that had the sarne meaning as the test 

word. For example; "Wan" a. cold b. cool c. high d. m. There were 36 items 

in this subtest. 

The Reading Comprehension subtest of the Nelson Reading Skills Test 

required students to read five short passages and answer eight multiple choice 

questions about each passage they read. Students were given as much time as 

they needed to complete these subtests. Scores on the Word Meaning and 

Reading Cornprehension subtests were combined to yield a Total Reading score. 

The Listening Comprehension Scale of the O W U  was administered 

following the Nelson R e a d u  Skills Test. The Listening Comprehension Scale 

examined students' understanding of various language structures presented in a 

listening task. Students lwked at four pictures as a phrase was presented by the 

examiner. They were then required to point to the pidure that represented what the 

phrase desaibed. For example, students would point to a picture when presented 

wiVi Vie phrase "The young moon msted on the shouidem of the tall tW. Session 

two was completed in 45 minutes. 

Session Three 

Session three was completed in the classroorn with the entire class. A six 

minute read-aloud on "Space" was read to the students by the investigator. 

Students then completed 15 multiple choice questions designed to tap their 

comprehension of the read-aloud material. The multiple choice questions were 

given cm three sheets and students circled their answers direct! y on the test sheets. 
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The familiarity questionnaire was attached at the back of each multiple choice test 

and was completed by the students after they finished the read-aloud 

comprehension task. These questions wwe designed to probe the amount of 

previous exposure and interest students had in the topic of the read-aloud. 

Students were given the lime they needed to circte their answers on the question 

sheds. The read-aloud comprehension task did not exceed 1 5 minutes. Answers 

to the read-aloud task were only analyzed for those students with consent to 

participate in the study. Teachers collected the test fonns for students not 

participating in the study for their own use. A discussion of the read-aloud was 

conducted with the students following the comprehension test in order to adhere 

to the typical classroorn routine. 



Results 

The means and standard deviations for each of the study's measures were 

calculatecl along with the range of scores and are displayed on Table 2. The mean 

raw score for the TON1 was 29.23, with a mean Q-score of 109.80 and a standard 

deviation of 12.88. The standardized Q-score indicated that the participants 

displayed average nonverbal cognitive ability. 

The mean total SVT score was 33.03 out of a possible 48. Therefore, the 

mean percentage was 68.80%, with a standard deviation of 8.90. The mean 

performance on the SVT listening task was 16.23 out of 24 (i.e. M = 67.63%, = 

11 -29). The mean performance on the SVT reading task was 16.80 out of 24 (Le. 

M = i O % ,  SP= 11.96). 

The grade 7 and 8 students combined obtained a raw score of 1 0.1 5 out of 

15 on the readalwd comprehenston task. The rnean percentage was 67.67% with 

a standard deviation of 19.80. The performance of the students on the read-aloud 

wrnprehension task was well above chance. 

Students obtained a raw score of 25.78 out of 36 on the Word Meaning 

subtest of the Nelson Ream Skills Test. This raw score was wnverted to a 

percentile rank of 64 (m = 19.79). A mean raw score of 16.80 out of 34 was 

obtained on the Reading Comprehension subtest of the Nelson Re-a Skills Test. 

This raw score translated into a man perœntile of 57 (m = 22.20). The mean raw 

score for the Nelson Rea- S m  Test Total Reading score was 78.74. This 

mean score was at the 6ûth percentile (m = 20.39). Performance on the N e i m  



Table 2 

. . 
Means. Standard Deviations and Range of Performance on Test Measures for 

rade 7 and 8 Students Combined 

1 Measure 

SVT-T 

OWLS 

Note: TONI, m t  of Nonverbal Intelligence; SVT-L, SVT-Listening task; SVT-R, 

SVT-Reading task; SVT-T, SVT-Total score; READ, Readaloud comprehension 

task; Nelson-WM, Nelson Readina Skills Test-Word Meaning subtest; Nelson-RC, 

elson R e m  Skil ls Test-Reading Comprehension subtest; Nelson-TR, N e l a  

Skills Test-Total Reading score; P W E ,  oral and WriUen Lanauaae 
Scales, Listening Comprehension Scale; %ile, percentile rank; standard, standard 

score 

~ = 6 0  

Raw (M) 
29.23 

33.03 

16.23 

16.80 

10.15 

25.78 

28.19 

78.74 

89.62 

M 
109.80 

(Q-score) 

68.81 % 

67.63% 

70.00% 

67.67% 

al 

12.88 

8.90 

11.29 

11.96 

19.80 

Minimum 

89.00 
(Q-score) 

52.08Oh 

41.67% 

37.50% 

20.00% 

64.25Ohile 

57.42%ile 

60.01 %ile 

1 12.58 
(standard) 

Maximum 

143.00 
(Q-score) 

89.58% 

1 

87.50% 

91.67% 

I 

100.00% 

15.00%ile 

20.00%ile 

1 8.00%ile 

81 .O0 
(standard) 

19.79 

22.20 

20.39 

13.16 

99.00%ile 

97.00%ile 

95.00%ile 

136.00 
(standard) 
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eadirlg Skills Test was within the average range for both subtests and the Total 

Reading score. 

Grade 7 and 8 students acquired a mean raw score of 89.62 on the Listening 

Comprehension Scale of the OWI S. The mean raw score was converted to a 

mean standard score of 11 2.58 and a standard deviation of 13.16. This standard 

score in was within one standard deviation of the test's mean, indicating average 

performance. 

Comgarison af Performance on the SVT bv Grade 7 a 8 SMents 

Performance on the SVT listening and reading tasks was analyzed to 

determine whether there was a significant difference behrveen the performance of 

grade 7 and grade 8 s!udents. The mean percent correct and the standard 

deviations are displayed on Table 3. T m  independent sampies t-tests wre 

wrnpleted. The performance of the grade 7 students on the SVT listening task (M 

= 72%, = 10.36) was not significantly different than the performance of grade 

8 students on the SV1 listening task (M = 69%, SB = 12.35) (l(58) = 0.93, p > . IO) .  

Perfmance on the SVT reading task by grade 7 students (M = 68%, SP = 1 1.37) 

and grade 8 students (M = 72%, = 12.58) was also not significantly different 

(g58) = -7.12, p >. 1 O). 

omgarison of SVT Listen 

The means for performance by grade 7 and 8 students combined on the SVT 

listening and reading tasks w r e  analyzed through a paired t-test to determine if 

they were significantly different. The analysis reveaied that the difference betwen 



Table 3 

ean Percent Correct and Standard Deviation . . 
s for Performance on the Sentence 

Verification Task bv Grade 7 and Grade 8 Students 

n = 33 (grade 7) 

n = 27 (grade 8) - 

Grade 
h 

7 

7 

7 

8 

8 

8 

Sm-Task 

SVT-Iisten 

SVT-read 

SVT-total 

SW-listen 

SVT-read 

SVT-total 

!A 
66 % 

68 % 

67 Oh 

69 96 

72 % 

71 % 

r 

S n  
10.36 

12.35 

7.85 

12.35 
I 

12.58 

70.02 
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the mean performance on the SVT listening task (M = 67.63%, Se = 11.29) and the 

mean performance on the SVT reading task (M 70%, SP = 11.96) was not 

significant (#59) = -1.23, e > . IO) .  

Correlational Analvses 

Correlational analyses vuere performed using a Pearson product-moment 

coefficient to examine a number of the study's hypotheses (see Table 4 for 

correlational matrix). Single order correlations are discussed below. Cohen's 

(1988) classification systern was used to describe the magnitude of each 

correlation. A small or low correlation refers to [: = . I O  or greater. a medium or 

moderate correlation refers to = .30 or greater, and a large or strong correlation 

refers to r = -50 or greater (Cohen, 1988). 

The first hypothesis stated that performance by grade 7 and 8 students on 

the SVT w u l d  be positively associated with their comprehension of classroom 

materials as measured by performance on the read-aloud comprehension task. 

Therefore, a Pearson product-moment correlation was calculated between 

performance on the SVT and the read-aloud wmprehension task. A strong 

correlation was found betwwn the overall score on the SVT and the read-aloud 

listening comprehension task (l= .61, p < -01 ). The nuIl hypothesis was rejected. 

Correlations wre also calwlated separately between the SVT listening and 

reading tasks and the reabaloud comprehension task. Moderate to strong , positive 

correlations were found between the SVT reading task and the read-aloud 

cornprehension task (c = -53, p < .01) and the SVT listening task and the read- 



Table 4 

Correlation Matrix for Comprehension Measures 

Note: 

1. SVT-L 

2. SVT-R 

3. SVT-T 

4. READ 

5. Nel-WM 

6. Nel-RC 
, 

7. Nel-TR 

8. OWLS 
SVT-L: task; 

1 

-- 

.187 

.745" 

.403" 

-333" 

,279' 

.325* 

.280' 
task; 

score; READ: Read-aloud comprehension task; Nel-WM, Nelson Readina S k i l l ~  

Test-Word Meaning subtest; Nel-RC, Nelson Readin~ Skills Test-Reading 

Comprehension subtest; Nd-TR, Nelson R e a d i w i l  t$ Test-Total Reading score; 

OWLS, Listening Comprehension Scale of the Oral and Written Lanmae Scales 

n=60 

'Q < .05, * e <  .O1 

2 

-- 

-786" 

.526" 

342" 

.323' 

.370" 

.233 

3 

-- 
.605" 

.439" 

,392" 

.452" 

.332" 

4 

-- 

.491" 

360" 

.464" 

.336" 

5 

--- 
.677" 

.867" 

-670" 

6 

-- 
947" 

. S I "  

7 

- 
.657" 

8 

--- 



aloud comprehension task (1 = 40, Q < .O1 ). 

It was hypothesized that performance on the SVT wuld  also be associated 

with well known standardized tests of comprehension, thus providing support for 

the S W  as a valid rneasure of students' listening and reading comprehension 

abi l ities. Correlational analyses were employed to determine whether student 

performance on the SVT was related to performance the Nelson Readincl Skills 

Test and the Listening Comprehension Scale of the OWt S. A Pearson product- 

moment correlational analysis revealed signif icant , moderate correlations between 

the total score on the SVT and the Total Reading score on the Nelson Reading 

(1 = .45, p c .O1 ). Significant correlations were also found between the 

SVT and the Word Meaning subtest of the Nelson Readina Skills Test (1 = .44, p 

c .O1 ) and the SVT and the Reading Comprehension subtest of the Nelson Reading 

Skills Test (1 = .39, p c .01). In addition, a significant moderate wrrelation was 

found between the overall SVT score and the Listening Cornprehension Scale of 

the (1 = .33, Q < .01). The wrrelations between the SVT and both 

standardized measures of reading and listening comprehension were significant, 

therefore, the second and third nuIl hypotheses were rejected. 

Correlations wwe conducted between performance on the SVT listening task 

and reading tasks with the Listening Comprehension Scale of the OWLS, and 

revealed dWerent outcornes. The SVT listening score was significantly correlated 

Ath the Listening Comprehension Scale of the (1 = 2 8 ,  p < .OS), however, 

the SV1 reading score did not correlate significantly with the Listening 
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Comprehension Scale of the QWLS (1 = .23, p > .?O). The finding that the two 

listening tasks correlated better than a listening and a reading task was expected. 

In summary, significant correlations were found betvveen the SVT and other 

standardized and nonstandardized comprehension measures. The SVT reading 

task was not significantly correlated the SVT listening task and the Listening 

Comprehension Scale of the OWLS. 

Ps~chometric Properties of Read-aloud Comprehension Tash 

Construct Validitv of the Read-aloud Corn~rehension Tas4 

Analysis of the relationship between the read-aloud comprehension task and 

the standardized measures was also perfomed to examine the validity of a 

classroom test as a measure of comprehension. A Pearson product-moment 

correlation was calculated between the read-aloud comprehension task and the 

Nelson Reading Skills Test and the Listening Comprehension Scale of the OWLS. 

The classroom read-aloud comprehension task was significantly correlated with 

both the Nelson Readirig Skills Test (1 = 46, Q < -01) and the Listening 

Comprehension Scale of the OWLS (r = 34, p < BI). 

Intemal Con- of the Read-alwd Comprehension Task 

The intemal consistency of the read-aloud comprehension task was 

calculated using Cronbach's alpha for the 15 multiple choice questions. This 

analysis yielded a coefficient alpha of -71. Generally, reliability coefficients of .50 

and greater are considerd acceptable in the early stages of research (Pedhazur 

& Schrnelkin, 1991 ). 



jtem Analvsis for the Read-aloud Cornprehension Task 

An item analysis of the multiple choice questions revealed that 14 out of the 

15 test items w r e  answered correctly by at least 50% of the participants. Two 

questions dernonstrated low variability across participants. Question #4, a 

synthesis question as defined by Bloom's taxonomy, was answered correctly by 

only 20% of the participants. Question #9, an analysis question as defined by 

Bloom's taxonomy, was answered correctly by 91 % of the participants. These hm 

test questions may be of concern due to the high failurelsuccess rate, which may 

reflect the items' construction rather than the students' ability to answer the 

questions. 

The read-aloud comprehension task w s  also examined with respect to each 

level of Bloom's taxonomy. The hierarchy of cognitive abilities begins witli 

knowledge and moves through comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, 

and finally, evaluation levels. Students performed wll on the two knowiedge 

questions (M = 72.00, = 4.6). The three comprehension questions were slightly 

more difficult, as was expected (M = 68.67, = 4.3). A pattern of increasing 

difficulty was supported by performance on application questions (M = 65.67, 

= 4.8). Aithough analysis is the next level, performance on the analysis questions 

was higher than the previous level (M = 71.33, = 4.3). The mean for the 

application questions may have been inflated by the high number of correct 

responses for question #9, and the rnean wouid have been 61 .XI% if question #9 

m s  exciuded. Performance on the synthesis questions was very poor (M = 46.00, 
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= 4.4). Howver, the mean may also been affected by poor performance on 

question #4. If this question was excluded the mean would have been 72%. In 

contrast, students perfomed wd l  on the evaluation questions (M = 80.50, = 3.9) 

which are at the highest level of Bloom's taxonomy. 

Fami tiaritv Scores 

The potential influence of prior knowiedge on performance on the 

comprehension task was examined. The familiarity questionnaire was scored by 

summing the points for each question. The scores ranged from 3 - 12 out of a total 

possible score of 14. The mean familiarity score was 7.6. The total familiarity 

scores w r e  not significantly correlated (1 = .24, p > .IO) with scores on the read- 

aloud comprehension test. The familiarity of grade 7 and 8 students with the topic 

of Space did not appear to significantly influence their responses to questions on 

the read-aloud comprehension task. 

mchometric Properties of the S M  

lntemal Consistency of the SVT 

The intemal consistency of the SVT ~ i a s  examined in a simtlar manner as the 

read-aloud comprehension task. Cronbach's alpha was used to cornpute the 

internai consistency for the SVT. A coefficient alpha of .54 was obtained for al1 

responses on the SVT. Separate reliabilities were calculated for the SVT listening 

and reading tasks. A coefficient alpha of 2 3  was obtained for the SVT listening 

task. A coefficient alpha of 36 was obtained for the SVT reading task. The SVT 

listening and reading tasks contained half the number of items of the SVT total 
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score (i.e. 120 items each versus 240 for the total score). The srnaller number of 

items used to calculate the reliability for the SVT listening and SV1 reading tasks 

may have ccntributed to the lower coefficient alphas that were obtained in the 

separate analyses. 

Jnternal Structure of the SVT 

The means and standard aviations for each SVT passage are presented in 

Table 5. Performance was the highest on the Microbes passage (M = 79%, = 

i2.92), followd by performance on the Blizzards passage (M = 70.85, Se = 14.33). 

Participants had more difficulty with the Solar passage (M = 64.41, SP = 1 1.17) and 

the Volcano passage (M = 61.25, SB = 15.75). 

Correlations between performance on each of the four passages were 

calculated to detemine how wll performance on each of the passages was related 

(see Table 6). Performance on Mimbes and Blizzards was significantly correlated 

(1 = .40, p < .O1 ), as was performance on Solar and Blizzards (1 = .28, p < .05) and 

Solar and Volcano ([ = 52, p < .01). The relationship between performance on 

Microbes and Blizzards Ath  performance on Volcano was not significant. The 

signifiant correlations that w e  oôtained appeared to be influenced by the overall 

difficulty of the passages. Performance on Solar and Volcano. the two more 

challenging passages were positively correlated. In addition, performance on 

Microbes and Blizzards, the two easier passages, were also correlated. 

M u l t w e s s i o n  Analvsig 

A stepwise regression analysis was performed to examine the best 



Table 5 

Means and Standard Deviations for SVT Passaaes 

1 Passage 1 Mean (Dm) 1 StandardDeviation 1 
1 Microbes 1 79.00 1 12.92 1 

1 Volcano 1 61.25 1 

Blizzards 

Soiar 

70.58 

64.41 

14.33 

11.17 



Table 6 

Correlation Matrix for the Four SVT P a s s e  

MICROBES 
r 

BLIZZARDS 

S O U R  

VOLCAN0 

MICROBES 

-- 

,398" 

129 

.O1 1 

BLIZZARDS 

--- 

.275* 

.184 

SOLAR VOLCAN0 

--- 

.521" -- 
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predidors of classroorn performance on a comprehension task. The read-aloud 

comprehension task was used as the criterion variable. The SVT reading score, 

SVT listening score, and the Word Meaning subtest of the Nelson Reading Skills 

Test were significant predictors of performance on the read-aloud comprehension 

task (9 = .66, E(3,56) = 14.43, g < .001) and accounted for 44% of the variance. 

The Nelson Readina Skills Test Reading Comprehension score and the Listening 

Comprehension Scale of the QWLS did not significantly contribute to the variance. 

In order to detemine the degree to which a well known standardized test of 

comprehension, the JWson Readinn Skills Test, would be predicted by 

performance on the other tests of comprehension, a stepwise regression analysis 

was perfomed. The Listening Comprehension Scale of the OWLS and the read- 

aloud cornprehension task, accounted for 50% of the variance in performance on 

the Nelson Reading Skills Tes! (B = .71, E(2, 57) = 28.30, Q < .ml). The S W  Total 

score did not significantly contribute to the variance in performance on the Nelson 

ng Skills Test. 



Discussion 

The study's results revealed several interesting points and al lowed 

comrnents to be made concerning the hypotheses. 

Establishino Validitv for the SVT and the ReadAloud Comprehension Task 

M e n  examining the construct validity of a measure, several questions are 

generally posed. These questions include what construct, or trait, does a test 

rneasure (Brown, 1983) and to what extent does the test actually measure the 

construct being studied (Brown, et al., 1982; Dunn & Dunn, 1997). The construct 

of interest in this study was comprehension, which was defined as the process of 

gathering meaning from an input signal and the context in which it is presented 

(Montgomery, et al., 1990; Samuels, 1987). The SVT and read-aloud 

comprehension tasks were investigated to determine the extent to which they are 

rneasures of comprehension. A single quantitative index of construct validity is not 

available to researchers. Therefore, detemining the degree to which a test is 

rneasuring a specific construct is accomplished by obtaining information on the 

test's construction and psychornetric properties to demonstrate what the test does 

and does not measure (Brown, 1983). The method in which the construct validity 

for the SVT and read-aloud comprehension task was studied included: (a) an 

examination of the tests' internal structures (i.e. internal wnsistency and item 

analysis) and (b) measurement of congruent validity by calculating correlations 

between the two tests and other standardized measures of comprehension. The 

findings are outlined for both measures. 



Evidence for the Validitv of the SVT 

Examining the internai structure of the SVT required gathering information 

about the development of the S W  passages and the test sentences (Brown, 1 983). 

The passages were created by Kertoy and Goetz (1995) in a previous study that 

investigated the use of the SVT as a measure of listening comprehension. The 

researchers performed several analyses (e.g. T-unit cornplexity analysis and 

reading level) to ensure consistency across passages. Kertoy and Goetz (1995) 

also investigated the interna! consistency of the SV1 and obtained a coefficient 

alpha of 68. Other researchers using SVT passages to test comprehension have 

obtained reliability coefficients of 5 4  (Marchant, et al., 1988) and coefficients 

ranging from .84 to 98 (Royer & Hambleton, 1983). 

An investigation into the intemal wnsistency for the SV1 passages (listening 

and reading responses combined) in the present study yielded an acceptable 

coefficient alpha (54 )  for this stage of research (Pedhazur & Schmelkin, 1991 ). 

This reliability coefficient was lower than that obtained by Kertoy and Goetz (1 995). 

The magnitude of the correlation coefficient may have been influenced by the 

inclusion of both listening and reading responses in the total SVT score that was 

analyzed. Kertoy and Goetz (1 995) employed only SVT listening passages. When 

the reliability of the SVT listening and reading passages was examined individually, 

a coefficient alpha of .23 for the SVT listening task was lower than the reliability for 

the SVT reading task (36). These reliabilities were also somewhat lower than the 

reliability obtained by Kertoy and Goetz (1995). In addition, the present study 
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employed passages that were 12 sentences in length. In contrast, the Royer and 

Hambleton (1 983) study used passages with 16 test sentences to assess over 1000 

students. The larger number of test items administered to a greater number of 

participants may have contributed to the higher reliability coefficients Royer and his 

colleagues (1 983) obtained. 

Congruent validity provides further evidence of construct validity and is 

generally measured by performing correlations between several tests. Strong 

correlations between the measures indicate that the tests are likely measuring the 

same construct (Brown, 1983). A test of the SVT's congruent validity yielded 

positive results. Correlational analysis revealed significant moderate correlations 

between the SVT and the Nelson Readina Skills Test (r = .45) and between the 

SVT and the Listening Comprehension Scale of the OWL S (1 = .33). The Nelson 

eading Skills Test and the OWI S are both welt constructed measures of 

comprehension that have demonstrated good reliability and validity. A split-half 

reliability of .87 has been reported for the Listening Comprehension Scale of the 

OWLS (Carrow-Woolfolk, 1995). The split-half reliability of the Nelson Readiw 

Skills Test Total Reading score was reported to be .92 ( Hanna, et al., 1977). The 

significant positive correlations between these measures and the SVT supporteci 

the claim that the SVT is a valid measure of cornprehension. The correlations 

obtaineû between the SVT and the standardized measures were notable 

considering that the low reliability coefficient found for the SVT items may have 

limited the magnitude of the wrrelations. Further refinement of the SVT passages 
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and test sentences used in this study should be conducted to help improve the 

internal consistency of the SVT. 

Previous studies have also revealed significant positive associations 

between the SVT and both listening and reading comprehension tests. Royer (et 

al., 1979) and Carlisle (1989) compared the SVT to standardized reading 

comprehension measures and obtained correlations ranging from .50 to .55. The 

wrrelation obtained in this study between the SVT and the Nelson Reading Skills 

lagt (1 = .45) was comparable to the correlations obtained in previous studies. The 

SVT also demonstrated validity as a test of listening comprehension. The moderate 

correlation (1 = .33) obtained between the SVT and the Listening Comprehension 

Sale of the PWLS in this study was lower than the significant correlation (1 = .45) 

obtained by Kertoy and Goetz (1995) between the SVT and the Listening Grammar 

subtest of the Test of Adolescent I an- (Hammil, et al., 1987). Once again, 

these correlations in this study may have been even higher if the SVT had 

demonstrated stronger internai reliability . 

In summary, congruent validity was supported by obtaining significant 

correlations between the SVT and other known measures of cornprehension. This, 

in tum, provided further evidenœ for the constnict validity of the SVT as a measure 

of comprehension. 

vidence fo r the Val iditv of the Red-aloud C Q ~ R  rehensron TasS 

The internal consistency of the read-aloud comprehension task was 

examined. A coefficient alpha of .71 was calculated and suggested that the 
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multiple choice test of the read-aloud was a reliable measure of comprehension. 

Moreover, the students' performance was not felt to be unduly biased by previous 

exposure or farniliarity with the topic of "Space". The familiarity scale was not 

significantly correlated with performance on the read-aloud wmprehension task (1 

= .24, p . IO ) .  

Examination of the internai structure of the read-aloud comprehension task 

also involved analyzing students' performance on the multiple choice questions with 

respect to each level of Bloom's taxonomy. A pattern of increasing difficulty was 

shown as the questions increased in cognitive demand. As expected, students 

performed well on lower cognitive level questions (Le. knowledge and 

comprehension levels). This pattern was supported by poorer performance on 

application questions. However, students performed better on the next level of 

questions (i.e. analysis questions). This superior performance on a higher level 

question may have been due to the high number of correct responses for one of the 

application questions. Performance on the synthesis questions was much lower 

than expected, which may also have been due to the high number of incorrect 

responses for one of the synthesis questions. In contrast, students perfonned well 

on the evaluation questions Wich are at the htghest level on Bloorn's taxonomy. 

Higher scores on the evatuation questions rnay be attributed to the difficulty in 

creating a multiple choice form of this question type. These results provided 

information about how students wmprehend and respond to different types of 

questions. The pattern of decreasing performance as the cognitive demand 
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increased was generally supported by the results. This pattern yielded support for 

the construction and intemal structure of the read-aloud comprehension task in that 

it rnatched the cognitive demands outlined by Bloom's taxonomy. 

An investigation into the congruent validity of the read-aloud comprehension 

task showed that performance on the read-aloud comprehension task was 

significantly correlated with the Nelson Reading Skills Test (1 = .46) and the 

Listening Comprehension Scale of the OWLS (1 = 34). 

These signifiant, positive associations provided support for the read-aloud 

comprehension task as a valid measure of a student's cornprehension abilities. 

Educators should feel confident in using tasks similar to the read-aloud 

comprehension task in this study to reflect their students' comprehension of orally 

presented classroom material. 

Cornparison of Performance on the SVT and the Read-aloud Comprehension Task 

The SVT and the read-aloud comprehension task were significantly 

correlated (1 = .60). This association supported the ecological validity of the SVT 

as a measure of cornprehension of classroom material. The strong wrrelation 

found between these two measures was higher than the correlations between the 

read-aloud comprehension task and the standardized comprehension measures (1 

values ranging frorn 34 to .46) was expected. The SVT and the read-aloud 

cornprehension task both employed expository passages based on similar content 

(Le. science topics). In contrast, the content of the standardized test items tended 

to be unrelated to the content of the classroom curriculum. In addition, as Cartisle 
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(1 991) pointed out, most standardized tests of listening cornprehension (such as the 

Listening cornprehension Scale used in this study) use only sentences or short 

passages and do not test extended discourse. 

The strong correlation obtained behrveen the SVT and the read-aloud 

comprehension task also sewed as an indicator of criterion-related validity of the 

SVT. Evidence for the ability of the SVT to predict comprehension of a read-aloud 

was supported by the results of the multiple regression analysis. This analysis 

revealed that both the SVT listening and reading tasks, along with the Word 

Meaning subtest of the Nelson Readin~ Skills Test, accounted for a significant 

amount (44%) of the variance in performance on the read-aloud comprehension 

task. Therefore, knowledge of scores on the SVT and the Word Meaning subtest 

of the Nelson Readina Skills Test would allow confidence in making an accurate 

prediction of performance on the read-aloud comprehension task. 

Relationshi~ h etween the SVT and the Read-aloud C o m ~  rehensmn Tash 

The advantages of the S V f  procedure and the read-aloud comprehension 

task are apparent. They both have demonstrated adequate reliability and validity 

as masures of amprehension based on this preliminary study. Additional analysis 

of the construction of the read-aloud and multiple choice questions is needed to 

verify the present findings. Other advantages of the SVT and read-aloud 

procedures are that they can be developed for passage length discourse based on 

classroom materials and can be administered in less than an hour to groups of 

students. 



59 

The present study helped to establish a new link between students' 

performance on a comprehension task as measured by an SVT and their 

comprehension of classroom discourse. Since both measures exhibited adequate 

validity in rneasuring cornprehension, the question arises whether the SVT or the 

read-aloud comprehension task should be used to determine a student's 

comprehension skills in the classroom. The answer may depend upon the nature 

of the educator's or researcher's purpose. The SVT may be a useful test for 

speech-language pathologists since it can be developed for many students in 

different classes. The SVT is also designed to measure both listening and reading 

comprehension and, therefors, allows direct cornparison of these skills. A 

cornparison between listening and reading performance is important when 

diagnosing reading difficulties (Carlisle, 1989). Furthermore, the SVT places a 

minimal load on memory and may allow students, especially those with processing 

limitations, to perform at their best. In this manner, the results of an SVT 

assessment are not confounded by the memary abilities of the students. In 

contrast, teachers rnay prefer to develop a read-aloud comprehension task that 

would assess comprehension of lopic areas and new vocabulary presented through 

the read-aloud. Teachers also need information about students' ability to 

understand different types of text in general, which multiple choice tests are 

capable of doing (Royer, et al., 1987). 

As Neville (1988) suggested, both tests could contribute to a better 

understanding of a student's overall comprehension abilities. Speech-language 
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pathologists can share the information they gain about students' performance on 

both SVT listening and reading tasks with classroom teachers. Teachers would 

then be aware of the range of listening and reading abilities in their classrooms and 

could modify their instruction according i y. For example, teachers could help 

students to use their prior knowledge to aid comprehension of new material. The 

use of feedback and discussion opportunities could also improve comprehension 

(Mehan, 1 979; Pasch, et al., 1 995). 

Com~rehension of Fx~ositofy information 

The study offered new information about school-age students' 

comprehension of expository text. Performance on both the SVT and read-aloud 

comprehension tasks indicated that most students were able to comprehend a 

significant portion of the expitory passages. The mean performance on the SVT 

(M = 68.8%, SP = 8.9) and mean performance on the read-aloud (M = 67.756, 

= 19.8) indicated that nearly 70°h of the material presented in the passages was 

comprehended. Royer and colleagues (1 989) suggested that average performance 

on the SVT passages is generally around 75%. They felt that performance above 

or below 65% to 85% was an indication that the passages were too easy or too 

challenging (Royer, et al., 1989). The average performance on the SVT used in 

this study was at the lower end. Diffwlty with the passages may have been due 

to difficulty wmprehending expository text. 

Testing more students on read-aioud comprehension tasks similar to the one 

presented in this study would help to determine whether this general level of 
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performance is replicated. Performance below 70% on subsequent read-aloud 

testing would provide teachers with guidelines for the amount of material that is 

k i n g  retained by the students. In the present study, the students' comprehension 

of the read-aloud material was tested in a more contrived manner than in most 

classrooms. The reader did not stop to check for understanding nor allow 

discussion during the read-aloud. These cornmon practices may serve to facilitate 

comprehension in daily situations and irnprove performance on comprehension 

tests (Ornstein, 1 989). 

Previous authors have suggested that expository texts pose challenges for 

students wtien trying to comprehend (Leal, 1994; Neville, 1988). In general, 

students seem to have more difficulty recalling and understanding expository text 

as wmpared to narrative text (Neville, l m ) .  Yet students need to master the skill 

of understanding expository text since it comprises a large proportion of classroom 

discourse and academic texts. The diffculties with expository text indicate a need 

for instruction in this type of discourse structure. In providing this instruction, 

educators may improve overall comprehension abilities. For example, increasing 

a student's knowledge of text structure allows thern to use this information wtien 

presenteâ with this type of structure in the future. lncreasing exposure to drfferent 

types of text will in tum allow the student to modify their expectations and 

interpretations (Leal, 1992). Using read-alouds to introduce expository text and 

new information is an effective rnethod of facilitating comprehension (Moss, 1995; 

Oyler, 1 996). 



Cornparison of I istenino and Readina Comprehension 

Information about performance on listening and reading tasks was obtained 

from the study's results. The Nelson Readina Skills Test and the Listening 

Comprehension Scale of the OWLS were significantly correlated (1 = 66). This 

result was expeded and replicated the findings of previous studies reporting strong 

correlations between listening and reading performance b y the time st udents reach 

grade 4 to 6 (Stidit & James, 1984). The moderate correlation found between the 

elson Readina Sk ills Test and the read-aloud comprehension task (I = .46) also 

supported this finding. 

The results were mixed when listenirig and reading measures were 

mrrelated with the SVT tasks. In keeping with the above findings, the SVT listening 

task was significantly correlated with the Nelson Readina Skills Test (r = .33), and 

the SVT reading task was significantly correlated with the read-aloud 

cornprehension task (r = .53). However, the SVT reading task was not significantly 

correlated with the SVT listening task nor the Listening Comprehension Scale of the 

0WI.S. The la& of a significant correlation between the SVT reading task and two 

of the listening comprehension tests may refiect the limited number of test items for 

the SVT reading task used to calculate the wrrelations. The lack of a significant 

correlation in the present study between the SVT listening and reading tasks may 

also indicate that the tasks were tapping different wmponents of general 

cornprehension ability. As Townsend and wlleagues (1 987) indicated, differences 

behrveen the h o  modalities do exist. Beyond the differences in the stimulus, there 
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are skills unique ta the proœssing of oral and written information. Reading involves 

recognizing words printed on the page. When listening, the individual must process 

the prosodic aies the speaker delivers (Townsend, et al., 1987). These differences 

may have contributed to the lack of a significant correlation between the SVT 

listening and reading tasks. 

The means for performance of students on the SV1 listening and reading 

tasks were wmpared. The mean performance on the SVT listening task (M = 

70.0%) was not significantly different than the mean performance on the SW 

reading task (M = 67.6%). This finding is consistent with the literature that 

suggested that reading performance approaches the level of listening performance 

by grade 6 (Sticht & James, 1984). In contrast, this result was different from the 

findings of Holstein (1995). Holstein (1 995) used passages that were at an average 

reading level of grade 12 to compare the performance of adults on SVT listening 

and reading tasks. Adult performance on the SVT listening task was significantly 

poorer than performance on the SVT reading task. The difference between the 

findings of the present study and the Holstein (1995) study rnay point to age 

differences in the processing of oral and written material. This impression would 

need further investigation. 

Future Resea 
. . . . 

rch and Clincal Implicationg 

The present study provided support for the use of the SVT and the read- 

aloud comprehension tasks as reliable and valid measures of comprehension. 

Speech-ianguage pathologists and educators should feel confident in using either 
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measure to assess students' comprehension abilities. The results of the study also 

presented a preliminary guideline with respect to the level of students' 

comprehension of expository material. Teachers may use this information in 

evaluating students' comprehension abilities. 

There are rnany aspects of classroom mmprehension that need to be 

studied further. For example, it would be important to examine how performance 

on the SVT compares to students' performance on other classroorn assessments, 

including tests measuring students' understanding of several lessons in a unit or 

information from textbooks. In addition, students' performance on other 

comprehension tests used by speech-language pathologists should be compared 

to performance on a read-aloud comprehension task in order to determine which 

tests are the best predictors of classroom comprehension. As the multiple 

regression analysis revealed, the Listening Comprehension Scale of the OWLS did 

not significantly predict performance on the read-aloud comprehension task when 

the SVT and the Word Meaning subtest of the Nelson Reading Skills Test were 

used in the analysis. Obtaining an accurate picture of classroom comprehension 

is an important step in providing appropriate instruction or intervention. Using a 

battery of tests which are quick and easy to administer and score may be the most 

effective way of obtaining accurate assessment information. Future studies could 

examine which tests possess the most predictive power in terms of both listening 

and reading comprehension. The SVT has already shown soma promise in this 

area. 
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A larger scale study could also provide normative data for the SVT. The 

strongest evidence of a test's c o n s t ~ d  validity is its diagnostic usefulness (Brown, 

et al., 1982). There is an indication that the SVT was useful in detecting 

differenœs in performance as a result of age and ability (Carlisle, 1991 b; Royer, et 

al., 1990). Norming the expository passages and test sentences used in this study 

on a larger population sample would allow identification of students wtto are 

experiencing difficulty with expository discourse. 

The study also highlighted the need for continued research into classroom 

comprehension of activities such as the read-aloud. Proponents of the read-aloud 

procedure suggested it provides many educational benefits (Richardson, 1994; 

Trelease, 1 989). Further research could determine whtch aspects of a read-aloud 

are rnost beneficial in enhancing comprehension. For example, questioning and 

discussion techniques used by teachers during read-alouds could be examined to 

detenine the subsequent effect on students' listening comprehension. The 

strategies teachers employ to support students' comprehension of material 

presented daily in classrooms are worthy of study. Furthemore, testing more 

students in a study with different science topics would allow one to examine 

whether the results of the present study cwld be replicated. Finally, the read-aloud 

comprehension task could be used to contrast the wmprehension of narrative and 

expository text structures to determine why expository test is more difficult to 

cornprehend. 
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Appendix A 

lnformat ion Letter 

Assessing Listening Comprehension in the Classroom: Cornpiring performance on 
sentence verification and classroom read-aloud tasks 

We are conducting a research project that assesses the way students understand 
information when their teachers read aloud to them. We are contacting you as a parent of a 
seventhleighth grader enroled at your child's school. 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the use of difFerent listening comprehension 
tasks in assessing comprehension in the ciassroorn. Students are asked to understand spoken, 
expository information everyday in the classroom, yet there are few good ways to measure 
comprehension. This stud y will detemine if an easy to administer passage comprehension 
task predicts the comprehension of students when listening to science matenal read by the 
investigator. 

Participation in the study will take two hours over three sessions. Three group 
sessions will be conducted in order to reduce the amount of time spent outside of the 
classroom. 

In session 1, a hearing checklist will be completed to ensure that each participant has 
average hearing ability. Groups of students will also complete various cognitive tasks that 
require thern to match items or complete designs or patterns. Next, the students will read or 
listen to four different passages. Following each passage, they will be asked to ver@ 
information in the passage. T h i s  session will take place in a quiet area outside the classroom 
and last fifty minutes. 

During session 2, students will listen to a read-aloud activity as part of a classroom 
science lesson. A science story will be read to the class. Students participating in the study 
d l  complete a cornprehension task imrnediately foliowing the read-aloud activity. The types 
of questions asked wiil be sirnilar to those commoniy aîked by the classroorn teacher. M e r  
the comprehension task, aU class members will discuss the rad-aioud matenai. This session 
will last twenty-five minutes. 

Session 3 involves completion of a reading and listening comprehension task. 
Students WU read words and undefie answen that have the sarne word meaning. They will 
then read or listen to several shon passages and answer multiple choice questions on the 
m a t d  they have read or heard. This task will take forty-five minutes to complete outside 
the classroom. 
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Information Letter 

Page 2 

There are no known risks involved in any of the testing procedures included in this 
study and al1 testing will be done by a trained examiner. Your child's narne will not appear 
in any report of the findings; information about your child's performance will be destroyed 
immediately foUowing the completion of the project. However, if you wish, you may obtain 
general information conceming your child's performance. Participation in the study is 
voluntary. You may refuse for your child to participate, or your child may also withdraw 
fiom the study at any time and this will in no way affect the seMces your child receives at 
school. 

If you are interested in having your child participate in this study, please return the 
signed consent form to your child's classroorn teacher. If you have any questions about the 
project, please cal1 Dr. Kenoy at 679-2 1 1 1, ext. 8955. 

Thank you, 

Madyn K. Kertoy, Pm.; CCC-SLP 
Research Advisor 

Deirdre Gibbons, B. A. (Hons) 
Graduate Student 



Appendix 6 

Consent form 

Assessing Listening Comprehension in the Classroom: Comparing perf'ormance on 
sentence verification and classroom read-aioud tasks 

1 have read the Information Letter, have had the nature of the study explained to me 

and 1 agree to have my child participate. Al1 questions have been answered to rny satisfaction. 

Parent's Signature Date 

Parent's narne (please pnnt) 

Child's name and birth date 

Child's school 

Please retum to: Your child's classroom teacher 



Appendix C 

Hearing Questionnaire 

PARTI CI PANT # 

1. Do you have a history of chronic ear infections? YES NO - 

2. Is there a history of hearing irnpairments in your family? YES NO - 
3. At the present time, do you have any difficulties with your hearing? 

If YES, please explain: 

4. Have you experienced any moments of hearing loss or ringing in your ears (for 
example, after being exposed to loud noise, following a head injury, or while on 
medications, etc.)? 

If YES, please explain: 

*Please let the investigator know if, at any time during this study, you have difficulty 
hearing or understanding the recorded materials. 



Appendix D 

Sample Sentence Verification Passage 

VOLCAN0 

The fury of Mount St. Helens is not over because further eruptions will 

continue to rock the volcano for years. Because information is not yet available or 

accurate enough it cannot be useâ by experts to predict the volcano's future. Some 

experts suggest that Mount St. Helens will begin to repair itself. The first explosion 

of the volcano increased the size of the original Crater and it ripped off a portion of 

the mountain's top. The volcano is expected to rebuild its cone since it will dump 

out numerous layers of volcanic ash and cinders. Because the volcano couid seal 

itseîf off wtth a cone of lava another explosion could be delayed for several hundred 

years after the cone is rebuilt. However since the pressure of the soiidified lava 

can becorne very intense another major eniption could be sparked. Lava however 

is only one of the hazards of an active volcano. When the eruption of Mount St. 

Helens created super-heated gas and ash they melted the snow on the rnountain 

top. Rivers overflowed their banks because they swelled from the runoff of ash and 

melted snow. When thick volcanic mud poured downstream it snapped off trees. 

Then the broken trees smashed anything in their path as they flowed d o m  the 

river. 
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Sample Answer Sheet for the Sentence Verification Task 
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Vokano 

Carefully read each of the 12 sentences on the following two pages. 1s the IOEA of the sentence found 

in the passage? If it is, cirde YES. lt it is not, cirde NO. Use as much time as you need to circle the 

YES 

Y ES 

YES 

YES 

YES 

YES 

Frorn volcanos scienkts can learn how molten 

material is changed into solid rock. 

Because information is available and very accurate 

it can be used by experts to predict the volcano's future. 

The wrath of Mount St. Helens will continue because additional 

eruptions will keep on stirnng up the volcano for some time. 

The volcano is expecteâ to rebuild its cone since itwill dump 

out a single fayer of volcanic ash and cinders. 

The first explosion of the volcano reduced the size of the 

original crater and it ripped off a portion of the mountain's top. 

Because the volcano could -al itself off with a cone of lava 

anothar explosion couM be delayed for wveralhundrd years 

after the cone is rebuitt. 

PLEASE GO ON TO THE NEXT PAGE 
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YES 

YES 

YES 

YES 

YES 

YES 

VOLCAN0 CODE: 

Volcanos m a t e  very fertile soi1 because they bring many valuable 

minerals to the surface. 

When fire is started by hot fragments from the volcanic eruption 

it can cause buildings and for& to burn. 

Since the build up of the hardened lava can becorne extremely 

powerful anoher significant eruption could be ignited. 

Rivers overfiowed their banks because they swelled from the 

runoff of ash and meited snow. 

1 1. Lava however kî only one of the hazards of an active volcano. 

1 2. When dense volcanic sludge gushed downstrearn it ripped off trees. 



Appendix F 

Guidelines for Preparing a Read-aloud 

Various authors have offered guidelines for the selection, preparation, and 

presentation of read-alouds. Selection of a text for any read-aloud should involve 

attention to genre, language, and topic (Oyler, 1996). Moss (1 996, p. 123) presents 

the 'Yive A's" to follow when selecting nonfiction (a) authority of the author, (b) 

accuracy of text content, (c) appropriateness of the book for children, (d) literary 

artistry (ie. use of literary devices), and (e) appearance of the book. 

lnvestigators appear to concur with respect to suggestions for adults reading 

aloud (Freernan, 1992; Moss, 1995; Temple 8 Gillet, 1996). Temple & Gillet (1 996) 

present a list of suggestions for reading aloud in their book W e  and ! iteracv, 

A Liveiv Approach: a) read the book to yourself first, b) have children sit in front of 

you in quiet area, c) preview the book and practice reading slowly, using an 

animated voice, d) highlight illustrations, e) ask children to predict events, f) then 

ask them iftheir predidions were correct, g) re-read the book, h) follow up (with a 

discussion), i) let the children have access to the book aftennrards. 



Appendix G 

Material Sources for the "Space" Read-Aloud Passage 

Clugston. M. (1993). Twice Stnick. In P. Drapeau, J. Terpening, & A. White 

(Eds. ), Oismveries in Non-Fiction (pp. 101 -1 03). Toronto: Oxford University Press. 

Harrar, G., 8 Harrar, L. (1 989). Sinas of the &es. Sonos of the Whaies. 

New York: Simon & Schuster. 

Ride, S., 8 O'Shaughnessy, S. (1994). The Third Planet: Exglorino the Earth 

from Space. New York: Crown Publishers, Inc. 

Wolk, L. (1 985). Satellites: World Informants. In J. Mclnners, M. Garry, E. 

Hearn, & M. Hughes (Eds.), Bv Striders. Toronto: Nelson Canada. 



Appendix H 

Bloom's Taxonomy 

lower Level 

Knowledge: The level at which one is asked to remember information through 

recognition or recall. Students rnay be asked to remember facts, key terms, andior 

details. 

Comprehension: lnvolves understanding a spoken or written message. At this 

level, students would be asked to describe, siimmarize, and paraphrase lesson 

material. 

Application: This level requires the ability to use their understanding of material in 

other situations. 

A student rnay use their own life experiences and apply thern to a novel situation. 

Analysis: lnvotves discovering relationships between components of a lesson. 

Terms used at this level include: compare and contrast, describe patterns, cause- 

effect . 

Synthesis: Requires one to assemble materials in such a way as to create 

something greater. Students are asked to use their own ideas to expand on the 

lesson. 

Evaluation: The highest level of questioning demands the ability to make value 

judgments. Students may be asked to present their opinions on a specific issue. 

aher Level 



Appendix I 

Mean Percent Correct on Pilot of Read-aloiid Questions Accordina - to Bloom'~ 

Levels 

Question Type 

knowledge 

knowledge 

wmprehension 

Dolphin Passage 

1 O0 

wmprehension 

comprehension 

application 

application 

application 

60 

80 

anatysis 

synthesis 

synthesis 
b 

evaluation 

Lightning Passage 

1 O0 

1 O0 

80 

1 O0 

80 

40 

evaluation 

MEAN 

Space Passage 

1 O0 

40 

20 

1 O0 

100 

60 

1 O0 

1 O0 

40 

60 

1 O0 

60 

60 

IO0 

1 O0 

83.9 

- - 

1 O0 

1 O0 

1 O0 

60 

80 

1 O0 

80 

80 

1 00 

73.3 

60 

80 

20 

1 O0 80 



Appendix J 

Read-aloud Comprehension Task 

Page 1 

Read each question carefully. Answer the questions by using the information you just heard in the 

lesson presented to you. Choose the BEST answer by circling the corresponding letter. 

Which satellite was the first to orbit the Earth? 

a. NASA 

b. Voyager l 

c. Sputnik Zemli 

What do you think would be the most important contribution of space exploration? 

a. The irnprovernents in technology as a result of information frorn space research. 

b. The cornpetition between countries to enter space. 

c. The abilw to put people into space. 

According to what you heard in the story, what does the term "satellite" mean? 

a. An artificial device that orbits the planet Earth. 

b. An object that is launched into space. 

C. Any object that circles a pianet. 

Anottier use for "landers" could be: 

a. to explore the inside of a dormant volcano on Earth. 

b. to explore the bottom of oceans. 

c. to explore stars in other galaxies. 

The advantages of unmanneci spacscraft venus piloteâ spacecraft are: 

a. Unrnanned spacecraft are less expensive and do not risk human life. 

b. Unmanned spacecraft are always smaller and faster than piloteâ crafts. 

c. Unmanned spacecraft are less costly and lighter than piloted crah. 



Appendix J 

Read-aloud Comprehension Task 

Page 2 

6. How might scientists improve on the use of satellites in the future? 

a. Have satellites launch themselves instead of having to use rockets. 

b. Use satellites to predict weather conditions on Earth. 

c. Have satellites orüt around the Earth to cover a lot of the planet. 

7. If you were orbiüng Venus, why wouldn't you want to land on the planet? 

a. The temperature on Venus is too cold for a human. 

b. The surface of Venus is too hot for you to land. 

c. The planet Venus is too sandy to land on wrthout sinking. 

8. Earth-obse~ng satellites are like the Space Shuttle because: 

a. T hey both have humans inside piloting thern. 

b. They bath orbit a few hundred miles above the Eartti's surface. 

C, They bath are used to track information frorn other planets. 

B. What is the difference between a satellite and a space probe? 

a. A satellite orbits the EaRh but a probe travels to 0 t h  planets. 

b. Only a space probe sends information back to Estth. 

c. Only satellites can carry people. 

10. Why don't satellites crash into the Earth? 

a. A satellite is pullsd away from the Earth by grawiy so that it can spin 

around the Earth. 

b. A satellite is equipped with monitors that adjust the orûit of the satellite 

to avoid hitting the Earth. 

c. A satellite travels so fast towards the Earttt's horizon that it always 

misses hitting the Earth and instead falls around the planet. 



Appendix J 

Read-aloud Comprehension Task 

Page 3 

Il. If there was another planet like Earth in a Far off galaxy, what might the planet's atmosphere 

look Iike from space? 

a. The atrnosphere would be a bright ring around the planet. 

b. The atmosphere would be a blue covet over the planet. 

c. The atmosphere would be a thin, blue band above the horizan. 

12. An example of the impact of communication satellites might be: 

a. These satellites can communicate with each other over long 

distances. 

b. Communication satellites can send messages to far away planets. 

c. You can cal1 a friend in Australia and it sounds like they are just down 

the street. 

1 3. What kinds of information do space probes send us? 

a. Ptobes send sarnples of materials from other planets. 

b. Probes send photographs and readings of other planets. 

c. Probes send information about conditions on Earth. 

14. In what year did aie space age begin? 

a. 1 940 

b. 1957 

c. 1 962 

15. The next goal of space exploration should be: 

a. to find a black hole. 

b. to build colonies in space. 

C. ta land on the moon. 



Appendix K 

Fami liarity Questionnaire 

1. How familiar were you with the information just presented? Circle one: 

Not at al1 Only a bit 
familiar fami l iar 

Familiar V W  Extremel y 
familiar familiar 

2. How interested are you in the topic of space? Circle one: 

3. Have you ever had a lesson on the topic of space or satellites? YES NO 

4. How long ago was this lesson? a. More than 2 years ago. 
b. Between 1 and 2 years ago. 
c. Less than 1 year ago. 
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