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“The effect of the unattended material on the readers!

,Qf)the number

eomprehension was' investigated in this study in”texms
of intrusion errors committed in answering a multiple—choice ques~
tionnaire after reading the passage aloud. Forty general psychology
students were used as. subgects, of which 20 were assigned to the
selective reading condit;on and the other half to the control con-
dition. The stimulus mater;als were brief passages which were
similarly used in both conditions, except‘that'in the selective
reading condition, a sti@;g of random words were printed between

the lines of the passage. .These string of words served as intrusioﬁs"

as well as distractions while the subaect reads the attended material.ﬁ

This- stndy examined the hypothesis that the eontent of the "unatten~-
ded® material printed between the lines of the attended passage,

- may i#fluence subjects? nnderstanding eyenthough thay‘ﬁay not be
able to recall the msttended material. Usimg the t-test for
independent groups, the fesuits indicated that at pL.01 itgproved
to be highly significant. (The scores of the cohtrol;group were .
higher than tﬁose of the selective grqu; [i;:§ﬂ§i§i§§§3$hé failure
to find a single intrusion error in the qontfol/group'indicates that
~ the in%usion words,affected the selective readers' understanding

and comprehension of attended materlal. +Thus, it can be concluded
that the . controlreaders' test scores were ;mproved hy the absence

- of the unattended mater1a1.




=TT T0 While itTis. clear ﬁhat—thé’thlex _task. of reading m@y

require( many processes in addition to the initial extraction of
visual information, the ability to pick up several words in one
fixation would not only speed reading but would increase comprehen—

sion of ‘the material (Patberg, 1978). Comprehension encompasses < ..

more than understanding words or phrases or decoding prepositions.
These elements of understanding must also be arranged in a coherent
péttern.

While we read, we make several visual fixations in each line
of print end at each fixation we take in one or more words. Accor-
ding to Cattell (1885) adult readers have a perceptual span the
size of a short sentence. But still, as we process the words in
our visual periphery, there is the possibility the we unconsciously
pick up the words which are not actually fixated. Such as words on
adjicent lines or thése above and below the fixated line. Perhaps
we unconsciously process these lines and may somehow influence our
memory of the fixated words or line. Since human beifigs pe¢sses a
cognitive processing system of limited capacity, percieving words
whxch are not related to the current contents of the working memory
will OVerload the cognitive processing system, impairing comprehen—
alon (leler,1980)

In the present study, this possibility has been explored
using e techﬁique called "selective reading". Subjects are askedﬁfﬂu

read a passage aloud. Between the lines of‘the passage is a string

,,,,,,

of words. Subjects commonly recall little of this unattented line




or material except that most nqtibe their own naﬁe if it occurs
~ there.

This finding is analogous to that for the selectiwe listen-
ing technique in which subjects can selectively attend @o one of
two spoken messages presented simultaneously but onﬁﬁﬁﬁg occasions
words from the unattended passage, e.g. their own name are noticed..
It_hgé'aiso been claimed in selective listening experiments that

_though svbjects eannot recall the unattended material, it neverthe-

less influences their comprehension of the attended material.

Willows and MacKinnoné%ﬂ§73) suggested that the same effect
may be shown in selective reading.’ Theii, experiment, off which this
study is based, examined the hypothesis that the content of the
“ﬁnattended“-materialrprinted betwéen the lines of the relevantzﬁﬁg
passage, may influence subjects!' understahding even though théy may
not be abke to recall the irrelevant material.

This experiment tested subjects' comprehension of the atten-

. - . ded material by asking tﬁem to answer multiple-~choice questions t{j)

@fter reading each passage alond. The choices for each question

included a correct answer based on the material in the attended { =3
lines and sn incorrect answer based on the information in the irre-
levant lines. Choosing the latter would indicate an influence of

the unattended on the attended material.




