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Preface

Past users of Improving Reading Skills will find many changes in the seventh edi-
tion, which I elaborate on a bit later. The book’s rationale, however, remains the 
same: Students improve their reading by reading, rather than by reading about 
techniques and strategies, just as one becomes a better driver by driving a lot or 
learns to make a good omelet by making dozens of omelets. Like the preceding six 
editions, the seventh edition tries to give students insightful, engaging, contem-
porary selections that challenge them and make them want to turn the page. The 
book’s subtitle, Contemporary Readings for College Students, reflects this emphasis. 
In addition to acquiring skills, students will learn something about the world as 
they read.

In response to several reviewers’ suggestions, in this edition I have incorpo-
rated more readings that students will find relevant to their lives, including the 
following: A blog posting by an Iraq War veteran who describes what it’s like to 
return to the college classroom (Colby Buzzell); the psychological effects of the ex-
cessive use of cell phones, Facebook, and World of Warcraft (Sherry Turkle, Eliza-
beth Bernstein, and Tamara Lush); a unique way of finding marriage partners in 
China (Olivia Wu); an examination of whether online education is appropriate 
for K–12 students (Stephanie Banchero and Stephanie Simon); and finally, various 
commentaries on materialism and consumerism (John Bussey, Martin Lindstrom, 
Laurence Shames, and Guy de Maupassant).

More traditional analytical readings are here, as well, to get students’ reading 
skills up to college level, some reprinted from earlier editions, many new. Among 
them are two pieces about learning to read: Sherman Alexie, “Superman and Me,” 
and Carla Rivera, “From Illiterate to Role Model.” Three selections are about the 
world of work: Studs Terkel, “Somebody Built the Pyramids”; an excerpt from 
a blog written by “The Waiter,” pseudonym of Steve Dublanica, “Why Be a 
Waiter?”; and Steve Striffler, “Undercover in a Chicken Factory.”

Other topics include psychological and social behavior: Chris Rose’s battle 
with depression after Hurricane Katrina; Americans’ preoccupation with hygiene 
(Martin Lindstrom); an experiment with college students about the problem of 
procrastination (Dan Ariely); and finally, Marc Ian Barasch’s examination of 
empathy concerning the homeless. Human interest and adventure selections are 
included as well, represented by Dave Barry, David Sedaris, Joe Abbott, Caroline 
Hwang, Val Plumwood, and Debra J. Dickerson.

The readings are accompanied by a variety of practice exercises to reinforce 
good reading skills and to help students develop a college-level vocabulary. This 

xvi
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basic principle—high-interest contemporary readings and useful exercises—has 
accounted for the book’s success in the past and remains the guiding principle 
for this edition. A brief discussion of the book’s important components follow. 
Former users of the text will see that most of these components remain the same, 
while new ones have been incorporated, which I hope will make the book more 
enjoyable and helpful.

An Overview of the Text

The seventh edition contains 41 reading selections—book, magazine, and news-
paper articles and essays, online and newspaper editorials, two short textbook 
excerpts, and new to this edition, short fiction and everyday reading material 
(explained in detail further on). For Parts One through Six, I chose the readings 
using several criteria: They must be well written and relatively easy to understand 
(especially in the beginning readings); they must be a reasonable length so that 
students can complete the reading and accompanying exercises in one sitting; and 
they must be of sufficient interest to appeal to the most reluctant of readers.

I want students to see that they are members of a larger community and that 
reading can be instrumental in helping them fill this role. Reading also provides stu-
dents with a way for them to understand the world around them and to search for 
meaning in their own lives. The book seeks to help students improve their reading 
comprehension and to read with better concentration, enjoyment, and confidence.

VOCABULARY DEVELOPMENT

As in the preceding six editions, the seventh edition continues to stress vocabulary 
development in the context of each reading. In my experience both teaching and 
tutoring reading at City College of San Francisco, a weak vocabulary— perhaps 
even more than poor concentration or lack of interest—is a major stumbling 
block for our students. Because the interrelationship between comprehension 
and vocabulary is so strong, intensive emphasis on vocabulary was an immedi-
ate concern when I prepared the first edition. My current tutoring job on campus 
and the workshops I teach for prospective teachers have only strengthened this 
conviction. Thus, vocabulary remains an integral part of the text.

To this end, a section titled “Vocabulary Analysis” precedes each selection 
(Parts One through Five). Each preview introduces students to one or two words 
that they will encounter in the reading. Typically divided into Word Parts and 
Word Families, these introductory sections introduce the reader to prefixes, roots, 
and suffixes, and illustrate a systematic way to analyze and to acquire new words. 
This vocabulary is taught in the context of the reading and should be useful both 
for English speakers and for English-language learners alike.

Finally, Parts One through Five include two vocabulary exercises, the forms 
of which vary from selection to selection, as a glance through the text will show. 
My aim is to make the vocabulary exercises more challenging and engaging than 
merely multiple-choice questions. Many exercises ask students to locate a word 
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in the paragraph that matches a given definition. Others ask them to show their 
mastery of the meanings of several words by inserting them into a paragraph cor-
rectly; still others ask students to provide variant forms of some of the selection’s 
most important words.

READING SKILLS AND THE EXERCISE MATERIAL

Each section of the book begins with an overview and explanation of various 
skills necessary for good reading comprehension and analysis. These topics are 
arranged so that students encounter the most fundamental skills at the beginning 
of the course before progressing to the next level. The introductions contain short 
examples and excerpts to familiarize students with these skills. In response to 
reviewers’ suggestions, I have expanded these introductory sections for the most 
part, giving students an opportunity to practice with short exercise material.

The exercises in the seventh edition are extensive and cover a wider range of 
skills than those in most other college reading texts. Step by step, each exercise 
provides students an opportunity to practice these skills at a level appropriate for 
each reading. Instructors should feel free to choose exercises from among those 
offered and not feel compelled to assign them all. By the end of the course, these 
exercises will have helped to improve students’ comprehension and analytical 
skills. In addition to the aforementioned vocabulary exercises, after each selection 
students are given intensive practice in the following skills: comprehending main 
ideas, identifying the writer’s purpose, annotating and paraphrasing, sequencing 
(rearranging scrambled sentences to form a logical passage), locating information, 
distinguishing between main ideas and supporting details, making inferences and 
drawing conclusions, and distinguishing between fact and opinion. Emphasis on 
summary writing, paraphrasing, and annotating occurs throughout the text as well.

WEBSITE MATERIAL—HELP FOR INSTRUCTORS

To help in course planning, instructors will find a great deal of help on the website 
accompanying the book. For each selection, they will find a brief summary, some 
suggestions for teaching the reading selection, information about word lengths, 
grade levels, readability scores, and where relevant, answers to exercises (Parts 
One through Five and Part Seven). The address is www.mhhe.com/spears. Click 
on the cover of the book to access the Instructor’s Manual.

Changes in the Seventh Edition

The most significant change is the inclusion of Parts Six and Seven—Reading 
Short Fiction and Everyday Reading—which give students an opportunity to read 
short stories for pleasure and to develop techniques for reading material outside 
the usual classroom experience. This latter section includes suggestions for read-
ing newspaper articles, blogs, credit card inserts, recipes, labels on processed 
food packages, graphic material, and a discussion of e-readers. Brief exercises are 
included for most of these.
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I have incorporated almost without exception the many excellent suggestions 
made by the reviewers of the previous edition. Here are the most significant 
changes in the seventh edition:

• Expanded Part Introductions that now precede each of the book’s first five 
parts, including more short exercises.

• More easy, short readings, especially in Parts One and Two, and a balance 
between multiple-choice and fill-in answers. Many selections are between 600 
and 1,000 words long.

• Where appropriate, for several readings students will find a group activity 
to define slang and idiomatic expressions, particularly helpful for English-
language learners.

• Increased emphasis on annotating, paraphrasing, and summarizing.
• In Part Five, Reading About Issues, I have included a section called What 

More Do I Need to Know? giving students a chance to ask questions about 
the reading that go beyond the reading. The point here is that being educated 
doesn’t mean having knowledge about a subject; it also means knowing what 
questions to ask.

• Each selection ends with Explore the Web, giving students a task to perform 
or a topic to explore in more depth that relates to the reading.

• The inclusion of short fiction and practical reading material.
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To the Student

The Aims of the Text

This is the seventh edition of Improving Reading Skills. Because the book has 
evolved in many ways—both large and small—since the first edition, you will 
benefit from the many changes it has undergone. If you work through the read-
ings diligently and attentively, with your instructor’s help you will achieve sev-
eral goals: better concentration, improved reading comprehension, an advanced 
level of vocabulary, a knowledge of major word elements, and most important, a 
way to tie the content of the readings to the outside world. Finally, you can pur-
sue subjects that particularly interest you by accessing relevant websites.
 Your instructor and I hope that you will derive the ultimate benefit from the 
instruction provided in the text: an enjoyment of reading that becomes a life-
long pursuit. Reading well allows you to travel from the comfort of your home, 
to dream, to escape, to learn, to understand the important issues of the day, to 
question, and—most crucially as a student and citizen—to think.
 The selections in this edition are drawn from books, magazines, newspapers, 
online sources, blogs, and college textbooks. Parts One through Five and Part 
Seven represent nonfiction, the kind of reading required in your other college 
courses (in particular, English courses), and reading material you will encoun-
ter the rest of your life. I have tried to choose high-interest readings reflecting 
a variety of topics and writing styles. Some are entertaining, some are informa-
tive, some are provocative. Most will give you something to think about—and 
to write about. The selections are arranged in order of difficulty, which means 
that as you work through them, you will be able to refine your comprehension, 
vocabulary, and analytical skills with increasingly more challenging material.
 New to the seventh edition is Reading Short Fiction (Part Six) and Everyday 
Reading (Part Seven); the latter shows you how to tackle such mundane read-
ing tasks as contracts, graphic material, recipes, and blogs, along with some 
thoughts about e-readers.

The Structure of the Text

The book is divided into seven parts. Each part begins with instruction in a par-
ticular reading skill. Since the material moves from simple to moderate to more 
difficult, the introductions conform to that system so that the most important 
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skills are taken up first; each provides you with an opportunity to practice the 
skills with short excerpts before going on to the longer readings. It is worth tak-
ing a few minutes to look over the table of contents to see the overall organiza-
tion of the contents. And even if your instructor doesn’t assign it, be sure to 
read and to work through the exercises accompanying the Practice Selection in 
Part One by Dave Barry, which will familiarize you with the exercise material 
throughout the text.

Post-Reading Exercises

The exercise material following each reading will help you to practice a variety 
of important reading skills. Taken together, they will show you how to read sys-
tematically and will provide a structure and direction for your reading. Some of 
the exercises are multiple-choice, while others require you to formulate answers 
in your own words. Although the types of exercises vary from selection to selec-
tion, each skill is reinforced throughout the text as the material becomes more 
difficult. Further, these exercises break the process of comprehension and analy-
sis down into small, separate steps, so that little by little, you will understand 
better what to look for when you read, whether you are reading for an academic 
course or for pleasure. A side benefit is that you should find it easier to concen-
trate and to focus as you read.
 The questions for writing or discussion ask you to respond to reading in a 
short essay or to consider an important question that the selection raises. You 
should look over these two sections even if your instructor does not assign 
them, since they might provide inspiration for essays that you have to write in 
other courses.

The Skills You Will Learn

The skills that, apart from vocabulary, you will work on during the term include 
understanding the main idea, identifying the writer’s purpose, distinguishing 
between main ideas and supporting details, making accurate inferences and 
conclusions, learning to annotate, paraphrasing and summarizing, distinguish-
ing between fact and opinion, analyzing structure, patterns of development and 
placement of transitions, and identifying the claim and the evidence in editorial 
(persuasive) writing.

Exploring on Your Own—Explore the Web

Opportunities to search the Web on topics relevant to the selections’ themes are 
integrated throughout the text in the many sections called Explore the Web. In 
some instances, I provide websites for you to explore; in other instances, I sug-
gest how to conduct a search of a particular topic, using Google or your favor-
ite search engine. I point you in some direction so that if you are particularly 
intrigued by a selection and want to read more, you can find a starting place. 
Many of the recommended sites include links to related sites.
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