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Reading Actively and Efficiently: Exercise

Following are three paragraphs. Use the underlining or highlighting function to mark the general statements (the introductory sentences), insert an S in front of the specific statements (the sentences giving details) in each of them, and write a one- or two-sentence summary of what each paragraph means.

(1)
In the presidential election of 1868, the first one to be held after the Civil War, there 
was not question who would win, General Ulysses Grant. For one thing, he was the 
biggest hero of that war, the general who defeated Robert E. Lee, the Confederacy’s 
greatest general, and forced the South to surrender. People forgot the enormous 
casualties in Grant’s army. The other thing Grant had going for him was that he was 
a charming and modest man, and people usually like that.


Summary:

(2)
Of course, population growth is not occurring uniformly over the face of the Earth.


Indeed, countries are divided rather neatly into two groups: those with rapid growth 
rates, and those with relatively slow growth rates. The first group, making up about 
two-thirds of the world population, coincides closely with what are known as the 
“undeveloped countries” (UDCs). The UDCs are not industrialized; tend to have 
inefficient agriculture, very small gross national products, high illiteracy rates and 
related problems. That’s what UDCs are technically, but a short definition of 
undeveloped is “starving,” Most Latin American, African, and Asian countries fall into 
this category. The second group consists, in essence, of the “developed countries” 
(DCs). DCs are modern, industrial nations, such as the United States, Canada, most 
European countries, Israel, Russia, Japan, and Australia. Most people in these 
countries are adequately nourished.


Summary:

(3)
Comic books had been criticized in print since 1940 or so; because most of the 
readers were children, some people worried that comic books – crude and violent as 
many of them were – might be damaging young minds. The crime and horror comic 
books were found especially alarming, and a storm of indignation finally struck the 
industry with fill force in 1954. Comic books were dumped on bonfires; comic books 
were denounced in Congress; comic books were solemnly condemned by psychiatrists 
as the root of a host of social evils. (And, more important for business, distributors 
started refusing to accept some comic books from the publishers.) As the movie 
producers had done twenty years earlier, the comic-book publishers responded to 
charges of immorality by drawing up an extremely strict code and entrusting its 
enforcement to a panel recruited from outside the industry. Only one major problem – 
Dell, whose comic books starred such licensed characters as Donald Duck and the 
Lone Ranger and had attracted little criticism – could afford to shun the new Comics 
Code.


Summary:

Following is a passage from a sociology textbook. Although not an essay in itself, it is organized like one – except without the introduction and conclusion. Read the passage, underlining or highlighting the general, introductory statements of each paragraph.


What age is viewed as old depends, in part, on the age of the viewer. A teenager may feel old in relation to a brother still in grammar school, but young in relation to a sister who already has a career and children. Forty may seem over the hill until we have reached that age. And a ninety-year-old may regard a retired person of seventy as a mere youngster.


More objectively, what age is old depends on the average life expectancy in a particular society. This, in turn, is related to the society’s overall standard of living and its technological ability to control disease and other threats to human life. Throughout most of human history, people’s lives were quite sort by current American standards. Teenagers married and had children, those in their twenties were middle-aged, and people became old by about thirty. Reaching the age of forty was rare in most societies until the late Middle Ages, when the rising standard of living and technological advances began to provide the means to control infectious diseases that were common killers of people of all ages. 


Although elderly Americans experience less physical disability than the cultural stereotype suggests, physical decline is indeed an important part of old age and can cause considerable emotional stress. Human beings at all stages of life are familiar with the problems caused by illness and physical injury. Pain, loss of activity, dependence on others, and reminders of our morality can be sources of frustration, self-doubt, and depression. Since American culture so highly values youth, physical vitality, and good looks, changes in physical capabilities and physical appearance can threaten the self-esteem of older people. Unlike the young, however, the elderly must fact the fact that their physical decline has no cure and is a prelude to ultimate death.


Psychologist Erik Erikson has described old age as a stage of life in which individuals experience the tension of “integrity versus despair.” However much they may still be learning and achieving, the elderly must face the fact that their lives are nearing an end. Thus old age involves reflection about one's past, which brings a variable degree of satisfaction and regret. Erikson claims that people who are able to maintain high self-esteem in the face of physical and social decline, accepting their mistakes as well as their successes. For those who find little worth in their lives, however, old age may be a time of despair – a dead end that lacks positive meaning.

Besides improving your reading comprehension, active reading can improve your writing by revealing the role of structure, as these questions illustrate:


1. Look back at the diagram on the Weebly page showing how essays and paragraphs are 
    organized. How does your underlining or highlighting compare with the paragraphs in the

               diagram?


    Response:

           2. Go over the first two or three paragraphs again, this time reading them without reading your

               underlined or highlighted sentences. How does the passage read now?


    Response:

      3. What does this show you about how you should try to write your own paragraphs?


    Response:


In addition to paragraph organization, the organization of whole texts also provides clues you can use in deciding which points to write down for easy reference. The introduction of an essay or article will tell you what it's going to be about, and that, of course, is the most important point of all. The conclusion of an essay or chapter often highlights for the reader the material the writer feels is most important. And sometimes texts will contain section headings to make it easy for the reader to see when a new point is coming up.


The active reader, then, sorts out the main general points from the text and writes them down in his or her own words. It is most important to use your own words rather than copying the author's, because trying to put the ideas into your own words forces you to think about them closely, and thus helps you remember them. Finally, when you make your notes, be sure to put page references after each idea you have jotted down so that when you later begin to use the information, you will be able to find again the specifics or quotations you may want to use.
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