Running head: Technology and Reading Comprehension                                                   1
Technology and Reading Comprehension                                                                           4

Technology and Reading Comprehension
Mark Heald

University of Washington

In “Supporting Social Studies Reading Comprehension with an Electronic Pop-up Dictionary,” authors Sara Winstead Fry and Ross Gosky present an investigation as to whether an online pop-up dictionary aided reading comprehension of middle school students. According to the authors, when middle school social studies classes do not include reading comprehension in their curriculum, struggling readers are forced to exert great effort to make sense of their textbooks (Fry & Gosky, 2007). Past research has shown that allowing students to use hard-copy dictionaries is not always significant. As a result, the authors sought to explore the potential differences in reading comprehension among students who read texts in hard-copy format, online, and online with a pop-up dictionary which provides definitions for every word in the text (Fry & Gosky, 2007).

To accomplish their study, the Fry and Gosky found 129 middle school student participants. These students were from a rural, working class town, with 37% of the school district’s population coming from low-income homes. The study was 100% voluntary. The examination consisted of having students take a two part test that was composed of 10 questions per part (Fry & Gosky, 2007). Texts that used the pop-up dictionary had definitions for every word, and these definitions were suitable for sixth and seventh grade reading levels. The authors noted that struggling students made great use of the pop-up dictionary, while better readers used it sparingly. To no real surprise, the lesser readers looked up less difficult words than the stronger readers. Also worth noting is that the eight graders used the pop-up dictionary less than the other students. The authors also recognized that there were many possible explanatory variables and that there were limitations to their testing approach (Fry & Gosky, 2007).

After testing the students and collecting their data, Fry and Gosky were able to attempt to make sense of their data. They were able to conclude that the pop-up dictionary proved to be a helpful way to improve student test scores. The analysis shows that students scored better when reading online texts with pop-up dictionary as opposed to hard-copy format in three of the four testing sequences (Fry & Gosky, 2007). The authors feel that their research suggests “pop-up dictionaries provide a helpful intervention for increasing middle-level learners’ reading comprehension in social studies” (Fry & Gosky, 2007, p. 137). 
Discussion

Fry and Gosky provide an extremely interesting look at research which appears to be important and worthwhile. Based on their findings, it seems that the use of pop-up dictionaries in social studies classrooms would be beneficial to students who are struggling with their reading comprehension. While the authors allowed the students to use the pop-up dictionary for a test, there is no question that this technology could be applied to a multitude of classroom texts. Online textbooks and historical documents that use this technology would be helpful for students who struggle to grasp some of the complicated terms used in social studies. The advantages of using pop-up dictionaries in the classroom seem to be abundant, however, as with many new technologies, issues of cost arise. How feasible and cost efficient is it to make this sort of technology available? Fry and Gosky provided online texts with a pop-up dictionary for a few readings within the curriculum. Could this technology be applied to the multitude of texts related to social studies that are used throughout US middle schools? Also, not all classrooms have computer access for every single one of their students. In the near future, will it be possible to allow each student to have his or her own computer to use? It’s questions like these that must be answered before it can realistically be expected to apply this technology to the classroom.
The research of Fry and Gosky centered on social studies texts and rightfully so. However, it seems that pop-up dictionaries for online readings could be used in other subject fields as well. Science and math seem to deal with terms that are often foreign to many students. Imagine being able to read a science text and have ready definitions for virtually every concept discussed? This seemingly would be extremely advantageous to students who struggle with their reading comprehension. It appears that this technology could have potentially profound effects on the way reading is done in the future. If the use of pop-up dictionaries could be implemented in various different classrooms, students who aren’t as strong of readers as their peers would be able to have access to a great asset. If the research of Fry and Gosky is any indication, pop-up dictionaries could have vast applications to the classroom.
Fry and Gosky center on a single piece of technology, but their research is just one example of how technology is continuing to change the way teachers teach. New technologies are being invented daily, and it is the challenge of educators to determine how these technologies can be used in the classroom effectively. With so many new educational technologies being brought to the table, it seems difficult to determine which ones actually help aid in learning and which ones prove to cause more distractions. Pop-up dictionaries in online social studies texts seem to be a technology which could be beneficial to future students. Only time will tell if this technology will ever have a mass application to classrooms throughout the US.
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