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COMPREHENSlON SKILLS IN READING TASKS

Alessandra Baldo' '

Abstract: This article reports daia tVoin a study into lhe separabiliiy oT
reading skills. Based on a study conducted by Alderson (1990), leachers
of English as a foreign langiiage were presented a lisi of reading skills
and were asked lo idenliíy what three reading lasks were measuring in
ternis of lhe list. A comparison between the leachers'responses and lhe
objectives esiablished by lhe aulhor of lhe tasks has been imerpreied as
evidence of lhe uniiary vicw of reading, as opposed lo lhe muliidivisible
view of lhe process.

Keywords: Reading; reading skills; reading slraiegies; linilary hypoihesis;
mullidivisible hypoihesis

Resumo: Este trabalho apresenta um estudo sobre a possibilidade de
separação entre as diferentes habilidades de leitura. Com base em um
artigo realizado por Alderson (1990). apresenlou-se a professores de
inglês como língua estrangeira uma lista de habilidades de leitura e pediu-
se que identificassem, em três atividades de compreensão leitora, qual ou
quais habilidades estavam sendo testadas. O resultado da comparaçao
entre as respostas dos professores e a habilidade testada em cada tarela de
acordo com seu autor foi interpretada como evidência em favor da visão
do processo de leitura como indecomponívcl, em oposição a hipótese da
mullidivisibilidade.

Palavras-chave: Leitura; habilidades de leitura; estratégias de leitura:
hipótese unitária; hipótese da mullidivisibilidade

Most research into reading skills and slraiegies, particulaiTy
regarding the foreign language reader, has íocused on the advantages a
skill-approach can bring to enhance readers' performance
(CARRELL, 1985; CARRELL et al.,1989; RAYMOND.I99.T).
However, there are some problematic theorctical qiiestions to such an
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approach lhat deserve altention. The first one lies in the concept iLsclf:
what are lhe best parameters for defying reading skills'' Whal is ihc
diffeience between a reading skill and a reading strategy? The second
one IS complex since it deals with the psychological realiiy oi

^  research has shovvn lhal there is no evidenceOI ne sepaiate existence of skilis. As a ciearer understanding of such
questions is vita to the understanding of the reading process, this

EFL teachers'responscs to a
questionnaireon reading skilis.

1. Reading skills/strategics or reading skilis and strategies

fALDFRSON'^ terms skilis and slrateeics inlerchanaeabiy
stciffc se^o; ̂ ™L™ABE,I991), others pr^fer to establish a
(1998) is nmA difference between them. Wcir
between wlnf to him, the confusion
be due simply 1^1^ fia il 'Ti ""f '=°"stitutes a slrategy "niay
separate skilis from str teòL" T did not altempt lo
important to have a .^eneraf T ' th'" "
foilowing difference.^: "ttceptable division, and pm.s forward lhe
Skilis Tc~' r
Tcxt-orientcd '

Depioyc^uncxm^ . -
Do nol reiiiesen[Tre.^ons7To"i"^f
^1,-ohlcm iR^prcscnt a rcspon.sc lo a prohiem

Jn order to illustrate lext r.rio,„ i
coniponent.s. the amhor selecis fm '■'="tler-oncnicd
skilis itenis such as unde.slZ''" 'y"l.ng

.^•nAAc 'inri ...n.i . ^^'^tanding lhe communicative value oísentencc. ai d undeislanding relations between le.xi througli lexical
cohesion devtces as text-oriemed s.nce they would focus on the texl,
an items suci as inteipreting text by going oiitside of it and
skimming as reader-oncnted lo lhe extent that they would focus on the
reader ralher lhan on lhe text.

AlthoLigh such paramelcr may seem theoretieally sound al rirsl, an
attenipl to appiy il (o rcal-iile reading is at least complex. It is not an
ea.sy task to state that the effort a reader makcs. for instance. to
[indcrstand lhe comnuinicative value ol seiuences within a givcn lext
siiouFl lie classificd as a texi-orienfed .skill ií one assumes that as it is
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the reader who is trying to understand the text, the skill should be
defined as reader-oriented, and not as text-oriented.

By the same token, at times it seems extremely difficult to know when a
mental activiiy is deployed unconsciously and when it is deployed
consciously. As the line which divides thein is blurred, the second
condition is also problematic. Furtliermore, it might be the case lhal ilie
same reading component is used sometimes unconsciously, and
sometimes consciously, depending on the type of reading tasks readers
are dealing with. Let us consider, for instance, the interpreting-text-by-
going-oiUside-of-it component, classified as a strategy by Weir. It might
well be lhe case that readers naturally lean on their
backgroundAvorld/encyclopedic knowledge to understand a text,
withoLit being aware of it. Actually, it has been argued that background
knowledge is an intrinsic part of text interpretation. In thiU veio,
interpreting a text by going outside of it would ralher be classified a.s a
skill. If so, a distinction between skills and sírategies in teims oi
consciousness/ unconsciousness would be proveu rather fiagile.

A crucial issue regarding the last parameter is related to the deíinition
of problem. Weir cites failure to understand a word and failure to fmd
the information one was looking for as examples of problems which
would demand strategies to be solved — such as skimming, oi
example. However, it is interesting to note that sometimes readeis do
not know a specific word in a text and such situation does not
represem a problem to lhem. They oftentimes are able to captuie its
meaning by the context, as an aiitomatic and natural operation. The
same question arises once more: if a problem is always somelhing
readers are conscious of - and Weir understands so - it might be the
case that the mental aclivity they engage in when faced with. foi
instance. an unfamiliar word cannot be called an strategy after ali.

Usina another approach, some authors have studied the difteience
between cognilive and metacognilive strategies (AKYEL &
SALATACI, 2002), based on the assumption that melacognitive
strateeies 'Tunction to monitor or regulate cognitive reading
strategies" (DEVINE, 1993). According to them. cognitive strategies
are reslricted to a binary division, bottom-up and top-down strategies.
and metacognilive strategies include 'Thecking lhe outcome oi any
attempt to solve a problem, planning one's next move, moniloring lhe
effectiveness of any attempted action, testing, revising and evaluating
one's strategies for learning". Unfortunately, there is no consensus as
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to what these metacognitive strategies are: vvhile Grabe (1991)
considers skimming and recognizing the most importam informaiion
in text metacognitive components, Devine (1993) explains thai
skimming is a cognitive ability, and that to assess the effectiveness of
skimming for gathering textual informaiion is a metacognitive
slrategy.

There is considerable material on reading skills and on reading
cognitive/metacognitive strategies in the literature, and a quick look at
them suffices to show the dissimilarities among the taxonomies. As
the objective here is simply to make the EFL teacher aware of such
divergences and, therefore, aware of the compiexity surrounding lhe
reading process, rather than to provide examples of such differene^cs at
length, we now turn to the second most significam theoretical issue in
a reading-component approach.

2. The MuItidivisibJe Hypothesis versiis the Unitary Hypothesis
Not oniy there has been a debate on the difference between reading
skilis and strategies, but aiso the very existence of skills/strategies' has
een open to question. Some authors hold the view that when reading

takes place, it is possible to verify different skiüs and strategies. In
other words, they understand that reading can be divided imo skills
^d strategies. Among the proponents of what has been callcd lhe
Multidivisible Hypothesis are Carr and Levy, Weir and Grabe. Carr
and Levy (J990) understand that "the mental operations are
distingiiishable and empirically separable from each other" during
reading, vvhile Weir (1989) remembers that skills "have been
lecommend by Lunzer et al. (1979) and Vincent (1985) as a means of
structuring reading syllaby" and argues that they "are probably still
the best framework for doing it." Although he recognizes the
problems attached to it - namely, the lack of consensos in defining
skills and the psychological reaiity of different skills - he concludcs
that the approach is valid to the extent that it is a useful tool both for
teaching materiais and tests. Similarly, Grabe (1991) points out tiiat a
"reading components" approach is a useful approach to the extent that
it leads to importam insights into the reading process.

'  Wc use lhe terms interchangeabiy, as we have just argued that there is no
firm distinction in lhe literature between them.
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However, in opposition to this view of the reading process there is
evidence from research suggesting that it is not possible to confirm the
separate existence of skills. Lunzer et al. (1979), based on the analysis
of reading tests, advocate that there is no evidence that distinct
separate skills exists, and that reading is actually a single, global
aptitude. In a study conducted by Alderson (1990), groups of experts
were presented a long list of reading components and asked to identify
what items in an English for Specific Purposes reading text were
measuring in terms of the list. The lack of agreement on assigning
particular skills and strategies to pai*ticular test items was taken as
evidence of the Unitary Hypothesis. As Alderson (1990) concludes,
"at least part of lhe reading process probably involves the
simultaneous and variable use of different, and overlapping, skills.
There is also an alternative view, which states that it is possible to
verify the existence of two basic separate skills in reading, vocabulary
and reading comprehension. As described in Weir (1998), the studies
camed out by Davis (1944), FaiT (1968) and Rost (1993) have arrived
to this conclusion. Based on such findings, a bi-divisible, rather than a
unitary view of reading, would be more appropriate.

3. The study

In order to further investigate the psychological reality of reading
skills, six EFL teachers - either professors or post-graduate students at
a Brazilian University - were presented a simplified version of
Munby's taxonomy of reading skills (1978) and asked to analyze three
reading tasks in terms of the skills tested. The methodology was based
on a previous study carried out by Alderson (1990), described above."
The subjects were free to choose one single skill or many of them in
each task. The skills selected from Munby's list were twelve out of
nineteen, as some of them, such as "extracting salient details to
summarize" and "transcoding information to diagrammatic display",
were irrelevant to the study. The subjects were presented a list with
the following skills:

(a) deducing the meaning of unfamiliar lexical items; (b)
understanding explicilly stated information; (c) understanding

It is importam lo note lhe differences betwcen lhe iwo siudics. In
Alderson's study, experls were asked to judge iicms on a reading lesi. In

our study, the reading tasks were taken from a book, and ihere was only
three of them to be Judged.
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information when not explicitiy staied; (d) understanding lhe
communicative value of sentences: (e) undersianding relalions
between paris of a text through grammatical coliesion devices; (í)
interpreting text by going outside of it; (g) identifying the main poini
or important information in discourse; (h) distinguishing tiie main idea
from supporting details; (i) extracting relevant points from a text
selectively; (j) using basic reference skilis; (k) skimming; (1) scanning
to locate specifically required infonTiation.

t^sks were taken from the book by Aebersold and Field
(1997) From Reader to Reading Teacher - Issues and Strategies for
Second Language Classrooms. The first two tasks were related lo a texi
entit ed Dish Soap for Dinner, and the íhird one was related to a texi
entitled Modern Fathers Have Problems and Pleasitres. After reading
t e irst text, five reading tasks were presented. Only two of lliem were
selected for the study, and lhe skiils tested, according to its aulhor
(voca u ary and identifying the main idea), were omilted. Similarly,
on y one of the activities was selected from the enes designed for the

tested (skimming) was omilted once more.

th ^ compare the skill/skills^chosen by lhe subjects ande s I tested in the reading task according to its aiithor. An agreemeni
etween tie two responses would give support to the mullidivisible
ypot esis since it would show that a division among the skills to the

purposes o teaching and testing is possible. Otherwise, a lack of
agreement and, most importantiy, a belief that there was more than one

^  ' I i P^^^'^'ced/tested in the reading tasks by the participanls
Mpg M cvidence of the unitary hypothesis, since il wouldst tit such a division among the components implicaied in
reading is not to possible.

4. The data

As stated above, each reading task was designed to practicc a specific
reacing s i . task one was related to vocabiilary (in Munby's terms.
this wou mean skMl a in the simplified list above, deducing lhe
meanmg ot unfamiliar lexical items), task two was concerned to
identifying f le main idea (this would correspond to skill g. identifying
the main poinl oi important information in discourse), and task thrce
to scanning (skill /, scanning to locate specifically required
information), These skills were writlen in capital ietlers and in bold in
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lhe beginning of lhe comprehension activities (however, as aiready
menlioned, lhe participants did not have access lo it.)
The results in lerms of a comparison between lhe EFL teachers'
evaluations of the skills being tested in each one of the three reading
lasks and lhe skill stated by the auíhor of the activities are shown in
lhe tables below, divided by tasks.

TASK 1

SkUl(s) tested according to study subjects Skill tested according to
;  author
,(1 )LInclcrsianding cxplicilly slaied Deducing lhe nieaning of
informalion unlamiliar lexical iicms

ildcnlifying lhe main poiiil or imporiam
informalion in discoursc

'Scanning lo localc spccifically rcquircd
in formaiion
(2) Deduciu^ the meaning of unfamiliar Dcducing lhe meaning
lexical iteiu.s unfamiliar lexical ilems

Scanniiig lo locaie specifically required •
in formaiion i
(3)Undcrsianding cxplicilly sialcd Dcducing líic meaning
informalion unfamiliar lexical ilems

Seanning lo localc specifically required
jinformalion
j(4)Underslanding cxplicilly stated Dcducing the meaning
jinformalion unfamiliar lexical ilems
lUndcrslanding lhe communicativc valuc of
scnicnccs

Ildcnlifying the main point or importam
infortnaiion in discoursc

iScanning to localc specifically rcquircd
lii^^imuion
K5)Understanding cxplicilly stalcd Dcducing lhe meaning
linformaiion unfamiliar lexical ilems

'Seanning lo localc specifically rcquii"cd
iinfornialion
.(6)Undcrsianding cxplicilly slaicd Dcducing lhe meaning
informalion iunfamiliar lexical ilems

Using basic rcfcrcncc skills
Seanning lo localc specifically rcquircd
[informalion _ _ _ _
Tahlc 1; Comparison bclwccn skill(s) icslcd in reading lask 1 accordiin
lhe subjccls' perspective and lo lhe auihor's pcrspcciivc.

Dcducing lhe meaning
unfamiliar lexical ilems

[Dcducing lhe meaning
(unfamiliar lexical ilems

Dcducing lhe meaning
infamiliar lexical ilems

Dcducing lhe meaning
unfamiliar lexical ilems

[Dcducing lhe meaning
iunfamiliar lexical ilems
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!  TASK 2
Skill(s) tcsted according to study subjecfs Skill tested according to llie

jauthor '
(1)Understanding informatlon when not Identifying lhe main poini or
'explicilly staied imporiam informatlon in
^Identifying lhe main point or iniporiant |cliscoiirsc
infonnation in discoiirse \
jExtracting rclevant points iVom a lext j
isclcctivcly I
(2)Underslanding explicilly sialcd Identifying lhe main poini or
informatlon importam informatlon in
Identifying the main point or iniporiant discoursc
infonnation in discourse
Distinguishing thc main iclea from
supporting dctails
(3)Understanding informatlon when nol Identifying lhe main point or
explicilly stalcd imporiam information in
hlentifying the main point or important discoursc
information in discourse
C4)Understanding information not explicilly Identifying lhe main point or
staied important information iii
Identifying the main point or important 'discoursc
information in discourse
Sktmming
[5)Underslanding information when nol Identifying lhe main point or
explicilly stated imporiam information in
identifying the main point or important discoursc
information in discourse
Distinguishing the main idea from
supporting delails
Extracting relevam points from a icxl
scleclively
(6)fdentifying the main point or importam Identifying lhe main point oi*
information in discourse importam
Distinguishing the main idea from Information in discourse
supporting dctails

Table 2: Comparison betwcen skill(s) tested in rcading lask 2 acct>rding to
lhe subjccts'perspective and to thc aulhor's perspective.
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TASK3
>kili(s) tested according to study subjects )kill tested according to the i

luthor I
(1)Understanding explicitly siated iScanning to locate specifically
information required information
Scanning to locate specifically required
information
(2) Deducing lhe meaning of unfamiliar Scanning to locate specifically
lexical items required information

Understanding explicitly stated information
Scanning to locate specifically required
information
(3)Undersianding relations between parts of Scanning to locate specifically
a lext through grammatical cohesion devices required nformation :
Using basic rcfcrencc skills
(4) Understanding explicitly stated Scanning to locate specifically
in formaiion required information
Scanning to locate specifically required
information
(5) Understanding explicitly stated Scanning to locate specifically
information required information
Scanning to locate specifically required
information
(6) Exiracting relevant poinís from a text Scanning to locate specifically
selectively required information
Scanning to locate specifically required
information
Table 3: Comparison between skill(s) tested in reading lask 3 according to
lhe subjects'perspective and to the author's perspective.

What first emerges from our data is the participants' belief that there
was always more than one reading skill being practiced/lesled in lhe
reading tasks they were asked to examine. None of the respondents
have found possible to isolate a single reading skill in the reading
tasks. There was a variation between two to four skills chosen to each
task, depending on the subject and on the task. There are, moreover,
two other important things to note.

The first one deals with the extent to which the skill selected by lhe
author of the reading activities was among the skills tested in the tasks
according to the stiidy participants. In that vein, a lack of agreement
between the author's objective and the participants' evaluation of such

Scanning to locate specifically
required information

Scanning to locate specificallyj
required nformation

I

Scanning to locate spccificall^
required information [

Scanning to locate specifically
required information

Scanning to locate specifically
required information
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objective(s) was verified in task 1. Analyzing the data, it is possiblc to
note that only one out of six respondents have considered that lhe item
was focusing on vocabulary, the tesled skill in the activiiy. li seems
that the mosl piausible explanation to the mismalch belwcen lhe
teachers perspective and the aulhor's perspective would be in terms oí
task construct. An analysis of the activity indicates that vocabulary is
not indeed the primary skill practiced/tested. Despite lhe aulhor s
mtention, the skills most focused seem to be the ones selecied by lhe

teachers, namely idenlifying explicilly staled informalion and
scanning, given the nature of the task. In order to show ihis clearly,
e activity is transcribed below (the text related to this aciiviiy. Dish
oapjof Dinner, is presented at the end of the article).

Vocabulary
Complete the senteiiccs. Finei the right worcls. Circio
le Ictter of your answer.

from a | 3 There was a piclurc of iwo Icnions
^oapcompany .u
a.lelter

b.free sample ^ompimy

2Thc salad
lhe Whal can wc icarn liaim Joc s
a.iry slory? Rcad labels
b.eat

c.mail L"»- happily
^ ~~ — c. cüicfully _
fai' as taslr*^ hand, it is possible to notice considerable conscnsus as
understoocl H ^ concerned. Ali the ELF teachers have
main idea i of the skills tesled in activily 2 was idcnlilying lhe
and onlv' ^ "'^oourse, in correspondence to lhe aulhor's objectivc,
rpniiii-,^a them did not choose scanning to locaie specificallyrequned mformaiion as one of the componenls tesled in task 3.

rnnrprn^°"o wiiicli descrvcs allenlion is lhe agreenienl
n-11-fip' -'"f tesled in each comprehension activily among lheipan s. Alihough a mismatch between lhe skill tesled according
o s ucy su jecis and according lo the aulhor of lhe comprehension
ac ivi y was noticed in task 1, the same does nol apply regarding lhe
ci icipants c oice of reading skills lested in each one of lhe ihree

acíiviíies analyzed.

h-free sample
aiailhnY

soap
a.lry

b.eat

c.mail
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Having a list made up of twelve differenl reading skills. the
parlicipants have limited lheir choices to only five of them in lask I .
Among these five, scanning to locate specitically informalion was
cited by ali the subjecls, and understanding explicilly staled
information by ali but one. Resides them, understanding the main
point or important information in discourse was seiecled by two
respondents, using basic reference skills by one respondem, and
understanding lhe commiinicalive vaiue of sentences by another one.
In general terms, lhe data show that there is a consensiis as to the mosl
prominent skills in activity 1 according to the EFL teachers. namely
scanning and understanding explicitly staied information.

A similar situation was found in tasks 2 and 3. The participaiits made
use of six different skills from Munby's list when analyzing activity 2,
but only two of them have appeared more frequentiy in their answers:
ali the subjects have chosen identifying the main point oi impoitant
information in discourse as one of the skills tested, and only one ol
them did nol point to understanding information when not expiicitly
stated as another skill involved in lhe reading activity. The skills
distinguishing main idea from supporling delai! and extracling
relevam poinls from a lext selectivcly have appeared iwícl in liu
pai"ticipants'responses, while skimming and understanding exphcit y
stated information have appeared just once. It is interesling to note
here that the second most mentioned skills - distinguishing main idea
from supporling detail and extracling relevam points from a texi
seleclively - are direclly relaied to the mosl mentioned skill.
identifying the main point in discourse. Even if we undersUind that
there are dilTerences among them. there is always a tocus on
iocalizing important information in the text. Furthermoie. it is possible
10 argue^hal the two skills most cited by the parlicipants are also
relatcd, since identifying the main idea in discourse usually implies
understanding information not explicilly staled.

In task 3 analysis, the participants resort to the following six reading
.skills: scanning, understanding explicilly stated information, deducing
the meaning of unfamiliar lexical ilems. under.standing rclalions
belween parts of a text through cohesion devices, using basic
reference skills and extracling relevam points from a text seleclively.
However, there lias been an agreemenl regarding just the lirsl iwo:
scanning was choscn by five participants as one of lhe skills tested.
and understanding explicilly stated information by four of them. The
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other four skills were cited once only. Once more, thc daia shovvs
considerable consensus regarding the skills tested in the activiiies
among the study subjects. The tables below summarize the study
findings regarding both (i) the extent to which the skill chosen by the
author of the reading activity was among the participants' chosen
skills and (ii) the agreement among the participants concerning the
main skills tested in each activity.

i  I fl ASK 1
pr Skill tested according to the | Main skills tested according to study

author: jubjects:
educing lhe mcaning of [ Understanding cxplicilly slalcd

unfamiliar

Lexical items

iníbrmalion

Scanning to localc spcciricaily rcqnired
informalion

Skill tested according to
ithe author:

Identifying thc main poinl or
iinportant
linformation In discoursc

TASK 2

Main skills tested according to study
subjects:
Identifying the main poinl or importam
informalion in discoursc

Understanding informalion not cxplicilly
slalcd

Skill tested according to tln
author:

Scanning to locate
spccifically rcqnired
Informalion

TASK 3

Main skills tested according to study
subjects:

Understanding cxplicilly slalcd
informalion

Scanning lo localc spccifically rcqnired
Informalion

Accoiding to our initial hypothesis, in case lhe subjects underslood
that theie was more than one skili being tested in each reading lask.
Chis wouid be an evidence of the impossibility of separatiiuí reading
mio components, at least for thc purpose of teaching and leslnm. If so^,
the data woiild give support to the unitary view of the reading p^-ocess.
riie fact that none of the respondents was able to singlc out a specific
leading skill as the skill tested in the aciivities can be scen as evidence
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both of (i) the complex cognitive operations employed in reading and
of (ii) the oveiiapping which occurs among such skills diiring reading.

Therefore, it does seem that reading is a global and non-divisible
activity. However, this is quite different from arguing that there are
not such things as reading skill/strategies. The point \ve are trying to
make is that diíTerenl skills/strategies are employed during reading,
and the nature of such skills cannol be defined a priori. Although it
woLild appear natural that certain kinds of readings would activate
specific skills, it is possible that readers prolile and background
interfere in the reading process and therefore different skills may be
activated by different readers when facing the same reading task. This
tentative explanation would justify both the general consensus leached
by the study parlicipants regarding the main skills^ tested in each
reading activity and, at the same time. the parlicipants choice íoi quite
particular skills. Naturally, further research to provide evidence ol this
hypothesis is needed, as it would be inappropriate to draw
generalizations due to the limited number of parlicipants in the study.

Text 1: Dlsh Soap for Dinner

Joe carne home from work and opened his mailbox. In his mailbox he
found a yellow bottie of soap - soap for washing dishes. The dish soap
was a free sample from a soap company. The company mailed small
boltles of soap to thousands of pcople. It was a ncw soap with a littie
iemon juice in it. The company wanted people to tiy it.
Joe looked at this free bottie oí soap. There was a piciuie ot tv\o
lemons on the label. Over the lemons were the words "with Real
Lemon Juice".

Joe was happy. "Tm going to eat a salad for dinner , he thought. This
lemon juice will taste good on my salad." He put the soap on his salat
and ate it.

Soon Joe felt sick. He wasiTt the only pcrson who gol sick. A lol of
people thought the soap was lemon juice. They put the soap on íish.
on salads, and in tea.

Later they felt sick, too. Some people had stomachaches. Some people
went to the hospital. Luckily, no one died from eating the soap.
What can we learn from Joe's story? Read labels carefully. And don'1
eat dish soap for dinner.
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