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Every day, people read a wide variety of texts in diverse contexts, whether at home, in a public 

space, or at their school or workplace (OECD, 2024; White et al., 2010). Despite appearances, this 

reading is seldom aimless (Snow and the RAND reading group, 2002, p. 15). Instead, people often 

read as a means to achieve a goal, such as learning about a topic, enacting a procedure, informing a 

decision, interacting with others, or just entertaining themselves. Moreover, people often find 

themselves constructing meaning from more than one text, making decisions about when and what 

to read in order to achieve their purposes. Such decisions may depend as much on a person’s 

perception of the task as on text structure or content. In other words, reading multiple texts heavily 

rests on one’s training and prior experience with texts as well as one’s self-regulation of goals and 

actions (Winne & Hadwin, 1998). Different reading goals call for different reading strategies, 

potentially alternating the visual scanning of one or several sources with more in-depth reading of 

relevant passages (e.g., Kaakinen & Hyöna, 2010; Potocki et al., 2017). As readers acquire experience 

with diverse types of reading activities, they are likely to develop self-regulated routines that help 

them to achieve their goals in effective ways (Lorch et al., 1993). For instance, a person interested in 

a specific news event might scan their favorite news feed, glossing over other information until they 

reach a heading that matches their interest. The same person studying course materials in 

preparation for an exam, however, might slowly scan the texts in a more systematic way to avoid 

missing important information. 

 Current theories of reading posit that readers generate goals based on their processing of 

explicit and implicit contextual cues (Britt et al., 2018a, van den Broek et al., 2011). Reading goals, in 

turn, largely determine readers’ decisions, such as which document to select or even the type of 

inference to be drawn from the text’s content (Britt et al., 2018b; Rouet et al., 2017). Research has 

provided substantial evidence that reading instructions influence readers' comprehension processes 

(e.g., McCrudden & Schraw., 2007). However, task instructions (what the reader is asked to do) are 

just one aspect of a social context that also involves a place (e.g., a school, one's home) and social 

agents (e.g., a researcher, a science teacher, a friend). The potential influence of these other context 

dimensions on readers' comprehension strategies has seldom been documented. The present study 

aimed to examine whether the environmental context (e.g., reading at school vs. at home) could 

exert an independent influence on college students’ strategies in an online multiple document 

comprehension task. Additionally, we explored potential interactions between context and explicit 

task instructions (e.g., reading as part of an academic assignment vs. for personal interest).  

 We first introduce current theories of purposeful reading and propose a number of 

mechanisms whereby tasks may exert their influence on comprehension processes. We then briefly 

review extant evidence regarding the effects of tasks and goals on reading comprehension. Finally, 

we present two experiments in which we tested a set of original assumptions regarding the 
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respective effects of explicit instructions and environmental context as well as their potential 

interactions. 

 

Theories of Purposeful Reading 

Purposeful reading, also termed "task-oriented reading" (Vidal-Abarca et al., 2010) refers to a 

situation in which the reader has a goal and engages in reading in order to achieve that goal (Britt et 

al., 2018; Vidal-Abarca et al., 2010). As noted by Vidal-Abarca et al. (2010), purposeful reading has 

two main features: Not all of the information in the text(s) is relevant to the reader goal; and the 

reader must self-regulate their activity, making decisions to focus on or to ignore portions of the 

available materials and to monitor their progress toward the goal. McCrudden and Schraw (2007) 

distinguished tasks that focus the reader's attention on key segments of the text (i.e., "specific 

instructions") from tasks that prompt readers to take a perspective on the text or prepare for a post-

reading task (i.e., "general instructions"). They posited that task instructions support the self-

generation of goals, which in turn guide readers' selection of information within the text(s) and their 

engagement in goal-relevant comprehension and reasoning processes. 

 Rouet and Britt (2011) proposed a detailed account of the cognitive processes involved in 

purposeful reading. Their Multiple-document Task-based Relevance Assessment and Content 

Extraction (MD-TRACE) model proposed that readers first form a mental model of the task (or task 

model). Then, readers assess their need for information, select materials of interest, process relevant 

contents and integrate new information within their emerging task product (e.g., a response to a 

question, a summary, an argumentative essay, or a solution to a problem). When dealing with 

multiple documents, readers' content representations may take the form of a "documents model" 

(Perfetti et al., 1999) wherein readers integrate contents with their respective sources (e.g., 

"according to document A, xxx happened") and connect the sources together with rhetorical 

predicates (e.g., "document B contradicts document A"). The MD-TRACE model considered three 

types of regulation processes related to the reader's self-assessment of task completion: Readers 

need to decide whether the task product is satisfactory or needs improvement; they may also need 

to reassess their information needs, or even reconsider their understanding of the problem itself. 

Although focused on the purposeful reading of multiple documents, these processes are similar to 

those described in models of problem solving (Brand-Gruwel et al., 2005) and self-regulated learning 

(Winne & Hadwin, 1998; Zimmerman, 2002).  

 The RESOLV model of purposeful reading (Britt et al., 2018; Rouet et al., 2017) expanded the 

construct of a task model and proposed additional self-regulation processes at work in multiple-

document comprehension. Whereas previous conceptualizations focused on readers' understanding 

of the task statement (i.e., the question, the instructions), RESOLV posited that readers also 
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represent their current situation (place, social setting and agents) and the typical activities usually 

associated with that situation. Britt et al. (2018) called these broader representations "context 

models". For instance, a middle school student may acquire a representation of "history class 

reading" that includes the place, resources, and people typically involved in the situation, and the 

kind of texts and reading assignments they might expect to receive there. Likewise, the student may 

possess a representation of reading as part of "socializing through an online platform", and similar 

representations for a number of other familiar reading situations.  The RESOLV model proposes that 

as readers repeatedly experience similar reading situations, their context models turn into "context 

schemata" that may become activated in a holistic fashion based on a small set of environmental 

cues (see Figure 1 in Rouet et al., 2017). Indeed, college students usually possess a great deal of 

knowledge about typical reading activities (e.g., reading to prepare for an exam, reading for leisure; 

Lorch et al., 1993).  

 Consistent with the MD-TRACE model, the RESOLV model further assumes that readers' 

comprehension strategies are driven by their understanding of the actual task or purpose, or "task 

model". More precisely, a task model is a temporary representation of the task goal, together with 

one's current state relative to that goal and a set of actions that might be used to progress toward 

the goal (Rouet et al., 2017). Task models evolve dynamically as readers make progress toward their 

goal, until they reach a satisfactory state (Rouet & Britt, 2011). In the perspective of the RESOLV 

model, self-regulation amounts to making decisions regarding what to read next and how to read it 

(i.e., scanning vs. deep comprehension, connecting vs. elaborative inferences, and so forth). Readers 

make these decisions according to a combination of factors including their estimated progress 

toward the task goal, stakes and values associated with task outcomes, and a benefit/cost analysis of 

potential courses of action (Britt et al., 2018). 

 Thus, in familiar reading situations readers' strategic decisions, such as to engage in reading, 

select passages or documents, re-read, connect information across documents and even quit 

reading, are informed by their representation of the physical and social context, together with their 

evolving task model (Britt et al., 2018, chapter 6). An important, yet untested hypothesis is that 

changes in the physical or social context can affect the availability of different reading context 

schemata. This assumption stems from the principle of encoding specificity, whereby memory 

retrieval is most effective when the cues present at encoding are also available at retrieval (Tulving & 

Thomson, 1973). Ample evidence for encoding specificity effects on retrieval has been found for 

declarative knowledge (see Smith & Vela, 2001, for a review). Furthermore, contextual factors have 

also been found to affect the retrieval of procedural and episodic information. For instance, Crooks 

and Alibali (2013) found that prompting undergraduate students to reactivate inadequate problem 

patterns was detrimental to their encoding and solving of problems presented later. Conversely, 
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asking younger and older adults to remember episodic details about an earlier activity context 

improves their resolution of means-end problems (Madore & Schacter, 2014). To our knowledge, 

however, no study has examined whether contextual factors may affect the retrieval of multiple 

document reading strategies. 

 

Contextual Influences on the Comprehension of Single and Multiple Texts 

Text comprehension research has provided ample evidence of the influence of task instructions on 

reading strategies and outcomes. In one early study, Pichert and Anderson (1977) found that college 

students were more likely to recall information that was consistent with a perspective they were 

initially assigned (e.g., reading the description of a house from the perspective of a potential buyer or 

robber) than information that was not relevant to that perspective. They concluded that the assigned 

perspective acted as a cognitive "schema" that helped readers structure information during reading. 

More recent research has focused on the relationship between task instructions and readers' 

comprehension strategies. Van den Broek et al. (1995) proposed that readers set up "standards of 

coherence" to respond to the demands of different types of tasks. They defined standards of 

coherence as explicit or implicit benchmarks that "determine whether the reader feels that 

comprehension is complete or that additional inferential processes are required" (p. 365). In a series 

of experiments, van den Broek and his colleagues asked college students to read narrative and 

expository texts under different task scenarios: reading to prepare for an examination (study 

scenario) or reading for entertainment. Narvaez et al. (1999) found that when reading an expository 

text, the study scenario prompted more repetitions, acknowledgements of coherence breaks and 

evaluative comments during reading than those reading for entertainment. However, there was no 

effect on immediate or delayed comprehension. Using a similar procedure and four expository texts, 

van den Broek et al. (2001) found that participants in the study scenario read more slowly, generated 

more coherence-building inferences (as opposed to elaborations and critical comments), and 

recalled more information from the texts than participants in the entertainment scenario. 

Linderholm et al (2002) found that the effects partly interacted with participants' working memory 

span. For instance, low-span participants made fewer metacognitive comments when reading for 

study. Kaakinen and Hyönä (2005) combined the use of verbal protocols and eye tracking to assess 

the effects of specific task instructions on university students' comprehension of a science text 

describing four rare diseases with a perspective that focused their attention on one of the diseases. 

Participants read perspective-relevant sentences more slowly and re-read those sentences more 

often than for the non-focused diseases. They also were more likely to paraphrase relevant than 

irrelevant sentences. Finally, participants recalled more perspective-relevant than irrelevant 

information. 
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 These findings suggest that readers' cognitive representations of task demands are active 

throughout the course of reading, directly affecting strategic behavior such as the distribution of 

fixations in a text and the elaborative processes that follow. Reading tasks may also affect more 

deliberate, higher-order processes that are involved in proficient comprehension (Afflerbach et al., 

2015), such as readers’ monitoring of textual inconsistencies. Garcia-Arista et al. (1996) found that 

high-school students were more likely to detect inconsistencies in an expository text if the text was 

presented as a textbook excerpt in a science class than if it was presented as a newspaper article in a 

language class. The findings suggest that students raise their standards of coherence when they 

expect the text to represent cognitive authority on the topic.  

 Research on contextual influences has extended to situations involving the comprehension of 

multiple documents. In an early experiment, Wiley and Voss (1999, experiment 1) asked 

undergraduate students to study information about 19th Century Ireland with the purpose of writing 

either a narrative, an argument, a summary, or an explanation of "what produced the significant 

changes in Ireland's population between 1846 and 1850". After writing, participants completed a set 

of tasks probing their literal and inferential understanding of the text(s). Argument writing promoted 

deeper comprehension and the production of more transformed and integrated texts. Attempts to 

replicate these findings, however, have yielded mixed results, ranging from positive to null or even 

negative effects of argument writing compared with summarization (Gil et al., 2010). Several 

individual factors, such as participants' prior knowledge of the topic or even their understanding of 

argument writing may explain the somewhat inconsistent results across experiments. Nevertheless, 

the findings support the conclusion that readers' understanding of task demands influences their 

comprehension and use of multiple document information.  

 A small number of studies have investigated possible interactions of reading purpose and 

other features of the reading environment on multiple document comprehension and use. Latini et 

al. (2019) examined the combined effects of reading purpose and medium. They gave undergraduate 

students a maximum of 15 minutes to study two complementary texts of about 760 words each 

about social media, either in print, on a laptop screen, or in a mixed format involving one text in print 

and the other on a screen. Participants were asked to read as if either at school to prepare for an 

exam, or at home for pleasure. Interestingly, during the procedure a large screen displayed photos of 

students reading either at school or at home (on a couch), in order to "further contextualize the 

reading purpose". Thus, purpose was meant to combine a place with a reason to read, although 

these two dimensions of context were confounded in the manipulation. Students reading in the 

exam scenario spent more time on the task than those in the pleasure scenario when at least one 

text was presented digitally, whereas no significant difference was found for those reading printed 

texts. However, students reading in print produced longer written responses when reading for an 
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exam than when reading for pleasure, whereas purpose had no significant effect in the other two 

conditions. Furthermore, response length mediated the effect of reading purpose on text 

integration, students writing longer responses displayed better text integration. 

 Students’ awareness of the audience for their task product may also affect their writing 

strategy. Choi and Choi (2018) noted that "Writers use a context to define a task and rely on the 

characteristics of the context to determine what and how to write." (p. 27). Telling participants that 

their summary was intended for an audience that was unfamiliar with the source materials increased 

participants’ inclusion of contextual statements and references to sources. The manipulation was 

found to be more effective among the most skilled writers. 

 Context manipulations do not always produce visible differences on students’ reading 

processes or outcomes. Mason et al. (2022) asked higher education students to study written texts 

or the same texts read aloud by "talking heads" on video. In the "less authoritative" context, 

participants were told they would study materials posted on a social network by a friend as a follow-

up to a discussion. In the "more authoritative" context, they were told they would study materials 

posted by a professor on an academic repository as part of class work. The authors examined study 

time as an indication of participants' engagement with the materials, but found no effect of context 

nor any interaction with the medium. 

 A rather common feature of multiple document sets is that they may reflect varying, 

sometimes discrepant viewpoints on an issue. Schoor et al. (2023) examined the combined effect of 

reading purpose (private/study) and discrepancy on students reading behavior and writing from 

multiple documents. University students read pairs of short texts on various social-scientific topics 

and wrote an overview of the topic either as part of a university scenario (task assigned by a 

professor) or a personal scenario (suggestion from a friend). They found that the university purpose 

yielded longer study time, more switches among documents, and a higher density of connectives in 

participants' texts. Likewise, discrepancies increased the number of switches and references to 

sources in students' summaries. Finally, Schoor et al. (2024) examined the influence of task 

instructions on university students' selection of documents for further use. When given a choice 

between a source with scientific expertise or a source with personal experience of the topic, 

university students generally preferred the scientific source. However, when placed in a search 

scenario situated in a personal context, they were more likely to select sources with personal 

experience. Schoor et al. concluded that participants generated relevance criteria that varied 

according to their perception of the demands of the external context (in this case, the type of 

audience with which they expected to interact). Preference for scientific sources is a variable of 

interest, given the well-known association between sourcing and proficient multiple document 

comprehension (Strømsø et al., 2013; Wineburg, 1991). 
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 Thus, based on methods ranging from verbal protocols to the distribution of reading time 

and document selection, research has found strong and consistent evidence that a reader’s purpose 

affects their self-regulation during reading of single and multiple texts. Most of the research to date 

has examined the effects of explicit task instructions, most often communicated orally or in print by 

an experimenter. In contrast, research investigating the potential impact of implicit situational cues 

such as the physical place or the social situation is still scarce. In a few studies, the goal manipulation 

confounded explicit task instructions and some environmental cues. For instance, Garcia-Arista et al., 

(1996) asked teenage students to read a text presented as a science report or as a newspaper article 

in their science class or in the language class, respectively. Latini et al. (2019) and van den Broek et al. 

(2001) introduced subtle environmental changes in addition to assigning college students to a "read 

for leisure" vs. "read as if to prepare for an exam" manipulation. 

 

The Present Study 

The present study sought to examine how students' perception of the task context informs their 

online reading strategies and their use of document information in post-reading messages. More 

specifically, we aimed to disentangle the respective effects of task instructions (i.e., purpose) and 

place of work on students' reading strategies and outcomes. We explored the important yet 

untested assumption that the actual physical context of reading (i.e., where reading takes place) may 

affect the availability of different reading purpose strategies. Our main assumption was that place of 

work (i.e., school or home) may interact with reading instructions by making the respective context 

models and standards more or less available.  

 In two experiments, we examined students' allocation of time to reading and writing, their 

distribution of time spent on different types of documents, and the characteristics of post-reading 

messages. Regarding messages, we focused on features that would signal a more personal or more 

academic orientation, such as source citation. In Experiment 1, students wrote with the documents 

available, whereas in Experiment 2 they read the documents first, then wrote from memory. In 

addition, Experiment 2 explored participants' incidental recognition of source information as an 

indication of their depth of processing of that information during reading. 

 The experiments investigated the following research questions and hypotheses: 

 Research question #1 (RQ1): Do task instructions and place of completion influence 

students' strategies when reading from multiple online documents? 

 We assumed that students would set higher achievement standards in the Academic than in 

the Personal condition (van den Broek et al, 2001), resulting in their use of a larger portion of the 

available time (Hypothesis 1, purposeful investment of study time). Furthermore, we expected the 

purpose effect on study time to be larger for the Personal condition when taking the task at home, 
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because of a higher consistency between the home environment and a personal purpose (Hypothesis 

2, purpose by place interaction). In addition, we expected participants assigned an academic purpose 

to spend a larger proportion of time studying documents that provide explanatory information (i.e., 

newspaper reports containing evidence from scientific studies vs. forums where random individuals 

share their opinion), especially when working from school (Hypothesis 3, purposeful allocation of 

time across document types). Differential allocation of study time across document types would 

reflect students' self-regulated decision-making as a function of their perception of task demands 

(Rouet et al., 2017). 

 Research question #2 (RQ2): Do task instructions and place of completion influence the use 

of information as reflected in students' messages? 

 Since the task required participants to summarize the information acquired from the 

documents, we expected personal involvement in the issue to be low. Nevertheless, we expected a 

personal purpose to prompt shorter messages with more references to oneself (I, me, my...) and a 

less neutral stance on the issue, as compared to an academic purpose, especially when writing from 

home (Hypothesis 4, interaction of place and purpose on personal involvement). Conversely, 

students writing for academic purposes would be more likely to mention information sources in their 

messages, especially when writing at school (Hypothesis 5, purposeful reference to documents). 

More references to sources would reflect participants' understanding that they were to provide 

verifiable information to their peers as part of their team's work. 

 Research question #3 (RQ3): Does time allocation mediate the relationship between study 

conditions and task outcomes? As a third, exploratory research question, we tested the possible role 

of participants' time allocation on the different documents as a mediator of the relation between 

study condition and message content. 

 In Experiment 1, students were given a period of time to study four documents and compose 

a message with the documents available under one of the four conditions resulting from the 

combination of place (school, home) and purpose (academic, personal). In Experiment 2, students 

first read the documents and then wrote their message from memory, placing a greater emphasis on 

their construction of an integrated representation in long-term memory. We additionally tested 

whether an academic purpose would result in more accurate recognition of source information, as a 

further indication of participants' construction of an integrated documents model (Perfetti et al., 

1999). 

 The study received approval from the data protection office (application #202184). At the 

time of data collection, submission to an ethical review board was not required for this type of 

research study in the region of interest. 
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Experiment 1 

The goal of Experiment 1 was to examine the combined effects of place and purpose on college 

students' reading strategies and on their use of text information in a digital multiple-document 

comprehension setting. Based on the RESOLV model (Britt et al., 2018) we assumed that place of 

completion would further inform students’ context model and thus exert an influence on their 

comprehension and use of source information, resulting in a possible interaction with the task 

instructions as regards indicators such as completion time, documents selected, or information use. 

Participants were asked to study four digital documents dealing with a social-scientific issue 

in order to write a message to a group of peers. Depending on the instructions, the message was part 

of an academic teamwork assignment, or part of a discussion among friends. In addition, half of the 

participants completed the task in a meeting room at their university, whereas the other half were 

asked to complete the task at home. Our main prediction was that both place and purpose would 

exert a significant effect on participants' study strategies (RQ1) and the content of their messages 

(RQ2). More precisely, we expected the effect of the purpose manipulation to be larger when the 

students took the task at home than when they took it at their university, due to the better implicit 

cueing of a "personal reading" schema. We explored whether time allocation on the different 

documents may mediate the relationship between study conditions and message contents (RQ3). 

 

Method 

Participants 

One hundred and seventy-one undergraduate students in their third to fifth semester of an 

undergraduate psychology program at a French public university participated voluntarily in exchange 

for course credit. The sample ranged 18-30 in age (median age = 19.5 years) and was 85% female. 

Upon signing up for the experiment, participants reported to be fluent speakers of French. Eight 

participants were excluded from analysis either because they failed to complete the procedure 

(n = 2), or they did not comply with the instructions to read the documents (n = 5), or due to a 

technical incident during the procedure (n = 1). 

Materials 

The researchers designed four short documents dealing with the relationship between playing 

violent videogames and aggressiveness in real life, based on various authentic sources (Table 1). The 

documents ranged from 258 to 309 words. Two of the documents were adapted from gaming forums 

where users posted diverse opinions on the issue (i.e., supporting or denying the existence of a 

relationship between violent gaming and aggressiveness). The other two documents were adapted 

from actual newspaper articles that reported on two scientific studies of videogaming and 

aggressiveness. The first article reported on a study whose results suggested that people are more 
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likely to behave aggressively after playing violent videogames (Hasan et al., 2013). The second article 

reported on a study in which playing violent videogames did not change users' responses to a 

questionnaire probing their attitudes towards aggressive behavior (Kuhn et al., 2019). Source 

information of the two newspaper articles were altered for homogeneity. Two of the posts in the 

first forum were altered so as to point explicitly to the newspaper articles, in order to increase the 

cohesion of the document set. Forum-based documents had a readability corresponding to upper-

middle school (according to the Fog Index), whereas the newspaper reports had a readability 

corresponding to college. 

 

Table 1 

Overview of the four documents presented to the participants (see also Appendix 1 for illustrations of 

the interface). 

Document Words Readability* Description 

"Videogame 

forum" 

309 8.7 Five pseudonymous contributors share contrasted 

opinions about videogaming and aggressiveness, based 

on personal anecdotes and ad hoc arguments. 

"La Tribune" 

(newspaper) 

258 13 A science journalist reports on a study that found an 

increase in aggressive behavior shortly after three daily 

sessions of violent vs. nonviolent videogaming.  

"Le Monde" 

(newspaper) 

265 16 A science journalist reports on a study that found no 

change in attitude toward violence after eight weeks of 

daily exposure to violent vs. nonviolent gaming. 

"Gamers' 

forum" 

269 8.8 Five pseudonymous contributors share contrasted 

opinions about videogaming and aggressiveness, based 

on personal anecdotes and ad hoc arguments. 

*Estimated with Gunning’s Fog index (Gunning, 1952). The Fog index yields a readability level that is 

roughly equivalent to years of schooling. 

 

Two scenarios were written so as to prompt either a personal or an academic task purpose. The 

personal purpose scenario asked participants to imagine that they had been part of a discussion 

about the topic of violent gaming and aggressiveness during an evening party with friends. The 

participant wanted to know more about the topic in order to pursue the discussion. They were about 

to look up a few information sources and to post a message to their friends, summarizing the 

different opinions and arguments supporting them. The academic purpose scenario told participants 

that they were involved in a group project investigating the topic of violent gaming and 
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aggressiveness. The participant wanted to know more about the topic in order to prepare a 

collaborative essay that would be graded by the professor. They were about to look up a few 

information sources and to post a message to their project mates, summarizing the different 

opinions and arguments supporting them. Importantly, both sets of instructions asked the 

participant to account for the contents of the materials, with no suggestion that they were expected 

to provide a personal opinion on the issue. The full set of instructions (in French) is available upon 

request from the first author. 

 The personal/academic purpose instructions were presented digitally, along with the 

simulated browser featuring the four documents plus an empty "Tab 1" document (Appendix 1). The 

empty tab was meant to ensure that opening a document would require an explicit action from 

participants after reading the instructions. After presenting the scenario, the instructions asked 

participants to read the documents and to click on a box when ready to begin writing their message. 

Participants could start writing at any point during the allotted time period. They were then 

presented with a summary of the instructions and a frame to type in their message. There was no 

limit on the amount of text they could type. The last document that was opened remained displayed 

and the other documents were available as participants composed their message. Consistent with 

prior research (e.g., Latini et al., 2019; Wiley & Voss, 1999), the reading-writing activity was limited to 

15 minutes, after pilot trials suggested this would represent a mild constraint, if any. Time elapsed 

was shown at the bottom of the screen (Appendix 1). The participants could "send" their message 

and quit at any time. Assuming that they used all the allotted time, a popup box informed them that 

time was up and their data were being recorded. 

 Two manipulation check questions asked participants if they had studied as if they were to 

be evaluated by a professor (academic standard), and if they had written their message as if to 

address a group of friends (personal standard). Participants responded using a 5-point Likert scale 

from "Don't agree at all" (1) to "absolutely agree" (5). The intermediate levels represented "partly 

disagree" (2), "neutral" (3), and "partly agree" (4). In addition, three multiple choice questions asked 

participants where they had completed the task ("place where I live, alone or isolated"; "place where 

I live, with other people present", "the university (study room, library...)", "other place (cafe, public 

library...)"; whether they had sought additional sources of information (Yes/No); whether they had 

been disrupted during the 15-minute period, and if so for how much time and what was the nature 

of the disruption; whether they had called upon another person for assistance during the activity, 

and if so for what reason. Additional post-reading items explored participants' subjective assessment 

of task easiness, enjoyment, difficulty and other dimensions. These items did not come with specific 

research questions or predictions and did not yield any significant difference across conditions. For 

the sake of parsimony, they won't be considered further in the present manuscript. 
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Procedure 

Depending on the condition, the experiment was run in one or two sessions for a total of 30 to 40 

minutes per participant. Participants signed up to the experiment as part of a course credit program. 

They were invited to bring their personal laptops (a desktop computer was available to those who 

did not do so). One of the co-authors met all participants in groups of 3 to 7 in a university meeting 

room. Each group was randomly assigned to either the school or the home setting. The experimenter 

gave general instructions and handed out an informed consent form, which participants reviewed 

and signed. All the data were collected anonymously, using an arbitrary code that was distributed to 

each participant. The experimenter distributed a series of short questionnaires pertaining to a 

different study. Finally, participants received a sheet with the URL of the experiment website, 

instructions for login and task completion, and an arbitrary login and password. The rest of the 

procedure depended on the condition: 

 Home Setting Condition. Participants were dismissed and asked to take the rest of the tasks 

on the website from home using the URL and instructions they had been handed out. They were 

asked to select a period of time when they could be by themselves in a quiet place, with little 

opportunities for disruption. 

 School Setting Condition. Participants in the school setting were asked to use their laptops to 

login to the website and follow the instructions. 

 The computer interface used to perform the tasks was identical across conditions. Upon 

login, participants were faced with two frames representing the assigned activities. The left-hand 

frame was labelled "ACTIVITY 1, PLEASE START HERE". A '"Start" button gave access to the reading-

writing task instructions and the document set (Appendix 1). As soon as the task was started, a 15-

minute timer appeared at the bottom of the screen. Participants were free to use as much of the 

time as they needed to read the documents and complete their message. When time was up, a 

message was displayed and participants returned to the home screen. 

 After completing the reading-writing task, participants accessed the right-hand frame where 

they responded to the manipulation check questions. At the end of the manipulation check 

questions, participants were provided with a short debriefing note, thanked for their participation, 

and invited to send any question to the experimenter through email. 

Measurements 

The main dependent variables were the time spent reading the documents and composing the 

message, the last document open at the time of writing, and contents of the message. 

 Time spent was calculated as the total time duration between the moment participants 

started reading the scenario until they submitted their message. Time spent reading a document was 

estimated based on which of the four documents, if any, was displayed on the screen (see Appendix 
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1 for an example). Time started running when the participant clicked on the document tab, and 

stopped when a different tab was clicked or the participant submitted their message. Time per 

document was the sum of time spent with the document displayed or redisplayed. We used the 

percentage of total time spent on newspaper reports vs. other documents, discounting the time 

spent before opening any document (i.e., initial reading of the instructions), as an indication of 

participants' interest for scientific evidence as opposed to the mere expression of opinions. Likewise, 

we looked at the last document opened during composing as a likely source of their message. It is 

worth noting that when participants started composing their message, it was not possible to 

disentangle time reading a document and time writing as this document was displayed. 

 We content-analyzed participants' messages for (a) references to self, (b) the presence of an 

explicit stance on the issue, and (c) specific references to the source materials (i.e., either newspaper 

or reporter names, or details of the actual studies such as author, university, journal, as opposed to 

vague references such as "the documents"). The first author prepared a scoring rubric with an 

explicit description of scoring criteria. References to self were assessed by locating personal 

pronouns such as "I", "me", "mine", "we", "our". Messages that contained at least one such pronoun 

were scored 1, the others 0. The presence of an explicit stance was coded by locating statements 

that expressed an opinion on the link between violent gaming and aggressiveness. The opinion could 

assert such a link, deny that there is a link, with or without hedging (e.g., "the influence depends on 

the player's personality"). References to sources of evidence were scored by looking at the names of 

the newspapers ("Le Monde", "La Tribune"), or the journalists ("Pierre Duval", "Denise Lévêque"), or 

the scientists ("Laurent Bègue", "Simone Kuhn"), their institutions ("University of Grenoble", "Max 

Planck Institute"), or the scientific journals in which their studies were published ("Journal of 

Experimental Social Psychology", "Molecular Psychiatry"). References to experiments made through 

specific methodological details (e.g., "the experiment with adult participants") were also counted as 

source, as they could be interpreted as indirect references to the report. Vague references such as 

"newspapers", "research studies", "forum contributors" were not counted as specific references to 

source information. The full scoring rubric (in French) is available upon request from the first author. 

 Two trained research assistants each scored 95 messages (58%) and reached 88%, 88% and 

94% of agreement on whether the message included a self-reference (Y/N), took a stance on the 

issue (Y/N), or made a specific reference to a source element (Y/N), respectively. Discrepancies were 

resolved through discussion with the first author. Additional examples and criteria were added to the 

rubric when needed. One of the assistants scored the rest of the messages. 

 Two-way ANOVA and Chi Square statistical analyses were conducted using Jamovi 2.0 (The 

Jamovi Project, 2021). In order to explore whether time spent with informative sources (i.e., 

newspaper reports) mediated any effect that place, purpose and their interaction had on 
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participants’ messages (i.e., references to themselves, an explicit stance on the issue, or references 

to the sources of information), we specified a path model in Mplus 8.8 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-

2017), in which place, purpose and their interaction predicted the proportion of time spent with 

informative sources (i.e., mediator), references to self, an explicit stance, and references to sources 

(i.e., outcomes, see Appendix 3, Figure A1). To check for mediation, we followed two approaches: 

First, this model was compared to a model without the mediator (Appendix 3, Figure A2). Following 

Baron and Kenny (1986), we considered an effect mediated if there was an effect of a predictor on 

the outcome in the unmediated model that was reduced when the mediator was introduced in the 

model, while there was a significant effect of the predictor on the mediator. Second, following, for 

example, Iguarta and Hayes (2021), we checked whether there were significant indirect effects of the 

predictors via the mediator on the outcomes in the mediation model (with the INDIRECT command in 

Mplus). 

 

Results 

Manipulation Check Questions 

Participants' agreement with the academic standard assertion was significantly higher in the 

academic (M=3.42 on a scale of 1 to 5) than in the personal purpose condition (M=3.04; 

F(1,158) = 3.92, p < 0.05, η²p = 0.024). Conversely, participants' rating of the personal standard 

assertion was higher in the personal (M=3.46) than in the academic purpose condition 

(M=2.71;F(1,158) = 23.04, p < 0.001, η²p = 0.078). No other main effect or interaction were 

significant. Although based on a single item for each standard, these results suggest that participants 

bought into the scenario they were assigned to. 

 Among participants instructed to work from home in isolation, 24 (29%) reported performing 

the task in a different setting. Among those, 16 (19%) reported that there were other people present 

in the room; three (4%) reported being at the university, and 5 reported being at another place or did 

not respond. Of note, 4 of the participants in the university condition (5%) reported that they were in 

another place, probably due to a wrong selection in the response list. Twenty-one participants (13%) 

said they had been disrupted during the task (7 in the university condition, 14 in the home 

condition). These disruptions were reported to last for a few seconds and included overhearing the 

experimenter talk to another participant, other people coming into the room, overhearing a 

conversation among other people present in the room, taking a call or taking a look at a message, 

having a pet walk over the keyboard, and other miscellaneous reasons. Three participants said they 

had called upon another person during the task (including one participant in the university condition 

who asked the experimenter about a detail of the interface) and one reported using additional 

documents. Two participants reported looking up another source of information during the task. An 
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informal examination found no anomaly in time on task or message content among participants 

reporting departures from the standard procedure, and these participants were included in the data 

analysis. 

Did Place and Purpose Influence Participants’ Study Time? 

Table 2 presents the total time students spent on the task (including reading the instructions) as a 

function of place and purpose. 

 

Table 2 

Time on task (in seconds) as a function of place and purpose. Standard deviations appear in 

parentheses.  

 

Place School Home 

Purpose Academic Personal Academic Personal 

Participants (n) 37 42 41 43 

Total time on task (sec.) 664 (142) 735 (113) 645 (198) 571 (190) 

 Before composing 309 (108) 333 (118) 273 (157) 272 (125) 

 During composing 355 (145) 402 (144) 372 (156) 299 (142) 

Note: Components of total time (before and during composing) are included for the sake of 

precision. Time during composing includes time spent actually composing the message and time 

spent reading or re-reading the documents. Standard deviations are in parentheses. 

 

Participants spent an average of 653 seconds on the task (SD = 174), or roughly 11 out of the 15 

minutes allotted. A two-way ANOVA with place and purpose as between-participant variables and 

total time on task as a dependent measure indicated that time was significantly longer when working 

at school than from home (F(1,159) = 11.92, p <.001, η²p = .07). Purpose did not have any significant 

main effect on time on task, disconfirming Hypothesis 1. However, there was a significant place x 

purpose interaction (F(1,159) = 6.88, p <.02, η²p = 0.041), whereby place had a larger effect in the 

personal than in the academic condition. The influence of place on completion time was only 

significant in the personal purpose condition (t(159) = 4.39, p <.001). 

 Further exploration of the distribution of time before and after students began composing 

their messages found that the interaction of place and purpose was mostly due to the time spent 

while composing the message (as opposed to before composing). Students working from home for a 

personal purpose spent less time composing their message than those in the other three conditions 

(see Table 2). Thus, Hypothesis 2 predicting an interaction of place and purpose was partly 
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confirmed, although the pattern was different from that predicted, as there was no main effect of 

purpose on completion time. 

Did Participants Focus on Informative Sources when Working for an Academic Purpose? 

Table 3 presents the percentage of time participants spent reading the newspaper reports vs. forums 

or the blank page displayed.  

 

Table 3 

Percent of time spent reading newspaper reports (vs. other tabs) displayed, as a function of place and 

purpose. Standard deviations are in parentheses. 

 School Home 

Academic purpose 46 (21) 45 (23) 

Personal purpose 50 (21) 34 (19) 

 

A two-way ANOVA with place and purpose as independent variables found that participants working 

from home spent a smaller proportion of their time on task with the newspaper reports opened 

(F(1,159) = 6.51, p <.02, η²p = .038). Purpose had no significant effect, but there was a significant 

place x purpose interaction, whereby participants working from home with a personal purpose spent 

a smaller proportion of time studying the newspapers (34%) than those in the other three conditions 

(range 45-50%; F(1,159) = 4.58, p <.05, η²p = .027). Thus, there was no main effect of purpose on 

document selection, disconfirming Hypothesis 2, but place and purpose interacted in a way 

consistent with Hypothesis 3. 

 A further examination of navigation logs found that most participants ended the series of 

document visits with one document open for several minutes as they were composing their message. 

Indeed, median dwelling time on the last document opened was 129 sec., vs. 49 sec. for all other 

document openings. We tested whether task conditions may have influenced which document was 

opened last, to indicate the document’s relevance to participants’ message. Table 4 shows the type 

of document opened last as a function of place and purpose. 

 

Table 4 

Document opened last by the participant, as a function of place and purpose (n and % of participants 

in each condition).  

Place School Home 

Purpose Academic Personal Academic Personal 

Newspaper 17 (46%) 23 (55%) 19 (46%) 7 (16%) 
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Forums or cover tab 20 (54%) 19 (45%) 22 (54%) 36 (84%) 

Total 37 42 41 43 

 

The proportion of participants who ended their document visits or revisits with a newspaper report 

was smaller in the home-personal (7 out of 43, or 16%) than in the other three conditions (49% on 

average). The contrast between condition and document type was significant (X2(3) = 14.22, p <.005). 

This further suggests that participants may have cared more for documents presenting scientific 

evidence when reading at school and/or for an academic purpose than when reading at home for a 

personal purpose. 

Did Place and Purpose Affect Participants’ Messages? 

Average message length was 552 characters, with large variations across participants (SD = 212; 

range 121-1193). Message length did not significantly vary across conditions (all Fs<1). 

 As expected, some, but not all participants made references to themselves (I, me, my), took 

an explicit stance on the issue (violent gaming affects/does not affect aggressive behavior), or 

referred to the sources of information (e.g., "the newspaper Le Monde", "an article by Laurent 

Bègue", "the study with adult participants"). Table 5 presents the number of participants who made 

self-references, took an explicit stance, or cited at least one specific source detail in their message as 

a function of place and purpose. Appendix 2 presents two messages that illustrate variations in 

content and form. 

 

Table 5 

Message length (in characters) and number of participants making a self-reference, expressing an 

opinion, or citing specific source features in their message. 

Place School Home 

Purpose Academic Personal Academic Personal 

Characters per 

message (M, SD) 

550 (222) 571 (205) 550 (213) 528 (219) 

Contained at least one 

reference to self (n, %) 

14 (38%) 29 (69%) 14 (34%) 26 (60%) 

Stated an explicit 

opinion (n, %) 

5 (14%) 14 (33%) 7 (17%) 20 (47%) 

Cited at least one 

source detail (n, %) 

25 (68%) 26 (62%) 29 (71%) 15 (35%) 
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Consistent with Hypothesis 4, references to self were much more frequent in messages written for a 

personal than for an academic purpose (X2(3) = 20,6, p <.001), regardless of whether the task was 

completed at school or at home. In addition, a personal purpose prompted participants to take an 

explicit stance, especially in the home-personal condition (X2(3) = 8,26, p <.05).  

 Roughly two thirds of the participants included at least one source detail in their message 

when working at school (regardless of purpose) or at home with an academic purpose, vs. 35% when 

working from home with a personal purpose (X2(3) = 13.83, p <.01). This pattern supported 

Hypothesis 5, which predicted an increase in references to sources when working for academic 

purposes and/or at school. This is additional evidence that students working at school may tend to 

adopt an academic perspective on the task even when assigned a personal purpose. 

Did Time on Informative Documents Mediate Effects of Place and Purpose on Participants’ 

Messages? 

We explored whether time spent with informative sources (i.e., newspaper reports) mediated the 

effect that place and purpose and their interaction had on participants’ messages (i.e., references to 

themselves, an explicit stance on the issue, or references to the sources of information). The analysis 

found no significant mediation effect (see Appendix 3, Figures A1 and A2 and Table A1 for details). 

Yet, there was a small but significant effect of the proportion of time spent with informative sources 

on references to sources (β = .35, p = .002, odds ratio = 1.03). Participants who spent more time on 

informative sources were more likely to refer to sources in their message. 

 

Discussion of Experiment 1 

Experiment 1 explored college students' self-regulation of study time and information selection in a 

digital multiple document comprehension setting. More specifically, we examined whether task 

instructions could interact with other environment features in determining students' time on task, 

document selection and use of information in their messages. We combined the manipulation of an 

explicit reading purpose (either academic or personal) with the environmental setting of the reading 

task (i.e., reading at school vs. at home). 

 Responses to the manipulation check questions suggested participants were sensitive to task 

instructions, which is consistent with prior research (e.g., Schoor et al., 2024; van den Broek et al., 

2001). Those in the academic purpose condition agreed that they had written their message as if it 

would be evaluated by a professor to a larger extent than those in the personal purpose condition. 

Conversely, participants in the personal condition agreed that their message was intended to friends 

more than those in the academic condition. The rather modest differences may be explained by a 

combination of factors. First, participants had been explicitly told during the briefing that their 

responses would be analyzed for research purposes only. Thus, they may have hedged their ratings 
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to acknowledge that this was a pretend situation, not a real one. Moreover, since the materials were 

no longer available at the time of answering these items, some participants may have partly 

forgotten the precise purpose they had been assigned. Finally, the fact that we used a single item 

and not a full valid scale to check the manipulation may also have undermined the contrast across 

conditions. Despite these limitations, task instructions seemed to have been understood and 

maintained throughout the task, as evidenced in their impact on reading processes and outcomes. 

 As expected, place and purpose exerted a combined influence on our main dependent 

measures. Out of the four conditions, the home-personal purpose condition stood out as it resulted 

in shorter time on task, less time spent reading science-based documents, a greater likelihood of 

composing while reading from a forum or the blank page (vs. a newspaper report), more personal 

involvement and a lesser use of source information in the messages. Time on task and selection of 

documents are considered indicators of students' strategies when reading multiple digital documents 

(e.g., Latini et al., 2019; Schoor et al., 2024; Strømsø et al., 2013). We found that when working with 

a personal purpose, students tend to be faster and to use documents that have more personal than 

academic relevance. Our findings are consistent with theories suggesting that mature students turn 

reading purposes into criteria for assessing the relevance of information, as well as standards against 

which they evaluate their comprehension of the information and completion of the task (Britt et al., 

2018; McCrudden & Schraw, 2007, van den Broek et al., 2001). 

 The difference in style and content of the messages suggests that undergraduate students 

possess some schemata about writing in different social situations (Cho & Choi, 2018). It should be 

remembered at this point that contrary to prior research (e.g., Wiley & Voss, 1999; Gil et al., 2010) 

participants in all four conditions were asked to "summarize the opinions and the arguments 

supporting them". Thus, variations in content and style across study conditions could not be 

attributed to the explicit mention of different genres. Rather, they may have come from participants' 

interpretation of indirect (purpose, audience) or implicit cues (place), rather than explicit instructions 

into how to write. For example, when assigned an academic purpose, students may have inferred 

that their addressees would be interested in knowing where they got their information from. 

Conversely, most friendly discussions about social-scientific issues involve expressing and debating 

opinions. This supports the RESOLV model's assumption that comprehension strategies are driven 

not just by explicit instructions regarding the expected task product, but by readers' inferences 

regarding the purpose and audience for that product (Britt et al., 2018). 

 The observed interaction of place and purpose on participants' total study time, prioritizing 

popular science articles over forums, and citing sources in their messages adds a new and important 

insight to our understanding of multiple-document comprehension strategies. This interaction 

suggests that a personal purpose is better simulated when the task is taken at home rather than at 
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school. All in all, working from home resulted in a sharper contrast between the two purpose 

conditions. It could be argued that if the home environment prompts more casual reading standards, 

then the same trend should have been observed regardless of purpose. However, most university 

students use their living place both for work and leisure activities. Therefore, working from home 

does not make an academic purpose irrelevant or inconsistent. In fact, students performed the 

academic task quite similarly at school or at home. What may be questioned from these data is the 

quality of the simulation students perform when asked to buy into a personal scenario while being 

tested at school. This gives further meaning to the efforts made in prior studies conducted in school 

environments to make the simulation of a personal purpose more realistic, by arranging furniture 

and objects (van den Broek et al., 2001) or displaying pictures consistent with the scenario (Latini et 

al., 2019).  

 In conclusion, we found that both task instructions and place of reading influenced students' 

self-regulation of time and selections while working with the documents (RQ1). We also found both 

factors to influence the content of students' messages (RQ2). Although time spent on the informative 

documents did not significantly mediate the effects of purpose and place on participants' message 

(RQ3), participants who spent more time on the most informative documents were more likely to 

cite sources in their messages. Failure to observe a significant mediation of time allocation may be a 

consequence of the overall time limitation, which reduced participants' opportunity to focus on 

some documents more than others, undermining the mediation effect. 

 Taken together, these findings support the RESOLV model's assumption that purposeful 

reading strategies are guided by two types of pre-reading cognitive representations (Britt et al., 

2018). First, readers construct a context model from a combination of explicit and implicit cues 

available in the environment. In the present case, the written instructions conveyed explicit cues 

regarding the social setting, requester, audience and stakes. Place of completion, however, added a 

range of implicit cues. In concrete terms, the data suggest that working from home facilitated 

participants' simulation of the personal purpose condition, resulting in a greater contrast between 

purpose conditions than when students completed the task at school. Conversely, when working at 

school, students may have activated academic standards regardless of the task purpose they are 

assigned to. These results do not contradict earlier findings that students can simulate a personal 

purpose while working in a laboratory setting (van den Broek et al., 2001). It suggests, however, that 

immersing participants in a physical setting that is congruent with their assigned purpose may result 

in a more effective manipulation. 

 Experiment 1 provides initial, though limited, evidence that place and purpose both affect 

students' multiple document comprehension and use in a writing task. Among the limitations, we did 

not control for participants' vocabulary or reading fluency or any other cognitive skill. Therefore, the 
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equivalence of our four groups regarding these characteristics could not be verified. As a further 

limitation, we had participants write a message with the texts available, which made it difficult to 

interpret patterns of study time and document lookup. In Experiment 2, we set out to replicate the 

findings with minor changes in the procedure that let us control group equivalence and delineate 

more clearly the influence of place and purpose on reading strategies and on message content, 

respectively. 

 

Experiment 2 

The main goal of Experiment 2 was to replicate Experiment 1 using slightly different task conditions 

in order to assess the generality of the place x purpose interactions observed in Experiment 1. To 

that aim, we asked participants to study the materials for a period of time, without taking notes. 

Then, we had participants write their messages from memory. Answering comprehension questions 

from memory rather than with the text available influences readers' strategies and comprehension 

(Cerdán et al., 2021; Ozuru et al., 2007; Schaffner & Schiefele, 2013; Schroeder, 2011). More 

precisely, reading in order to prepare for a memory test prompts a deeper processing of the text and 

places less emphasis on ad hoc search strategies (Ozuru et al., 2007; Schroeder, 2011). Although text 

availability generally improves readers' performance on comprehension tests, the effect depends on 

factors such as question type and delay (Cerdàn et al., 2021; Ozuru et al., 2007). Thus, asking 

participants to compose their message without the text available was considered an effective way to 

further assess the purpose and place effects as it placed a greater emphasis on participants' ability to 

comprehend, evaluate and integrate information from the four documents into a long-term memory 

representation. 

 Having participants write without the text available also let us examine whether the lower 

citation rate of source information in students' essays in the home-personal condition could be 

attributed to shallower processing of the texts instead of (or in addition to) the use of different 

writing standards. Finally, we probed participants' encoding of source information by asking them to 

recognize the source of specific statements taken from the texts. Better source recognition would 

indicate that participants had constructed an integrated representation of the materials in the form 

of a documents model (Perfetti et al., 1999; Saux et al., 2021). 

 

Method 

Participants 

One hundred and fifty-one undergraduate students from the same population as Experiment 1 

participated voluntarily in exchange for course credit (median age 19.2 years, range 18-52, 82% 

female). All participants were fluent in French. Fifteen participants were excluded from analysis 
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either because they failed to complete the procedure (n = 2), did not comply with the instructions to 

read the documents (n = 10), or due to a technical incident during the procedure (n = 3). 

Materials 

The materials were identical to Experiment 1, with the addition of two short tasks. First, participants 

took a standardized reading fluency test (Lefavrais, 1968) in order to ensure group equivalence 

across the four experimental conditions. In this test, participants are asked to check animal names 

(e.g., goat, raven) in a list of 486 common French words, within a limited time of three minutes. 

Words are presented on three printed pages, in an order of decreasing frequency. Half of the words 

are animal names. The score is the number of animal names correctly checked minus the number of 

words incorrectly checked. 

 Second, participants received an additional source memory questionnaire at the end of the 

procedure. Source memory is considered an indication of readers' construction of an integrated 

representation of multiple documents, i.e., a Documents model (Perfetti et al., 1999; Saux et al., 

2021). The questionnaire asked the respondent to identify, among seven response options, the 

authors of the scientific studies featured in the two newspaper articles. The response options 

included the correct response, the name of the journalist author of the report (plausible distractor), 

two sources from the other newspaper article, and two names that were not in the materials. The 

seventh option "I truly can't remember" was aimed at reducing guessing.  

Procedure 

The procedure was the same as Experiment 1, except for the following aspects: 

 - As in Experiment 1, the procedure started with a series of questionnaires pertaining to a 

different study. However, in Experiment 2 the questionnaires were presented through the online 

experiment platform instead of printed sheets. 

 - The instructions for the reading-writing task explained that participants would be given up 

to 10 minutes to study a set of four short documents. Then they would have up to 5 minutes to write 

a message based on what they had read. The instructions informed the participants that the texts 

would no longer be available at the time of writing the message. The allotted time of 10 and 5 

minutes for reading and writing, respectively, was determined based on the data collected as part of 

Experiment 1. In Experiment 1, all participants but 2 (98.7%) spent less than 10 minutes studying the 

materials before they started writing. Therefore, we estimated that a maximum of 10 minutes for 

reading the documents would represent a modest time constraint, if any. 

 - After the manipulation check questionnaires, participants completed the source memory 

questionnaire from the same Web platform. 

 - At the end of the procedure the participants were given the three-minute reading fluency 

test on printed forms. 
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 As in Experiment 1, the procedure ended with a short debriefing and thank you message, and 

an invitation to send any question to the experimenter through email. 

Measurements 

The main dependent variables were the time spent studying the documents, time spent composing 

the message, length and content of messages, and the accuracy of participants' source recognition. 

Dependent measures related to time and document selection were identical to Experiment 1. 

Messages were content-analyzed by trained research assistants using the same rubric as in 

Experiment 1.  

 For source recognition, participants received one point for recognizing each author of an 

academic paper that was cited in one of the newspaper reports and a half point for selecting a 

plausible distractor. Scores on the two items had a Pearson correlation of .36 (p <.001). Adding the 

two scores resulted in a total recognition accuracy score ranging from 0 to 2, which was converted to 

a percentage of the maximum possible score. 

 Two-way ANOVAs and Chi Square analyses were performed using the Jamovi 2.2 package 

(The jamovi project, 2021). The mediation analysis was performed using Mplus 8.8 (Muthén & 

Muthén, 1998-2017) in a way analogous to Experiment 1 but including memory of sources as a 

fourth outcome variable. Appendix 3 shows the mediation model (Figure A3) and the unmediated 

model (Figure A4). 

Control of reading fluency 

Six participants could not complete the reading test due to time constraints. The missing data were 

distributed among three of the four conditions. The average score among the 130 remaining 

participants was 100.3 (SD = 16), within the standard range for that age and educational level 

(Lefavrais, 1968). A two-way ANOVA with Place and Purpose as between-subject factors showed no 

significant main effect or interaction (all ps>.05). One participant had an unusually low score (46). 

However, her responses to the writing task or the open-ended questions suggested no issue with 

language but rather a technical error (e.g., failing to start at the signal, or stopping after the first page 

of the test). Data for this participant were retained for analysis.  

 

Results 

Manipulation Check Questions 

ANOVAs with place and purpose as independent variables and participants' ratings of the academic 

and personal standards showed that participants rated the academic standard (writing as if to be 

evaluated) higher in the academic purpose than in the personal purpose condition (M = 3.48 and 

3.03, respectively; F(1,31) = 4.42, p <.05, η²p = .033). Conversely, participants rated the personal 

standard (writing as if to a group of friends) higher in the personal purpose than in the academic 
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purpose condition (M = 3.33 and 2.74, respectively; F(1,31) = 7.68,p <.01, η²p = .055). No other effect 

or interaction were significant. 

 As in Experiment 1, a small number of participants reported working from a place different 

from their assigned condition, or being briefly disrupted during time completion for reasons similar 

to Experiment 1. An examination of time and messages found no blatant anomaly in these 

participants' data and they were included in the analysis. 

Did Place and Purpose Influence Students' Reading Strategies? 

Time spent on the main multiple document task (including reading the instructions, studying the 

documents, and composing the message) ranged from 286 to 899 seconds, with an average of 601 

seconds or about 10 minutes. Time on task varied across conditions as shown in Table 6: 

 

Table 6 

Time spent on the main multiple document comprehension task in Experiment 2. Standard deviations 

appear in parentheses. 

Place School Home 

Purpose Academic Personal Academic Personal 

n 36 32 30 38 

Total time on task (sec) 701 (114) 590 (87) 554 (141) 553 (127) 

Time spent reading (sec) 431 (103) 355 (72) 336 (91) 338 (101) 

 Incl. news reports (%) 51.12 (7.67) 50.40 (9.14) 49.54 13.09) 49.49 (11.0) 

Time spent composing message 

(sec) 

271 (34) 236 (61) 218 (64) 215 (61) 

 

A two-way ANOVA with place and purpose as between-participant factors and total time on task as a 

dependent measure found that participants spent more time when working at school than at home 

(F(1,132) = 20.28, p <.001, η²p = .133). Participants also spent more time when working for an 

academic than for a personal purpose (F(1,132) = 7.50, p <.01, η²p = .054). Finally, there was a 

significant interaction between place and purpose: Place had a larger effect when working for an 

academic than for a personal purpose (F(1,132) = 7.26, p <.01, η²p = .052). In fact, students spent 

significantly more time on the task in the school-academic condition than in all three other 

conditions (all t significant at p < .01 with Tukey correction, Cohen's d range .94 - 1.25), which did not 

significantly differ from each other. A follow-up analysis found that the longer time on task in the 

school-academic condition was due both to more time spent studying the documents and composing 

the message (Table 6). 
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 All participants accessed each of the four documents at least once. Forty-one percent did not 

re-read any of the documents and 51% had the "Forum gamers" document (i.e., last document in the 

reading order of the four tabs) opened last. Unlike Experiment 1, participants spent an equal amount 

of time on the forums and on the science articles, regardless of the conditions. Thus, apart from the 

longer time spent studying in the school-academic condition, no clear effect of place or purpose on 

reading strategy appeared in Experiment 2. 

Did Place and Purpose Influence the Content of Students' Messages? 

Table 7 presents the characteristics of students' messages across conditions. 

 

Table 7 

Characteristics of students' messages across conditions in Experiment 2. 

Place School Home 

Purpose Academic Personal Academic Personal 

Characters per message (M, SD) 513 (177) 541 (212) 523 (213) 467 (188) 

References to self in message 

(n, %) 

8 (22.2) 15 (46.9) 2 (6.7) 20 (52.6) 

Explicit opinion (n, %) 5 (13.8) 7 (21.9) 5 (16.7) 19 (50.0) 

At least one specific source (n, 

%) 

22 (61.1) 15 (46.9) 14 (46.7) 10 (26.3) 

 

Message length varied greatly among participants, but was roughly equivalent across conditions (all 

ps >.10). Participants made more self-references when writing for a personal vs. an academic 

purpose, and the contrast was larger when working at home (52.6% vs. 6.3%) than at school (46.9% 

vs. 22.2%, respectively; X2(3) = 21, p < .001). Messages written for a personal purpose were also 

more likely to contain an explicit opinion, especially when working from home (50% vs. 16.7%, 

X2(3) =  15.57, p <.002). Finally, participants writing for an academic purpose were more likely to 

include at least one specific reference to a source of evidence (i.e., either of the newspaper articles 

or the scientific studies reported therein; X2(3) = 9.22, p < .05). Considering that participants wrote 

from memory, this suggests that they may have encoded the specifics of informative documents 

more deeply. 

Did Place and Purpose Influence Participants' Memory for Sources of Scientific Information? 

One participant in the home-personal condition had to be removed from the analysis because of 

missing responses. Table 8 shows participants' recognition accuracy (%) as a function of place and 

purpose conditions. 
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Table 8 

Recognition accuracy of the sources of scientific information as a function of place and purpose (% of 

maximum possible score. Standard deviations are in parentheses). 

Place School Home 

Purpose Academic Personal Academic Personal 

Participants (n) 36 32 30 37 

Recognition accuracy (%) 52.78 (34.21) 39.84 (34.11) 32.50 (41.08) 34.46 (34.54) 

 

A two-way ANOVA with place and purpose as between-participant factors and recognition accuracy 

as a dependent measure showed a significant effect of place (F(1,132) = 4.62, p <.05, η²p = .034). 

Participants recognized the sources of scientific information more accurately when completing the 

task at school than when working from school. No other effect or interaction was significant. As a 

follow-up analysis, we counted the number of participants who accurately recognized the author of 

at least one of the science papers cited in the newspaper articles (i.e., embedded sources). Twenty-

two participants (61%) did so in the school-academic condition, as opposed to 15 (47%), 11 (37%) 

and 11 (29%) in the school-personal, home-academic and home-personal conditions, respectively 

(X2(3) = 8.54, p <.05). 

Did Time on Informative Documents Mediate Effects of Place and Purpose on Participants’ 

Messages? 

Again, we specified a path model in Mplus 8.8, in which place, purpose and their interaction had a 

direct effect on the proportion of time spent with informative sources, references to themselves, an 

explicit stance, references to sources, and memory of sources. In addition, the model tested whether 

the time variable mitigated the relationship between study conditions and message contents (see 

Appendix 3, Figures A3 and A4, for details). Just like in Experiment 1, there was no significant 

mediation effect. Yet, we replicated the finding that the proportion of time spent with informative 

sources predicted references to sources in the messages (β = .33, p = .003, odds ratio = 1.07). 

 

Discussion of Experiment 2 

Experiment 2 replicated the design of Experiment 1, manipulating place and purpose for studying a 

set of documents on a social-scientific issue. The materials, the sample and the conditions for 

participation were identical to Experiment 1. In Experiment 2, however, participants were given up to 

10 minutes to study the four short documents and up to 5 minutes to write their message, with no 

ability to return to the documents. Participants spent more time on the task when working at school 
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for an academic purpose compared to the other three conditions. Task purpose had a strong impact 

on the content of participants' messages: when working for a personal purpose, participants were 

more likely to refer to themselves (I, me, my...), to communicate an explicit opinion (playing violent 

videogames has/doesn't have an impact on aggressiveness in real life), and less likely to refer to 

sources of information. The contrasts tended to be larger when working from home than when 

working at school. Finally, an incidental source recognition task indicated that source memory was 

more accurate in the school than in the home condition.  

 Experiment 2 confirmed our main theoretical predictions that when assigned a multiple 

document comprehension task, college students would respond not just to explicit task instructions, 

but also to the physical/social environment in which they complete the task. Participants spent more 

time on the task when working for an academic vs. a personal purpose, but also when working at 

school vs. at home. The school-academic condition stood out, yielding longer study and writing time 

compared with the other three conditions. This differs from Experiment 1, in which the home-

personal condition resulted in a shorter study/writing time (Table 2). Also contrasting with 

Experiment 1, there was no significant influence of place or purpose on students' distribution of their 

study time across the documents. Being asked to read in a limited time without taking notes may 

have evoked a traditional testing strategy, whereby students focused on building a coherent 

understanding of each document (van den Broek et al., 2001), resulting in longer study time when 

the instructions explicitly situated the task in an academic context (Mason et al., 2022).  

 Although written from memory, participants' messages were nearly as long (509 words) as in 

Experiment 1 (552 words), with little variation across conditions. Again, purpose had a strong impact 

on the style of the messages. When writing for a personal purpose, participants were more likely to 

refer to themselves and to communicate an opinion. Conversely, when writing for an academic 

purpose, participants made more references to the sources of factual evidence. This confirms that 

participants took into account not just the task (i.e., to summarize opinions and supporting 

arguments) but also the reason for doing that t ask. Consistent with the RESOLV model (Britt et al., 

2018), participants' increased citation of sources from memory and higher performance on our 

source recognition task suggests that their memory for the reading scenario was active throughout 

the reading process and resulted in deeper encoding of the source information. 

 As in Experiment 1, our mediation analysis did not yield significant results, but spending 

more time on informative documents increased the likelihood of source citation. Again, the presence 

of a moderate time pressure may have hindered strategic variations in time allocation, limiting the 

mediating role of this variable. 

Taken together, the findings from these experiments suggest that undergraduate students 

self-regulate their study time according to their interpretation of explicit and implicit cues taken from 
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the task scenario. They also focus qualitatively on different types of information, as evidenced in a 

higher citation rate and recognition of sources when the task serves an academic purpose. 

 

General discussion 

In two experiments, we found that both place and purpose influenced undergraduates' strategies for 

comprehending and using information from multiple documents. The experiments provide evidence 

that students respond not just to the explicit task instructions (in this case, write a message for a 

personal or an academic purpose), but also to more implicit cues provided by the place of 

completion. 

 

Contextual Influences on Self-regulation During Multiple Document Comprehension 

Both experiments found an influence of place and purpose on participants' time on task. Participants 

spent significantly more time when working at school than at home. Place interacted with purpose in 

slightly different ways across experiments. When writing with the texts available (Experiment 1), the 

combination of home and a personal purpose yielded a shorter completion time than the other three 

conditions, whereas when writing from memory (Experiment 2), the school-academic condition 

stood out with a longer time on task compared to the other three conditions. It is important to note 

that although our procedures implemented a moderate time pressure, a vast majority of participants 

completed the task before timing out. Therefore, the timing pattern reflects students' management 

of the available time rather than a task limitation (Mason et al., 2022). Students' strategic self-

regulation of reading as a function of contextual factors was not limited to investing more or less 

time. In Experiment 1, we observed that students in the academic purpose condition focused on the 

two newspaper articles that reported relevant scientific studies, as opposed to the forums that 

provided opinions with anecdotal or ad hoc arguments. This result did not replicate in Experiment 2, 

probably because the combination of time pressure and expectation of a memory task led students 

to focus on learning the contents of all the documents (Schroeder, 2011). 

 Although not totally consistent across experiments, the findings provide converging evidence 

that students self-regulate their time and selective attention to the documents as a function of their 

interpretation of the task demands. At this point, it is important to note that participants in these 

experiments, just like in prior research (e.g., Latini et al., 2019; van den Broek et al., 2001), simulated 

what they would do if placed in a real personal or study context. However, our experiments entailed 

a real manipulation of the physical context. Our findings suggest that the physical context may 

facilitate or perhaps hinder the simulation depending on its congruence with the task. 

 

Contextual influences on self-regulation during message production 
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We focused our analysis of participants' messages on features that would indicate a more academic 

or a more personal stance. Personal messages about social-scientific issues often contain references 

to self ("I", "me"). In the context of group discussions (such as on forums), they also contain opinions, 

sometimes without proper backing. In contrast, academic texts contain fewer personal references, 

but more references to sources of information. In both experiments, participants responded to the 

reading scenarios by adapting the style of their message. Participants who were assigned a personal 

purpose used more personal pronouns and were more likely to express a personal opinion on the 

issue, even though this was not requested in the instructions. Participants assigned an academic 

purpose made more specific references to the sources of evidence. This strongly suggests that 

participants constructed a context model (Rouet et al., 2017) in which the "task product" varied as a 

function of the social context, although the core request was the same across conditions. This is 

consistent with writing research showing that audience matters when writing from sources (Cho & 

Choi, 2018). Experiment 2 further suggested that this influence extended to the encoding of source 

information in memory, as evidenced in participants' higher recall of sources in the messages and 

their higher score in the incidental recognition task for the academic context. 

 

Implications for multiple text comprehension theories 

These findings suggest that task instructions elicit diverse standards of coherence (van den Broek et 

al., 2001), which may turn into task schemata for the most familiar situations (Britt et al., 2018). 

These standards and/or schemata are likely acquired through experience. As students become 

familiar with a range of reading situations, they associate certain places with the features of 

respective reading activities (Lorch et al. 1993). For instance, in classroom settings students usually 

read materials that are relevant to their academic curriculum. They receive instructions from an 

educator and are usually supervised as they read. Reading is expected to yield specific outcomes and 

students set comprehension standards in order to reach these outcomes (van den Broek et al., 2011). 

In contrast, reading at home arguably entails a broader range of purposes. When at home, students 

may read the same types of materials as they would in a classroom, but they may also read a variety 

of texts (e.g., magazines, novels, social network threads and forum discussions) for personal, 

academic or social purposes (OECD, 2024). One consequence of this experience is that explicit 

instructions may exert a stronger influence if they are consistent with environmental cues. 

 Taken together, these experiments suggest that students self-regulate their study time and 

document selection, and make use of this information according to their representation of the 

reading context, or "context model" (Britt et al., 2018; Rouet et al., 2017). The context model informs 

the task model a reader will use to establish goals, select actions, and evaluate success until they 

achieve a state consistent with the reading purpose and performance standard. 
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Limitations 

Although the data largely supported our main theoretical assumptions, both experiments entail a 

number of limitations that make our findings tentative at best. Among the main limitations, our 

school vs. home setting manipulation was rather coarse and it entails multiple confounds. For 

instance, in the school condition participants worked in small groups under the supervision of an 

experimenter, whereas in the home condition there was less control over the actual place and social 

presence. Thus, our manipulation confounded place and social context, which is known to affect a 

wide range of activities (Müller & Huguet, 2012). Furthermore, we did not have precise control of 

where in their home participants worked. Although our manipulation check questionnaire suggested 

that most participants had complied with the instructions to find a quiet place within the home, 

precise locations (such as a couch in a living room vs. a desk in a study room) might make a 

difference, which in our study remains uncontrolled. Likewise, we did not collect information 

regarding the device students used to complete the tasks. Factors such as screen size and legibility 

can affect reading and comprehension processes (Haverkamp et al., 2023). A better understanding of 

the participants' living and working conditions might better inform how context shapes self-

regulation during multiple-document tasks. 

 An additional limitation was that the experiments were based on a single set of materials 

about a social-behavioral issue. Although the topic was relevant for college students and plausible as 

an academic or personal discussion topic, using only one limits the generalizability of the findings. 

Moreover, an informal examination of participants' log data suggested there was an impact of the 

presentation order of tabs on the participants' display, which we did not balance. Most participants 

roughly followed the left-to-right presentation order of the tabs when opening the documents for 

the first time. Since presentation order was identical across positions, and forums were presented in 

first and last position, this does not undermine our analysis of time spent per type of document. 

Nevertheless, different reading tasks with different materials and/or a different presentation order 

might yield different outcomes. The same applies to our 15-minute time limitation of the reading-

writing task. Although the allotted time proved to be more than enough for most participants, it 

could have restricted the use of context-dependent study strategies. The potential effects of time 

pressure on engagement and performance when reading multiple documents would deserve further 

investigation. Finally, timing data provide only indirect evidence regarding the cognitive processes at 

work in self-regulation. For this reason, these conclusions should be considered tentative. 

 Comprehending multiple documents is a complex behavior that requires a set of 

foundational literacy skills such as vocabulary and reading fluency. We were only able to conduct a 

minimal assessment of these skills in Experiment 2, due to constraints over testing time. Further 
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research using a between-participant design should provide better controls for a range of 

foundational skills in order to better control variability.  

 

Conclusions and perspectives 

Reading comprehension research has increasingly examined the influence of instructions and 

purposes on readers' strategies (e.g., McCrudden & Schraw, 2007; Vidal-Abarca et al., 2010). The 

RESOLV model of purposeful reading (Britt et al., 2018; Rouet et al., 2017) proposed a set of 

mechanisms in order to explain how reading contexts and task instructions can affect these 

strategies. An important assumption of the RESOLV model is that readers do not just respond to 

explicit task instructions, but rather to a combination of explicit and implicit cues from the physical 

and social context. The two experiments presented in this paper are among the first to disentangle 

the respective effects of place and purpose on students' multiple document comprehension 

strategies. In addition to a better understanding of the cognitive processes that support reading 

comprehension, they shed some light on possible effects of laboratory vs. online experiments. In our 

case, the data suggest that working from home may have facilitated students' simulation of a 

personal purpose. Beyond that finding, however, our data suggest that the physical and social setting 

does have an impact on participants' interpretation of the task, which warrants some caution when 

interpreting reading comprehension data collected in different environments. 
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Appendix 1: Screen copies of the document study task. 
 

1) Instructions 
 
Instructions 
appeared in the left 
frame. A dummy 
tab ("Onglet1") 
with an empty 
document was 
open at the 
beginning of the 
task. 
 
Elapsed and 
remaining time 
were displayed at 
the bottom. 

  
 

2) Tab "Le 
Monde" 
(newspaper) 
 
Documents could 
be opened by 
clicking on tabs. 
Participants could 
scroll down the 
instructions and 
click on a box when 
ready to begin 
writing (bottom 
left: "Commencer à 
rédiger", start 
composing). 

 
 

3) Message box 
open 
 
An abstract of the 
instructions 
appeared to the 
left, with a box 
where participants 
could type in their 
message.  
Participants could 
continue to visit 
documents while 
composing their 
message. 
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Appendix 2: Two examples of participants’ messages and the scoring of Self-reference, personal stance, 

and specific references to sources. Relevant portions of the messages are underlined for illustration 

purposes. 

 

Example Message (translated from French) Scoring 

1 Some people think that video games make people more 

aggressive as shown in the paper in La Tribune that affirms 

that the more the players played violent videogames, the more 

their aggressive behavior increased. 

Others affirm that violent videogames do not result in more 

aggressive behavior. The study that appears in Le Monde 

indicates that responses to a questionnaire filled in after 

playing a violent video game show that there is no change in 

attitude and that those games do not have a negative 

influence. 

Self reference: NO 

Explicit stance: NO 

Specific reference to 

sources: YES (La 

Tribune, Le Monde). 

2 I think that gaming has little to do with violence in real life. 

Maybe some people are influenced by violent games but it is 

perhaps related to another factor that may have influenced 

them. I think that gaming is seldom involved and that it 

depends more on the person. 

Self reference: YES ("I 

think) 

Explicit stance: YES 

(argues no causal 

connection) 

Specific reference to 

sources: NO. 
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Appendix 3: Path models and indirect effects for experiments 1 and 2. 
 

 

Figure A1. Mediation model for Experiment 1 with standardized coefficients. Solid lines represent the 

mediation, dotted lines the direct effects. Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Path model with 

no degree of freedom, so no fit indices can be provided. 

 

 

 

Figure A2. Unmediated model for Experiment 1 with standardized coefficients. Note. ** p < .01. Path 

model with no degree of freedom, so no fit indices can be provided. 
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Figure A3. Mediation model for Experiment 2 with standardized coefficients. Solid lines represent the 

mediation, dotted lines the direct effects. Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01. Path model with no degree of 

freedom, so no fit indices can be provided. 

 

 

 

Figure A4. Unmediated model in Experiment 2 with standardized coefficients. Note. * p < .05. Path 

model with no degree of freedom, so no fit indices can be provided. 

 

Table A1. Standardized indirect effects. 

Indirect effect Experiment 1 Experiment 2 

Place  reference to self -.00 -.01 

purpose  reference to self .01 -.01 

place x purpose  reference to self -.04 .00 

place

purpose

% time on 
informative sources

reference to self

explicit stance

reference to sources

place x 
purpose

memory of sources

.15

-.32

.27*

.35

-.04
.05

.24

.14

.33**

.18-.47*

.25

.12

-.27*

-.17

-.33-.08

-.04

.03

place

purpose

reference to self

explicit stance

reference to sources

place x 
purpose

memory of sources

-.33

.27*
.35

.06
.24

.14

-.41.30

-.51*

-.28*

-.18

.18
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Place  explicit stance -.00 .00 

purpose  explicit stance .00 .00 

place x purpose  explicit stance -.01 -.00 

Place  reference to sources -.01 -.03 

purpose  reference to sources .03 -.01 

place x purpose  reference to sources -.10 .01 

Place  memory of sources  -.01 

purpose  memory of sources  -.00 

place x purpose  memory of sources  .00 
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