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From a psycholinguistic viewpoint reading is a problem-solving behavior
that actively involves the reader in the process of deriving and assigning
meaning. While so doing the reader is drawing on contextual information
that contains syntactic, semantic, and discourse constraints that affect
interpretation (Cziko 1978: 472—89; F. Smith 1971). Syntactic con-
straints are provided by preceding words and the syntactic rules of the
language. Semantic constraints include the distribution of meaning and
relationships of words within a specific language and culture. Finally,
discourse constraints are those provided by the topic of the text and its
development, each language having its own logical connectives and other
elements of cohesion. To predict what they are about to read, readers
must be continually involved in integrating the information from these
three contexts.

Readers decode print in two ways: semantically (i.e., they identify the
lexical meaning of words, but they also create a broader meaning for
these words within the contexts of phrase, sentence, and discourse), and
syntactically (i.e., they recognize the meaningful structural relationships
within the sentence). Fluent readers rely more on semantic than syntactic
information except when meaning is not clear. The meanings the reader
has derived and created are then recoded in abbreviated form for storage

-in short- or long-term memory. While reading, the reader is relating
what has been stored to incoming information and readjusting inter-
pretations as required. Individual students will employ different strat-
egies while engaged in this activity, some being more efficient than others.
Observations and interviews have proved useful in identifying the strat-
egies employed by efficient readers as they extract meaning from texts.

How successful readers interact with the text

To discover which strategies successful foreign-language students use in
deriving meaning from a written text, twenty American students who
were studying French and Spanish at Clarence High School, Clarence,
New York, in 1983—4, were asked to read a passage in the foreign
language and to ““think aloud” while attempting to grasp its meaning.
This technique gave the teacher the opportunity to observe what students
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actually did when they were reading and to discover the strategies they
used in deriving meaning. At the end of the task, students were agked
to give their perceptions on how they derived meaning from the written
words. The responses reported below indicated that they were employing
some useful and efficient meaning-extracting strategies.

David: “First, I pick out the words I know and work around words I
don’t know. I don’t translate every word because some words really are
not that important to the understanding of the paragraph. They are just
there. For those words 1 don’t know, I leave them out or I put in
something that makes sense.”

Dan: “First of all, I know this article has to do with baseball so I get
myself in the frame of mind of a baseball game or baseball terms that
I know would appear in an article like this. I just get myself in the frame
of reference for the article. That’s the first step. In the first sentence I
have to find the subject and the verb. I have to know what those are in
order to comprehend the sentence and take it one small bit at a time
and just try to piece it together. I read it aloud in my mind. I try to
think of what word would sound like it. I pick out cognates and words
that maybe sound alike and maybe mean the same thing as th'ey‘ do in
English. When I hit a word I do not know, my first reaction is just to
go over it and not even look at it and finish the sentence and see 1f.I
could figure out the rest of the sentence. If I know what the subject is
and know what he is doing, chances are I can fill in the blank. Another
way I can figure it out is to say it out loud to myself and see it it sounds
like anything I might know in English. If I try these ways and T still
don’t know what it means, I look the word up in the dictionary in the
back of the book.”

Bridget: “First, 1 look for words that I know. Then I look for cognates.
So I have all the words I know and all the cognates and then what is
left in the sentence I read around and place in the words that would fit
there to make sense with the rest of the paragraph or the rest of the
sentence.”

Myron: “I just try to pick out the words I know and the verbs are the
main part, then the prepositions just fit into place and [ just hav;: to try
to figure out and go around the words I don’t know and see if I can
make out what it is.”

Scott: ““I don’t have to make constant translations and when I come
across a word I don’t know, sometimes I can read around it. But if it’s
a key word (subject), it helps to read past it trying to find out what the
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rest of the sentence is about and then I can guess. A key word might be
further explained or another character might ask a question about it
which might bring out a definition or an explanation, sometimes even
a description. When I come to a line or even a paragraph that seems

out of place, I try to think of what I would say or what the character
would say.”

For the comprehension of reading passages in a foreign language, these
students made the following suggestions to their peers:

— Know the topic of the text.

— Read around words you do not know.

— Make use of all available information in the paragraph to comprehend
unfamiliar words.

— Take chances and predict meaning.

— Guess the meaning of unfamiliar words from the context.

— Remember that all words in a reading passage are not of equal
importance.

— Skip unfamiliar words that are inconsequential to the meaning of the
total phrase or paragraph.

~ Try to find that part of the meaning that is determined by the syntax
of the sentence.

— Expect the text to make sense and be sequential.

— Do not make constant translations.

— Look for cognates.

— Have confidence in yourself.

— If you are not sure of the meaning of the word, find it in the dictionary.

In addition, these students mentioned that, when the reading passages
concerned topics that interested them, inferencing and prediction of
meaning were facilitated; if too many inferences were required, however,
the text seemed difficult and comprehension became an arduous task.
As Dan indicated, inferences often help the process of comprehension.
With a text about baseball, he found that by putting himself in the frame
of mind of a baseball game, he was able to make inferences and have
certain expectations about the content of the text. Many investigators
believe that knowledge can be described in terms of schemata, which
form an organized framework of knowledge (Carrell 1983; Wessells
1983). As Dan read the passage, he attempted to relate the incoming
information to his existing framework of knowledge concerning base-
ball. Thus, that schema guided the processing of new information and
enhanced comprehension: He was using concepts and schemata he al-
ready possessed. In comprehending sentences he used semantic, syntactic,
and pragmatic knowledge interactively. Comprehension, then, involves
the use of multiple, overlapping strategies. It requires attention, decision
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making, and a committal of details to memory, where thlgy glterai;t nc(’)li
only with existing schemata buF incoming mfom_la?on. y rzgva ngwas
his existing knowledge and anticipating related in orma}lltloril, n was
able to draw from the text a coherent sequence throilg z; ypto e::[ain
testing procedure. When the passage was long he tended to torge cThese
information; he would then go back and reread certain sefntenzesir1 resc
reinstatement searches became more frequent When he foun '; e text
«hard.” He preferred texts that ,dealt Wlth topics and settings flmz har
to him. This facilitated inferenc(llng, since he could imagine wha

i racters might say or do. _
vag(l)lugvceh:ltudent reagers ut?;lized cues within and outs@e of Fhe text to
determine its meaning. They sought 1etter—sqund Felationshlps, exziirrln—
ined spelling patterns to detect cognates that might give clues ;o meanidgé
drew sense from word order, tried to establish meaplngdrqm w r
contexts, and drew on personal knowledge of the topic and pictures
i ing the text. '
mtf—lrc}))sr:r;el%i observed that a skillful reader uses many strategies to attacl}(i
meaning to the printed text. In her research with Clpdy, a fou_rteerl:iyear-fold
North American girl, she identified twenty overlapping strategies (Hosen ed
1979: 59—61). Some of these resemble the ones alrea\?yll prf;sen.te .
Among the successful strategies Cindy employed were the following:

1. examining the illustrations and using information contained in them
when decoding; ; »
) . . .
2. reading the title and drawing inferences; ' _
3. circling back purposefully in the text to check on meaning (cf. My
ron’s comments earlier); ' 3
4. identifying the grammatical function of an unfamiliar word before

guessing its meaning.

To discover how students interact with the text, teachers rlnay use a
“debugging technique,” which consists of asking stl‘l‘deptls( mlc aj’s’ to }sl?l}é
how they solved certain linguistic problems or to think a ouh v;r1 e
they do certain linguistic tasks. Through this pro;edure, teac Zr.s
some access to their students’ thinking processes; this helps them 1scov§r
where errors are being made so they can provide greater assistance. t
the same time, students can learn from each other by mcorporahtmg mlto
their repertoire effective strategies that other students have used 1n solv-

ing linguistic problems.

Using the text to facilitate interaction

An analysis of the strategies of the students who participated in the
Clarence study supports the view that the teacher must attempt to re-
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create in the classroom situations in which the students might find them-

__selves and which are meaningful to them. In promoting interaction with

the text teachers should:

— provide a meaningful context by discussing in the classroom related
topics to aid with inferencing from the text;

— encourage students to learn words for the things they want to know
about (Rivers 1981: chap. 14);

— use the message of the text as a point of departure for discussion
rather than the syntactic features;

— develop meaning for the text cooperatively by using a problem-solving
approach whereby students offer a variety of answers that require a
great deal of inferencing;

~ create a learning climate where students feel comfortable about mak-
ing mistakes and are therefore willing to venture interpretations.

Reading comprehension entails more than knowledge of vocabulary
and syntax. It also requires ability to perceive the exact nature of the
passage being communicated — a deeper form of understanding some-
times called “reading between the lines.” Students must learn to detect
mood and intentions as well as factual detail. These elements are con-
veyed by the syntactic and lexical choices of the writer, which devolve
from selected register, or level of language and stylistic devices. For these
reasons, translating into the native language can create more problems
than it solves, unless students have been shown how to interrelate words
in context and translate entire meanings, not successive words. If trans-
lation is to be used as a technique for elaborating meaning, students
must practice using reference tools, like dictionaries, judiciously, so that
they are weaned from the tendency to decode items by one-to-one word
correspondence — a sure way to muddy comprehension.

For student—text interaction of any depth, students need to acquire
the skills of drawing information directly from the foreign-language text
without the interposition of their own tongue. This skill is best learned
in progressive stages, with students practicing regularly with materials
that approximate their level of proficiency (Rivers 1981: 368—86). Level
of proficiency, however, is not sufficient without the motivational ele-
ment of material of interest to the students. The problems of fluent
reading are numerous enough, without being exacerbated by linguisti-
cally difficult texts containing materials to which the students cannot
relate.

Too often in the past, reading materials have been selected on the
basis of their status as “masterpieces” — an aesthetic judgment that was
rarely explained — rather than for their intrinsic interest for a specific
group of students of a particular age or background. If students are to
acquire fluency in reading, however, they need to be enticed to read
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materials for the same natural purposes as _they read in their lnatlve
language — for following instructions O rECIpes; for enjoying etter(sl,
jokes, or comic strips; for understandmg headhne;, ne}\ivs 1te;ns, an(i
later, magazine articles; and for savoring short stories, short p aysi( an f
so on, before being introduced to what are considered masterwort j o

the literary heritage. Textbook writers need to concentrate on providing
texts that are meaningful for the students, whﬂe teachers fC(iilcentFate
on procedures that enhance direct comp‘rehensmn. What fo owst }}1232
suggested procedure for an intensive reading lesson that promotes ¢
aims and attempts to develop fluency in reading for meaning an

pleasure.

Pre-reading/motivational phase

Pre-reading activities should be selected according to the experience and
interest of students and should build on the content of preceding lesvsvcilns.
Expectations in reading are embedded' in situations and settings. i er%
a friend receives a birthday card, we infer it is that person’s birthday;
when a waiter hands a menu to a customer, we expect the customer to
order a meal (Phillips 1984). During the pre-r;admg segment, students
should be introduced to situations or a p1§torlal collage .that generates
expectations that will be useful in anticipating qnd p(edzctmg the contegt
of the passage that will be read. After some d1§cu5510n stude_nts may be
asked to develop questions associated with the title of the readlr}ghpassage
or the collage of pictures. In this way, they approach the text wit certaig
schemata in mind and with questions of their own to which they wou

like to find answers.

Reading of the text in class
The text may be read, in meaningful segments,

— orally by the teacher while the students follow the text silently;

— silently by the students; or . .

- orallyyby the students after a silent reading, or after an oral reading
by the teacher.

This class or group reading helps develop the habits that characterlzs
fluent reading: reading in meaningful segments, not word by word,lan
perseverance with a text in the expectation Fhat later reading W{l ex-
plicate what has not been understood earhe;. (_When the. Feadmg 11Cs1
assigned for home study, the pre—reading/mth.atlonal activities s}:iou
take place in class at the time the assignment s given, to prepare students

for the inferencing later reading will require.)
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Removal of difficulties
Teachers may aid students in extracting meaning in a number of ways:

— by discussing possible meanings of new vocabulary, giving explana-
FOHS only Whep necessary and then, as far as possible, in the target
anguage by using synonyms, antonyms, and cognates;

— by encouraging students to work at meanings through analysis of
related stems and examination of prefixes and suffixes;

. . . >

— by giving or requesting paraphrases of segments in which the problem
words occur;

— by encouraging students to draw inferences from the context about
structurgl as well as semantic elements;

— by proyldmg explanations of new structures through paraphrasing or
expanding;

— by demonstrating analogi i idi

ogies with structures or idioms i
learned; and previously

g
]7y del“()]ls“atl“ pa] a]lellSIIl VV][][ native lall uage ructures w
g g st ures he]e

Activities like these should be followed by a consecutive reading of the

cl?mplete text to draw together in the whole what has been learned from
the parts.

Checking for comprehension

Teachers may involve students in:

— assigning a new title to the reading selection;
— completing true/false or multiple-choice exercises on the content;
b

— asking fellow students questions th
at penetrate beneath the surf
beyond the obvious; R

— developing a different conclusion;

- developi.ng a dialogue related to the reading selection that brings out
the relationships among protagonists.

Advanced students may:

— identify main and subordinate ideas;

— summarize or retell parts of the text;

- dlscus‘s Fhe author’s intentions expressed in the tone of the passage
(examining elements in the text that reveal this facet); &

- (_hsc_uss viewpoints represented by persons in the text and the cultural
significance of these viewpoints;

- Cclhsguss the temperament and character of persons in the text and
evices by which the author reveals these to the reader;
b
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_ discuss aspects of the content from the viewpoint of different persons
in the text;

_ conduct group discussion on the participants’ awareness of the action
and why the author chose to develop the content as he or she did.

Summary

A collective summary may be given by several pupils, cued by the teacher
when necessary. At the elementary level, a summary guided by key words
written on the board is an effective approach. At more advanced levels,
the summary may evolve in a more sophisticated way from reports from
student discussion groups.

Assignment

The assignment should come after class consideration of the text and
draw together what has been learned from the study of the passage. In
this way students learn effective reading skills in a supervised situation
that prepares them for individual reading at a more advanced level.
Students are given a choice of assignment to increase their sense of
involvement. Some pupils may reread the passage and write answers to
questions; others may write a summary, use new vocabulary in original
sentences, or construct additional questions based on the passage to ask
their fellow students; still others may fill in blanks in sentences taken
from the text with the correct semantic or syntactic response (a cloze-
type procedure that draws together the main idea in a recapitulative
fashion). Finally, some may write out their reactions to the passage to
be shared with others in a final discussion session, or write their own
stories, episodes, or alternative conclusions.

Interactive reading activities

Students should be given the opportunity to relate their own lives, ac-
tivities, and interests and concerns to the second language and to what
is being read in the second language. To provide greater interaction with
the text and among students, teachers should stimulate work in groups,
where students have the opportunity to work together and learn from
each other.

In planning reading activities, teachers will normally consider whether
students will profit more from working in Jarge groups or small groups
or from working independently at their own pace. Instruction should
be tailored to the learning predilections of individual students as much
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reasons. i i i
e SomeESv;Zl;vuhm lgrge—group Instruction, provision should be made
-8roup interaction or at least j i i
weS]] o for po-grout i t interstudent discussion as
mall- i i
" rOVidgroup work on a reading task stimulates student participation
provides opportunities to learn how to work harmoniously with th-
0 -

Lo . , they learn t
odies of knowledge meaningfully, to make cultura] obs}(’ervationsorerg;t;

by discussion
by » and to evolve new i i 1
o dseussi and richer interpretations of the ma-
o .. .
Studggto;?;nnleg for student——tegcher Interaction, as well as student
Soaden Stufgactlon, are greater in a small-group activity than in large
ps. ents recetve much more attention to thejr individual prol%-

Stu
dents, and the teacher, teachers may select some of the following

aCtlHthS. lhey are a]]allged rou hly fI()l[I Cle][lelltaly t]“()u ]l Inter-
g g

Interaction between reader and text

1. Stud i i
aspece;lf)sf ;ltraw ]i plct}l;lre to illustrate what was just read or some
It, such as the room where th i
) 1€ rC Te the action took place.
dents look for specific information, such as selectinljg a meal from

g
y mes [)
a menu or l(ie] 1t1 ' 1n time ()f arriv al alld de arture 1 air lllle or
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3. Students read a passage and then list three important facts, ideas,
or events contained in it.

4. Students read a specially constructed passage and correct sentences
that contain wrong information. This is an opportunity to use some
humorous sentences that play on similarities in the appearance of
words. Students learn to pay careful attention as they read.

5. Students read a story with the ending deleted. They try to make up
an ending consistent with the story. '

6. Each student is given a comic strip with eight frames. In the first,
third, fifth, and seventh frames the dialogue is provided, but in the
second, fourth, sixth, and eighth frames it is missing. Students must
create meaningful dialogue for these four frames, linking what was
said in the preceding frame to the content of the succeeding frame.
This activity integrates reading and writing with formulation of oral

utterances.

Interaction between reader and reader over text

7. After reading a short descriptive paragraph about something or
someone in which the name of the person or object is not revealed,
students in small groups try to guess who or what is being talked
about or draw a picture of the person or object.

8. A transparency of a reading passage is projected. After a rapid
perusal to extract the general tenor, lines are highlighted segmentally
and each is discussed for meaning, with the whole group contrib-
uting. The lines may be numbered to facilitate quick reference. It
is essential to project the complete passage again at the end to draw
together what has been extracted from the parts.

9. The first two or three sentences of a passage are shown on the
overhead projector. Students then formulate questions to which they
expect to find the answers in the completion of the passage. The
questions are written on the board. Students finish reading the pas-
sage and discuss the answers to the questions.

10. After reading a passage, students supply a suitable title. This can
be a large-group activity, allowing students to discuss why they
agree or disagree with the titles proposed.

11. Students read a story with the ending deleted. They try orally to
make up an ending consistent with the story. Later they may write
a summary of the story, adding their own endings. These versions
may then be circulated and a vote taken on the most satisfactory
ending. Students then compare this ending with that of the original

author.
12. Students form their own questions based on a reading selection they
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have read and call on other students to answer their questions to
check comprehension. This may be a competitive activity among
small groups. Students are encouraged to challenge questions they
feel distort the meaning. In this way a lively discussion often ensues.

13. Students work together to paraphrase a reading passage without
changing the original meaning. This forces students to pay close
attention to nuances of meaning and the author’s intent.

14. Students in small groups read a series of provocative statements on
a major public event, a common experience, or a subject of current
interest and controversy. Discussion follows the reading, again in-
tegrating reading and oral communication.,

15. Students work out as a group a summary of a passage they have
read individually. The teacher should cue students where neces-
sary. (Deciding on key words and testing these beforehand is helpful
as a preliminary for elementary-level students.) Groups read their
summations to each other and discuss the validity of their
interpretations.

. 16. Students in small groups rearrange a series of sentences into a logical
paragraph. The sentences should parallel the kind of material read
or at least deal with familiar subject matter. They may consist of a
rearrangement of sentences from a passage to be read later. This
task forces students to discuss concepts and come to certain con-
clusions by paying attention to elements of contextual cohesion.

17. Sheets are prepared containing questions related to a text being read
with a series of multiple-choice responses that require students to
make value judgments as they rank the various alternatives. Small-
group discussion follows. This activity demands close reading by
students as they determine the precise meaning of the alternatives,
It also integrates reading with oral communication.

18. Students in small groups are each provided with a card on which
an incident is described, but with a different segment of vital in-
formation omitted from each card. Students discuss with each other
the information they have until they have pieced together the full
account of the incident or situation. This is a problem-solving ac-
tivity that integrates reading and discussion. Students then write
out the complete account of the incident as a small-group compo-
sition, thus integrating reading, oral discussion, and writing,

Conclusion

In drawing together reader and text, we must continually keep in mind
individual interests if we expect the learners to continue reading. Only
students who have acquired confidence in reading through materials
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accessible to them in content and linguistic complexity may be expe(citzcsl
to move on with enthusiasm to the great works that are treasure s
part of the heritage of another culture. To m}:egrlilitz readlrtlg exgsr;;nkced
] a
i i ontrol, reading should be continu :
with developing language ¢ trol, ' ¢ continually linked
7 ication, oral and written. To .
with purposeful communication, or t © be successful ib
i i the teacher should (a) provi - wi
meeting this challenge, her (a) provide students with
i t: i ith the reading, (b) develop .
eaningful tasks associated w ' ng :
gllat enfourage students to communicate without making }graphlc_or
oral demands beyond their competence in the nev;z1 lingluage, (c) tg}ive
) . B e ey
dom to experiment with the languag
students, nevertheless, free ' ith the language they
m environment in which stu
ossess, and (d) create a classroo : . 1
If)ree to e’xpress the ideas that have been stimulated blyc';h.elr readl:;%i?i
i d more and more valid interpre
to work their way toward ¢ ar ' '
through the refinement of discussion in a noncorrective }zlitmlosph(;rgee
i m i ing i other langu
i to appreciate reading in an .
In this way, they will come ciate re . or language
i ir new linguistic experience. Exp
as a normal element in their n
with reading, whether in the first or second .langufaé;.e, shqutld cr;aots
joy the stimulation of direct interac
autonomous readers who enjoy : | :
with writers and will continue to read without prodding for their own

pleasure and information.

Let’s act on it

1. When you were an elementary—leve} stpdent of a secondtlilz;gtllgg‘e};
what problems did you have in assigning meaning to a te ) ? Ho
did you overcome these? What advice would you now give y

r teachers? . ]

2. ﬁ:in:he activities you commonl}{ use in your classroom éo'r cii\izsel
oping reading skills. On the basis of what youf liafve rerao nigting
chapter, which ones do you now cons1de¥' useful orppH tng
reader—text and reader—reader-over-text interaction: S“i>
you adapt the others to increase their mte;acﬂorzi poterll dla -

3. What kinds of techniques beyond those discusse wou> y g
gest to discover how your students interact with a t.eﬁt' Cand

4. Gather some data on how your students interact with a text a
share these with others in your Feapher-tralnlpg or m?ser}zlce e
group. Then formulate 1some principles to guide you in the se

i ing materials. S _

S. t(l}?:esft}rliai;p%)rtance of linguistic apd nonhngmsf’uc conte>§t1;rr11 _fa-
cilitating inferencing, analy;e a reading selectllgr(li romhzf)u Jan
guage textbook and determme‘what you could do to help y
students ascribe meaning to this text.
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