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ABSTRACT
This paper explOres and .discusses the.concept of

-recding comprehension.from two major perspective's. OnE perspective is
based on the theory that reading comprehengion constitutes a pattern .

of skills. The other perspective is based on a psycholinguistic view
of reading: readinT.as a language process. Strategies for gaining
comprehension during reading are disCOssed.as being similar to those'
already used,by the learnevin listening: sampling, predicting,
testing, and correcting. Three majot

11

cdeing .systems for achieving
.comprehension are discussed: graphop onic, which is basically

.

concerned with using cues within words; syntactic, which includes the
use of inflectional endings, grammatical relationships, and ,

punctuation markers;and'semantic, which involves the information the
reader has tobring to the.printed page..An example of,a child using,
the semantic and syntactic systems effectively is alsb presented..
(WO
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Over the years reading comprehension has been explored and-explaiied

from various perspectives. In faCt, over sixty years ago.Huey raised

questions concerning comprehension which 'are not yet answered. Furthermore,

the process of reading comprehension has ndt been defined or Conceptualized ,

with any degree of general consensus, despite the fact that almost without

exception reading authorities and. practitioners alike feel comprehension is

) the most important outcome of the'reading process.

This paper will explore and attempt ,t(5 explain the concept of comprehension.

This attempt will look at comprehension from a psycholinguistic perspective:

that comprehension is directly related to the surface and deep Itructures ofour

language and that reading is a form of communication and as such is a language

process. All of the language processes are-related but listening and reading,

'the receptive processes, are closely aligned because they both rely on the

surface structure of language as input and they.both have the deep structure

of language as outpLt.

The surface structure for reading is the graphic or printed display whereas s,

the surface structure of listening is the phonological or 'sound display. The

surface structure then is the form of language that reaches.the eye or/the ear.

The deep structure of language is the meaning or semantic'intetpretation which

the learner assigns to the surface structure, utilizing his total past experiences

and his krowledge of language. Comprehension, therefore, is a procesS through

which the learner progresses from the surface structure of language to the deep
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structure of language. Strategies for gaining comprehension, from reading

are basically the same as those already used by the learner in listening;

sampling, predicting, testing, and correcting.

Prom thi,1 perspective, comprehension is reached through the use of

three major cueing syst4s). 'l) graphophpnic; 2) syntactic; and 3) semantic.

The graphophonic cueing system is baically concerned with using cues

within words. These cues could include letter-sound relationships, phonics

(bothsytithetic',and analytic methods), shape or configuration,'word patterns

or phonogrifs, and words recognized at sight.

The reader utilizing the; yntactic cueing system would transfer hiS)knowledge

of oral language to printed materials. He would recognize that the occurrence

of certain words or structures can enablellimto make predictions about future

structures.. Using syntactic cues would include the use of inflectional,endings,

grammatical relationships and punctuation markers. The reader's use of the

syntactic cueing system, would of course reflect. his dialect,

The semantic cueing system, the third system employed in the reader's

quest for comprehension, basically. .describes what has traditionally been referred

to as context. Through the use of this cueing system the child cant anticipate

known words. This system can also build meanings for words 'npt:In,the child's

meaning vocabulary. This system involves the informationthat fhejeader brings,'

to the printed page. This input is more than an adequate knowledge of vocabulary.

It includes background experiences and knowledge of concepts. If thesreader does\

not have semantic input to bring to the printed material, then he will-tiot'be

able to comprehend. Meaning does not exist,in the Print on the page, only in
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the minds of the writet.and the reader.
k,

The gra2hophonic, syntactic, and semantic cueing systems are used

simultaTiMusly. The reader samples the graphic ditolay or print utilizing

these cueing systems to enable him to make predictions'about the deep structure...,

The rener m9st learn strategies to select the most productivecues.

If the reader has an abundance of semantic cues avail,abkle to him, he will

not have to utilize as many syntadtic and graphophonic cuss, (To use all

of the cues available would be inefficient.),
i

V 4 1

In the Comprehension process,. the mature 'reader has the necessary abilitiSS
A A'

itilikl discriminate
1

to use the graphophonic cueing syste graphic symbols

and
.

d words and phrases. 'However, it
(/
is likely that he uses minimal graphophonic

cues to accidire meaning from much larger units of language based on his past

)
experiences..

9

The proficient reader will,Use minimal graphophonic cues to- aid him in

d
e

predicting thesyntactic structure of written language which is based on his
I

knowledge of oral language structure. &In addition to the minimal use of the

graphophonic cueing system and his use f thesyntactic cueing system, the

proficieht reader also uses semantic cues to aid in his predictions and

expectations of what is to come on theprintdd page. the more control the

learner has of his oral lipguage and the greater his background of experiences,

the less visual information he needs to lin'meaning from the text.

On the other hand, the beginning reader utilizes Many graphophonic cues

which decrease in use as he reaches proficiency_ In fact, the use of a great

many-graphophonic cues slow learners in their progress toward,_ reading proficiency,

4
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They tend to overlearn the graphophonic cueing system which causes them to

read so 'Slowly that the working memory is overloaded to,the point,that it is

difficuxi for them to gain information or meaning. Therefore, the beginhing

reader often finds reading a laborious process,

To become a proficient reader it is necessary, then, to increase the use

of non visual information (syntactic and semantic cue systems) and decrease

the use of, visual information (graphophonic cue system), On the other hand,

the beginning realer often reads words and elements df words rather than

7Ithoughts. As a result (or perhaps A a cause) he uses too much visual

information.

4
This can be,demonstrated as we consider the amount of visual information

.

-meeded to identify a word in isolation. as compared-to identifying the same

word in a sentence, Through the expectancy and predictive aids made available

to the reader by the use of-syntactic and semantic cueing systems, the reader

requires much less-visual information, to identify the word in a meaningful

setting. Thus, the proficient reader uses much less visual inforMation. °He

uses only enough. visual information to confirm or disconfirm.apredictiOn.

In Addition to the semantic and syntactic cueing systems, readers use less

visual information because of the redundancy of our language., Redundancy is

the providing of numerous cues to the same informdtion. The reader is aided
* -

in his understanding, for if he failS to gain meaning, when the concept is
4

presented in one,form, he will be able to see -it again

the concept when,it is presented in an alternate' form,,

and perhaps understand

The proficient reader

is the one who makes the most out of the redundancy of written language'ana

relies moire on the syntactic and semanti-ilaan on the graphophonic piocesses

in, reading,



A child who uses'the semantic and syntactic cueing systems efficiently

might make miscues that fit into the total context of the material -being
A

read. On the other hand, exact use of all_ciles which cause slow and' non-

fluent reading, would also be inefficient, and cause the reader to lose his

final goal: comprehenSion. For instance, in a diagnostic situation a nine-

year-old-"disabled reader" read a passage about birds.: Shemade effective

use of, the semantic and syntactic cueing systems and put minimal reliance

on the graphophonic cueing system.. She read, "Jim said, 'They want help'"

when the material stated, "Jim said, 'Let's help them.%" She read, "Mother

gave them some bread." when the material stated, "They asked-Mother for bread."

Another child reading/the same passageiand relying heavily on graphophonic

cues to the exclusion of the syntactic and semantic cues was unable to gain

meaning from the material. He readp "Jim slid, 'Let's hull) then."' when the

material stated, "Let's hap them." He read, "Mother gave bead to'then" when

the material stated, "Mother gave bread, to them."

The little girl who was reading for meaning an used` her syntactic and

semantic knowledge knew so much about- her language that she did not need many

graphophonic cues but was able to go directly to the meaning while substituting
.

some words and Omitting others. She was able,to score high on a comprehension

. check. In Conclusion., she responded to,the material in the way that a prof cint .

reader might respond.- On the other hand, the little boy who leaned on the.graphophonic

0

cueing system to the exchition of the semantic and syntactic cueing systems was

unable tb comprehend the material. He substittitl words that did not make '§ense,-,

but a phonetic spelling of. his miscues would indicate they look very similar to

the.words in the text; bead for bread, huip for help, and then fo'r them. Readers

r--
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should be led to understand that reading is not an exact process and that one

word or one phrase can be substituted for others without loss ofrComprehension[

The fluent reader (the little girl) did not go from words to meaning but rather

went from meaning to words.

Comprehension is not a process of synthesi'zing individual graphic symbols into

words, and words into Sentences. In fact, the reader who attempts-to read for

exact accuracy miil usually be unableIto comprehend. This view-of comprehension

states that the importance of a sentence is not that it is cdhposed of a number

of individual words, rather it is how these words relate to idiacent words and

what their grammatica]ifunction is in the sentence.

A psycholinguistic view, of comprehension states that the most productive

method to discover the meaning of a sentence is to read more of the paragraph;

the most productive Method of improving the learner's ability to read and

: comprehend is to read more. Not to read words but to read for meaning. Not

to require'exact replication. because when reading°Tbr meaning ,ne opportunity
t.

to check for mistaken concepts and even 'incorrect words is there.

This analysis of the Concept of comprehension has attempted to define

reading comprehension from a psycholinguistic perspective: that reading is a

language process and that as children strive to comprehend they develop strategies

. for handling the surface structure. These strategies lead them to sampling, ,

predicting,' testing, and correctingin order to acquire the deep structure of

the written language. This process involves the use of three cueing systems;

graphophonic, syntactic, and semantic. In this thebry of comprehension, reading

has been defined-as an information gathering process. The reader must be

ti



totally involved in striving to

all of his past experiences and

of language.

ti

reconstruct. the author's

learnings as well as his

(-

0.

Ilessage. He:utiliZes

knowledge of the structure

tr)



0

REFERENCES

1,' Bormuth, John R. "AR Operational 'Definition of Comprehension Instruction,"
Elementary Reading Instruction: Selected Materials, Sec 'd Edition,
Althea Beery, Thomas C. Barrett, and William IT. o ell, As. Boston:
Allyn and Bacon, Inc., 1974, pp. 241-256.

2. Burke, Carolyn. "Preparing Elementary Teachers to Teach Reading," Miscue .6

Analysis; Applications to Reading Instruction, Kenneth Goodman, Ed.
'Urbana, illinoist National Council of Teachers of English, 1973,
pp, 15-29.'

3. Chomsky, Carol. "Reading, Writing and Phonology," Harvard Eaucational Review,
Volume 40,, No. 2, 1970, pp. 287-309..

4. Fagan, William T. 'Transformations and Comprehension," Elementary Reading
Instruction: Selected Materials, Second Edition, Althea Beery, Thomas
C. Barrett, and William R. Powell, Eds., Boston: Allyn and Bacon, Inc.,
1974, pp. 267-272.

5. Goodman, Kenneth S. "A Psycholinguistic View of Reading Comprehension,"
New Frontiers/in ,College Adult Reading, Fifteenth Yearbook of the
National Reading Conference,NilwaUkee, Wisconsin: The National Reading

--Conference, 1966, pp. 188-196. ) . .

oodman, Kenneth S. "Decoding: From Code to What?" jbilrnal of Reading,
Volume 14, No. '7 (April, 1971), pp. 455-462, 498.

7'. Goodman, Kenneth S.,, "Miscues: Windows on the Reading Process," Miscue
Analysis: Applications to Reading Instruction, Kenneth GoodEHETEd.
Urbana, Illinois: National Council:ofTeachers of English,.1973,
pp. 1=14- ,

1

8. Goodman, Kenneth S. "Words and Morphemes in Reading," Psycholinguistics
and the Teaching of Reading, Kenneth Goodman and James Fleming, Eds.
Newark, Delaware: International Reading Association,,1969, pp. 25-33.

9. Gocdman, Yetta' M. "Using Chiidren's Reading Miscues for New Teaching_
Strategies," The Reading Teacher, Volumq.,23, No. 5 (February, 1970),
pp. 4557459.

10. Huey, Edmund Burke., The Psychology and'Pedagogybf Reading.(First published
in 1908 by The Macmillan Company) Cambridge, Massachusetts: M.I.T. Press,
1968,

11., Miller, George A. "Some Preliminaries to Psycholinguistics," Psycholinguistics
and Reading, Frank Smith, Ed.' .New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston,
1973, pp. 10720.

12. Rystrom, Richard. "Toward Defining Comprehension: A First Report," Journal
of Reading Behavior, Volume 2, No. 1 (Winter, 19/0), pp. 56 -74.

13. Shapiro, Lewis, Nicholas Anastasiow a6d.Dennis Hoban.' "The Mature Reader
''Educated GueSser!" Elementary English, Volume 49, No. 3 (MarCh, 972),
.pp. 418-421.,



4

(

References - Continued

J C.4 io

14. Simons, Herbert D. "Reading-Comprehension: The Need for a New' Perspective,"
Rea'ing Research Quarterly, Volume 6, No, 3 (Spring, 1971), pp. 338-363..

15. Smith, Frank. Understanding Reacting: A Psycholinguistic Analysis of Reading
and Learning to Read. . New York: Holt, 'Rinehart arid-Winston, Inc, 1971.

16. Wardhaugh, Ronald. "The Teaching of
Evaluation," Psycholinguistics
Goodman and James Fleming, Eds.
Reading Association, 1969, pp.

Phonics-and Comprehension: A Linguistic
and the Teaching of Reading, Kenneth

Newark, Delaware: International
79-90. .

o'

4.


