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Visual aspects of second-language reading.

Ian M. Richardson.

University of Papua New Guinea.
Abstract.

This articlc is a description of the processes involved in sccond-language reading mainly in visual terms. Support for this
suggestion is provided by a bricf survey of the differences between writing sysiems, by perceptual difficullics invoived
in dyslexia, and carlicr definitions of L2 literacy in the litcrature (Strevens 1983). Nevertheless, the main visual aspects
being explored here are beyond those of the form or shape of leuers, but at the level of passage-structure and passage-
comprchension.

A theoretical model of reading is provided., based on the operations of the human or mammalian eye. The aspect of focus
provides the link between the physicaland mental procésses. Justas the operations of the lens are responsible for changing
the kind of picture at the back of the eye, the focus of the *mental eye’ comes from the scope of guestions. These can
be adjusted cither to the level of the individual letier or take in the meaning of the enlire passage. The first of these would
be a result of short-answer questions ("What?,” *“When,” *“Who?") asking for litle picces of information. The second
would be a result of extended-answer guestions capable of surveying the meaning of the entire passage (‘Why? or
‘How?).

Four rcading classes in Saudi Arabia are analysed for the kind of questions asked by the swudents. Mainly, these are
questions with a short-scope or a short-answer. Mainly, they are asking about the structure and meaning of particular
words. Similarly, many of these questions are notgrammatical in form. Swdents ask questions inspite of their difficultics
in grammar. A distinction is drawn between the grammatical role ol questions (1o which the notion of ‘scope” is quite
irrclevant) and the fegical role of questions (which mainly determines the notion of question-scope). Due Lo the urgency
with which they need to *see’ or perceive the meaning of the passage, students are asking questions in their logical role,
regardless of their grammar. There is discussion of the general implications of this phenomenon lowards languagc-
tcaching.
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Visual aspects of second-language reading,.

Ian M. Richardson.

University of Papua New Guinca.

A. Introduction.

This paper will try 1o explore the essential features of second-language reading. Unlike most such descriptions, the focus
will not be upon the linguistic aspects of reading, in terms ol units such as sounds (or letiers), words or seniences.
Linguistics itsclf tcls us that these are arbitrary among languages. There is no reason thatan *a” isnotan O (Greek alpha)
or all from the Russian alphabet. These have the same linguistic function, but a different visual shape. A large part of
the difficulty in rcading a new language must consist of coming to terms with this new visual image. Similarly, with
words, these are also arbitrary. Rather, the focus will be on the actual process of reading; in what manner do we process
our written systems? Whatis there incommon betweenareader of English and arcaderof Chinese? Atleastonc important
arca of similarity must be that any kind of reader is being confronted by a visual system. We will be exploring the visual
aspects of reading well beyond the differing shapes of letters 1o the structure and comprehension of actual passages.

Possibly, the approach we wili be taking mightbe slightly unusual. In first-language reading, there have been letter-basced
theorics (Gough 1972); grammar-based accounts (Smith 1971); modcls involving word-coniext processing (‘bottom-
up’ models); modcls involving context-word processing (top-down’ models). In second-language reading, the cmphasis
has been cqually upon the linguistic aspects of reading; Coady (1979) secing it as a *botlom-up’ process beginning at
the level of phonemes and morphemes; Widdowson (1984) viewing it as a communicative activity, based upon the
expectations of the reader. It is the task of the writer to predict the reader’s expectations. Undoubtedly, there is a great
deal of truth in all of these accounts. Morcover, for so complex an activity as inferring the words, phrascs or seniences
of a new language, almost certainly no single definition will be suficient. However, the present view owes much to
Strevens’ (1983) view that reading is also a visual activity. This is an approach which has not reccived a great deal of
attention and, although unlikely o have all of the answers, might hold some clue as to the way in which we can
comprchend larger units, such as passages.

Perhaps we ought to clarify those aspeets of reading which are visual. These would range (rom the small units of reading
Lo large:
e

(1.) Letters, syllables and words: A writing system might be alphabetical (like English, Greek, Russian or Arabic),
syllabic (like Japanesc) or pictographic or ideographic (like Chinese). [Lis aiso possible (o have combinations of these:
Japancsc having both syllabic and ideographic systems. Beyond these, there must also be conventionsas to the direction
of writing. In Chinesc, onc reads from top-to-bottom and, in Arabic, from left-to-right. Ancient Greek was reported to
use a device known as houstrophedon ; when one finished reading one line, one did not begin reading at the beginning
of the next line but at the end of the next line. This avoided the inefTiciency of having to move onc’s cyes backwards or
forwards across the page. All of these methods of writing represent dilTerent visual systems.

(2.) Rhetorical units: These would involve a chain ol reasoning extending to the level ol a paragraph or beyond. Again,
the manner in which one organises idcas could be a source of difficulty o a person used to another way of presenting
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information. In an carly article, Kaplan (196¢) described what he called a ‘contrastive rhetoric,” accounting for differing
organisational patierns. Nevertheless, its basic tenet must be fairly undeniable; that the manner in which one presents
an argument often depends upon cultural considerations. For those used 10 a European or Gracco-Roman tradition, the
expectation would be for a lincar argument. For a Japanese, however, arguments m ight be circular; this is also the case
for somc of the languages of New Guinca!. Foran Arab or 2 Russian, according 1o Kaplar (1966), a more zigzag paticrn
might be expected. These would imply that there are not fixed, universal idcas of what constitutes logical organisation.
“The forcign-student paper is out of focus because the foreign student is cmploying a rhetoric and a sequence of thought
which violates the expectations of the native-speaker” (Kapian 1966: 296). Similar cultral differences might influence
our vicws about time or space. Differing vicws about these mauers would constitute differing ways of creating reality
or different ways of looking at the world.

(3.) The process and units of inference: These would be slightly different to rhetorical organisation since, here, we arc
dealing specifically with the comprehension process. Clearly, in second-language rcading, one’s ability Lo discern
mcaning will be much more limited compared to one’s own language. Regarding thekind of inference involved, wemight
adopt a visual metaphor here; from the world ol art. Looking at the words in a new language is like looking into the dots
of colour of a pointillist picture like Monct’s ‘Water Lilics.” One might recali that pointillist painters saw the world as
a serics or mass of dots. As a result, the task of interpreting their pictures consists of sceing beyond the dots 1o the much
larger picture. Oficn, onc needs 1o take a step or two backwards in order 10 achicve this 1ask. The purposc of this is to
gain a larger or broader ticld of view; 10 place the dots into a wider perspective; 1o put them into the focus of the much
broader picture. Under the wider focus, one docs not have 1o be able to *see’ or identify all of the dots. Individual dots
lose themselves in the wider picture and it is the general impression that is important. This would provide the “process’
of inference; the ability Lo sce a wide picture, as in reading for gist. In the same way, when one reads for general meaning,
iLis the overall picture that is important. The meaning of individual words docs not matier nor is it nccessary that one
be able 1o visualisc cach and every word. This means that the system by which one achicves comprehension is highly
sclective in linguistic terms. Some words might be more important 1o comprehension than others. What one might like
1o know the kind of words important 1o this process of *sceing” the general meaning (‘mental vision’), as well as the kind
of processes that contribute 1o such a style ol vision.

*

Difficultics in first-language reading, such as dy lexia, are often ascribed Lo visual causes. 1f so, it might result the same
kind of ‘mental vision® that onc is thinking about in lcarning a new language. This would involve forming a picture in
one’s mind of situations being described in the reading passage. These pictures might form in a ‘mental cye” or the
‘mind’s eye,” rather than the “physical eye.” Clearly, the functions of these arc quite different, but one would like to know
morc about the principles or processes by which such a mental/visual unit might operate. Such a question would imply
that onc is not thinking of a ‘mental eye” in simply metaphorical terms. There are many expressions in English which
suggest a close corrclation between the two skills; understanding (mental) and sceing (physical). When it is difficult 1o
understand what a writer says, we say ‘I couldn’t see what he was driving at” or ‘I couldn’t sec the wood for the trees.”
Again, onc often says ‘I sce,” instcad of *Tunderstand.” The seeing in these cases would referio the formation of amental
picturc rather than a physical picture seen through one’s visual apparatus. In a number ol languages, the verb ‘sce’ can
be used interchangeably with ‘comprehend’; probably, a very large number of them. This is the case with Spanish and
French, as well as a number of Alfrican languages and languages in Papua New GuincaZ. Thasc cxamples would suggest
that there is more than a grain of truth in our talk of a ‘mind’s eye.” If so, however, one would like 1o know more about
its operations.

Of course, onc might arguc against a visual theory of comprehension. One might point 10 a range of words, phrascs or
passages in which it is impossible w infer the meaning based on the literal meaning of the words. Idioms would be an
obvious counter-cxample 10 such a reading, or expressions such as “ You hitthe nail on the head® or “You can take a horse
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10 water, but you cannot force it 1o drink.” Onc might points 1o words which present similar mental pictures; endorsel
sign, cup/mug. For some words, it is difficult to make a mental picture at all; this is the case with literal or vapid or
linguistics. It is diffic::t 1o produce actual pictures of abstract entities. For these, one think again of the analogy of the
pointillist picture. It is not the individual dots that make the image, but the accumulation of dots. Onc is not saying that
every word has a related picture, but simply that picture-making can occur for many words and that, probably, it is
cssential process in making sensc of entire passages. Again, onc wonders how one achicves this.

In order 1o describe the ground-rules for such a process, possibly one might take the activities of the ‘physical eye’ as
an approximate modcl. Again, we arc not claiming that such an account vill cover all aspects of reading (particularly,
not metaphorical meaning), but that there might be more than a few resemblances.

B. The mind’s eye.

Usually, the ‘mind’s cyc’ is simply taken as having a mewphorical resemblance with speech or comprchension. If there
is acloser link than the merely ancedotal or apochryphal, it would be partof the way in which we constructideas of reality
or the conceptualisation process. This would be a world of abstract logical units rather than those of linguistics or
semantics. We might as well remind ourselves of the biology of a human or mammalian cyc:

— ——
— —
—
—

Oplic nerve
10 brain.

(a.) Close vision: Contracted Lens.

—
— —
— —

— ——
— e —
— —

Oplic nerve
10 brain.

(b.) Distant vision: Dilated Lens.

Figure 1.: The operations of the lens in the human eye.
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There arc a number of fcatures that might be important here. When the lens is contracted or thickened (Figure a.), itcan
focus upon objects from a relatively close distance, or upon relatively small objects. When the lens is dilated and thin
(Figurc b.), it can focus upon objects at a greater distance or achicve a wider perspective over a scene. This difference
between achicving a narrow and a broad focus will be important when we come to looking at the paralicls with linguistic
processing. Again, a link between the ‘physical eye’ and the “mental cye’ involved in reading would come from the
messages from the physical eye via. the optic nerve 10 the brain. The rods «nd cones at the back of the retina would also
need to be able translate purely physical information into mental terms.

The most important feature in all of this is the notion of *focus.” This is the process by which onc obtains a clear piclure
bascd upon confusing visual input. But ‘clear’ by what criterion? By the critcrion dictated by the mental cye. When one
looks al a picturc by Monet or a page written in Chinese, probably onc’s first responsc is 10 ask, ‘What is it about?” or
‘What docs this dot/lctter represent?” It might be naive Lo suggest that, in terms of the mental cyc, it is this very act of
question-making which provides the clement of mental focussing. Inorder to distinguish between focussing by the visual
eye and focussing by the mental cte, we might speak about physical focussing and mental focussing. Only the lauer
process proceeds by means of question-making, butits results would need 1o be capable of translatior. into physical terms.

The notion of a question s interesting, especially in terms of the kind of information it provides. It provides a means by
which onc can dircctly translate the notion of visual “focus” into verhal form. This is not dictated by the grammar of a
question, bul by purely logical principles. One might ilustrate that as follows:

l. Q. Where did you go last night?
A. 1 went o the Gerehu pub, Tuwas very interesting.

(%]

Q. Where did you go lastnight?
A. To the Gerehu pub.

The first of these does not follow the logical, or visual, perspective defined by the question. One might call this a mater
of the question’s scope. This makes a prediction about the kind of answer thatis likely under the circumstances. The exact
nature of the prediction is defined by the presuppositions of the question. Inother words, in asking a question, oncisalso
checking the assumptions of the situation. In logical erms, the preupposition of the above question would be something
like, “There exists a place that you went 10 last nigill’3. The resulting question dircetly addresses the subject of the
presupposition; namely, the place; that is all the only information that is being requested. In fact, the answerin 1. provides
considerably more information than is required in logical terms. This suggests that the addressec is thinking beyond the
bounds of the question. He is being distracted by unnecessary detail. (In fact, this would be detail of a grammatical variety
since he is atlempting 10 match a grammatical sentence with a grammatical sentence.) What results is both logically
defective and suggests the wrong visual perspective on the guestion; a failure 10 recognisc the boundarics of its
presupposition. This mistake is not made in 2. which offers alt and only the information requested by the question.

In regard to actual reading tast s, such an example is unrealistically simple. Especially in second-language reading, there
might be numerous arcas of difficully; words notunderstood ina passage: inability to understand the relationship between
words and their context. These difficultics take on additional significance when one sees cach difficulty as arising from
a question asked by the reader. Always, the writer is trying 1o predict the kind of questions being asked by a reader
(Widdowson 1984) but, in the case of second-tanguaye readers, it is difficult 1o predict that may or may not understand.

The imporlant point is that, as in the above example, the reader’s questions provide a record of his present vision of the
text. The scope of his questions can be traced back from what he is asking bout; whether the meaning of individual words
or the meaning of the cntire passage. Some kinds of questions have a rather narrow scope, requiring only a few words
for an answer. This is the casc with Yes-No questisss, choice questions and certain kinds of wh-qeastions (‘Who?,’
‘What?,” ‘Where?,” ‘When?’), One might call these short-answer questions or ‘lower-order questions.” However, other
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kinds of questions take a littlc longer 10 answer, suggesting that they have a much broader sct of presuppositions. This

would be the case with ‘Why?* or “How?' questions. These would be extended-answer questions or “highzr-order’
| g

questions 4,

Here, we have provided a specifically logical set of terminology; consistent with the view that, in many aspects, we sec
reading as a visual process. However, the distinction between our two kinds of questions is not dissimilar o other
distinctions in the ESL literawure. For instance, Been (1978) makes a distinction between “literal’ comprehension
questions (such as *Who?,” ‘What?" or *Where?"). asking for specific picces of information, and evaluativelinferential
questions in which students arc expected o provide their own He suggests that students be cncouraged to think inerms
of iuferential/evaluative questions {rom quite carly in languages. Comprehension questions bascd simply on literal
mecaning or small picces of information do not challenge the student to look decper into a text. Following our logical/
visual criteria, we would make the same claim for the difference between *lower-order’ and “higher-order’ questions.
Specifically, by progressing Lo higher-order questions, we would sce the student’s vision of a passage expanding in the
same way as when onc steps backwards from an Impressionist painting. No longer is onc looking at little points of light
or colour, but onc is ablc 10 see these coalesee to form a much broader picture. From a further distance, onc is able 1o
place into focus the details; in verbal terms, they fall under the scope of a common question. The process of visual
recognition consists of being able 1o frame that question and (o sce how a text or a picture provides an answer. Before
that, however, there is many a wearisome stage in which the reader (or interpreter) is still trying to place into focus
rclationship between words or the relationship between different daubs of colour.

From the following passage, onc can sec this transitory stage of trying to decipher the meaning of a picee of writing. A
number of blanks have been lefuin the passage. Al of these were words or phrases subjectto inquiry by a groupof second-
tanguage learncrs. These students were far from beginners, having had five years of schooling in English grammar. As
pre-medical university students, they were very familiar with the subject matter of the passage. In their own language
(Saudi Arabic), they were more than conversant with any icchnical terms. Still, however, onc can sce that the result is
very much like a paichwork. Despite their background, they were still ata siage of standing just a few yards away from
a Monet painting. Their inability to gaina much broader perspective on the passage will become more obvious when we
come 1o look at the kind of questions being asked.

Passage 1.

The Skeletal System.

Your body is constructed on a framework of bones: the sheleton. The skeleton gives shape 1o your body and protects all soft parts inside
your body. It has many different kinds of joints so that you can move. The main parts of the body are the head. the

(trunk ) and the limbs. The skull consists of two parts: the cranium, which contains the brain, and the face, which forms a bony
framework for the eyes, nosc and mouth. The cranium has cight bones joined together and the face is (composed
of ) 14 bones.

The largest pant of your body is called the trunk and it contains the spinal column, or backbone, the ribs and the pelvis. The spinal
column has 33 bones called vertebrae separated by smalt dises of cartilage. These dises make it possible to move the backbone. They
act as shock- _ (absorbers ) 10 protect the veriebrae from being changed or broken by sudden shocks.”

Free movement of the body is made possible by a whole series of joints. Some joints are _ (fixed ) and others

(allow Yimovement. Forexample, in your arm, vou have joints at the shoulder, elbow, wrist and fingers. In your legs,
there are joints at the hip. foot and _ o {twes ). There are three kinds of joints. Fixed jeints are
(cartilaginous ) joints because a layer of cartilage and dssue lies between the bones and

(bindx ) them together. (Hinge ) joints, like the elbow and knee, are those in which
movement can mainly take place in one direction. There are also (¢liding ) joints, where the bones have {lat
surfaces. These can only make limited movement. And three, (ball-and-socket ) joints in which the bones

(fit into a hollorw socket ) atthe end of the shoulder-blade and makes it easy to move your arm
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in any direction. The pelvis connects the lower limbs to the spine and a ball of bone from the upper leg fits into a deep socket in the

(pelvis ). Many of bones are made (movable ) by synovial joints. They move about freely
and arc protected by a layer of cartilage. They can move about in any direction. Synovial fluid helps to
(lubricate y the movement of the joint.The bones are linked together by thin bundles of fibers and (Ligaments
3 and arc kept in position by muscles and (atmospheric ) pressure.

Four pairs of ribs are connected to your breastbone and three of them curve and join your breastbone or sternum. Theribs ofthesternuem
form your chest or thorax and protect your heart and lungs. The legs are given shape and movement and the fect each have 26 smali
bones. The upper limbs are similar Lo the lower limbs in structure. The hunds are cach composed of 27 bones. The

(pelvis ) connccts the lower lower limbs to the spine. The legs are given shape and movement by three long bones in cach and the feet
cach have 26 small bones. The upper limbs are similar 1o the lower limbs in structure. The hands are each

(compcsed of ) 27 bones.

The need 10 ask about the nature of so many words suggests two things: (1.) a very partial understanding of the passage,
and (2.), morc importantly, an inability among the students to come up with their own answers. Second-language rescarch
suggests that it is almost a condition that a ‘good language student’ bea *willing and accurate guesser” (Rubin 1975; Siern
1975). If so, the fact that so many words or phrascs were subject 10 questionning would »uggest very poor students. In
terms of their oral skills, however, these were among the most forthcoming and motivated students I have encountered.

Rather, it is more likely that gucssing words or gucssing meaning is not an casy task, particularly in a new language.
Probably onc of the main implications of our visual analogy is that, for much of the time, the student is ‘working in the
dark’ as 1o the broader meaning of the passage. He is looking at the passage from an inaccuratc focus and is *blind’ 10
the scope of the larger questions involved. Such visual images also underlic the notion of *making sensc’ of a reading
passage, rather than ‘deciphering” it. As suggested carlier, this notion of ‘making scnse’ of a passage mainly applics lo
following its logic, pereeptions or methods of reasoning. Second-language reading is problem-solving activity with a
distinctly visual end; a matier of sceing the cntire picture; looking through the words to a clear view of what is meant.

Onc might suggest a broad continuum of being able 1o *see” the meaning of passages. Such as a classification is also
broadly consistent with *bottom-up’ models of L2 reading, such as Coady (1979). However, it would also be couched
in our visual or question making terminology. This would be a visual scale, not a linguistic. In the carly stages, there
would be a process of making sense of words. This might have 1o begin at the level of orthography or spelling. It might
involve the ability 1o picce together the meaning of words, based upon their morphology. Beyond that, however, there
would be the problem of how 10 undestand the meaning of individual sentences. One would progress Lo looking at the
relationship between sentences o the meaning of the entire passage. Nevertheless, this would be alargely grammar-basced
or linguistic vicw of reading. Beyond all of these, there would be a further level of making sense of the world. This would
be our level of visual comprehension; of being able 1o follow the logic of a passage or to sce the entire picture. In fact,
onc cannot expect students 10 guess the meaning of many words until they have scen this much larger picture. Rather,
if students are 1o be truly ‘willing and accurate guessers,” as so0on as possible they should be taught o look beyond the

word.
-

C. Questions in Four Reading Classes.

Eventually, the teacher will need 1o ask himself the question of how onc is going to tcach vision. The broad theoretical
parameters have alrcady been provided. One’s task is 1o proceed gradually in helping the student through the process of
making scnsc of words 10 making sense of the much the much wider context. This would involve a process of gradually
expanding the scope of the questions onc asks the students. This is not inconsistent with the currentemphasis upon global
comprehension in tcaching reading (Cates and Swaller 1979).

8  BESTCOPY AVAILABLE
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Our group of students were all studying English for Medicine at King Saud University, Saudi Arabia. All were in their
first-ycar of university (pre-medical studics) and aged between 18-21. All were male and all were native-speakers of
Saudi Arabian Arabic. Their questions came {rom taped transcripts of four rcading Icssons, based on passages like
Passage 1. Other passages included: ‘The Beginning of Life’; ‘Heart Discascs,’ and ‘Digestive System.” In all of these
lessons, there was a tendency among the students 1o focus upon the meaning of particular words or phrases rather than
trying to guess these from the larger picture. In terms of the information assumed by questions (or presuppositions), there
was very little dircct reference to the passages themsclves. In other words, the students were not laking anything for
granted or, so far, they had understood very little. One can gucss this from the way in which we have mutilated Passage
1; a very partial comprchension seems 10 be revealed. ‘Lower-order” questions of the most superficial variety would be
involved; asking about the meaning of words or phrases; almost entircly involving intra-lingual cues. Nevertheless, one
ought to say that these werce the best students of English of their year and, at least in their own language, were fully
conversant with all of the technical terminology in the passages, as well as the subjects being described.

Anaysing student’s learning strategics might seem like a hopeless task. Indeed, it is often said to be so. This is because
there is no end to the individual approaches a learner might take to the task ol comprehension. What we are saying, though,
is something slightly different. We arc saying that, essentially, all of these siratcgies are ways of asking questions. Again,
questions might take various [orms; asking questions dircctly; simply repeating words; lecaving sentences unfinished.
Most certainly, the object of these questions is infinite and probably individual. It is a matter of choice whether one asks
about morphology or word-order or an aspect of the meaning of the passage. To a large extent then, our classification
of questions is arbitrary, but we will be looking at two dhings: (1.) the manner of question-making (in terms of question-
form and presuppositions) and, rather less justifiably, (2.) the kind of subjects most causing confusion. Again, it must
be admitted that, regarding the second, other classifications might be possible. Based on our visual criteria, we have
classificd the questions into three main groups; those making sense of words; those trying to grapple with the mcaning
of sentences, and thosc making sensc of the world. Onc is simply asking how such modcls translate into the actal
questions asked by stents.

Group I: Making sense of words:

This would be the Ievel that would concern most ESL teachers. Students are still trying to make sensc of the little picces
of the picture and arc still a long way from having a more general overview. In an carly article, Carton (1971) describes
three clues (or cucs) as helpful to seccond-lunguage fearners in guessing the meaning of words or phrascs from passages.
There arc intra-lingual cues, based on clues from within the grammatical or morphological system of the new language.
For instance, armospheric might be related 1o words that the student already knows (atmosphere or cubic ). Recognition
of such a word would be a matter of sceing that the word consists of two scparate morphemes; atmosphere + ic . Also,
there arc inter-lingual cues, based upon resemblances between languages: for instance, a knowledge of French arbre
might help a student gucss the meaning of Spanish arbol. Lastly, there arc extra-lingual cues, bascd upon the context
in which a word is used. Our cluss hardly asked any questions based on the second or third types of cucs. Inspection of
the kind of questions asked by our group showed the great majority of questions fell into the first category of trying to
follow intra-lingual cucs.

Examples of the kinds of questions asked at this level can be found in Table 1. Onc will note that a total of 14 such
questions were asked by the students during the four classes. As a result, the majority of questions fcll into this class.
General characteristics of these lower-order questions might be the following:




Richardson. - 9.

(i.) Orthography.
1. Describing words by their geography, not their meuning. (One occurrence).
Example 1: S. In the fourth line, the third word?
T. ‘Fewer.”
(ii.) Meaning of words.
1. Asking directly about specific words. (Six occurrences).
Example 1. S. Tendons?
T. Tendons arc similar to ligaments. but they are small.
Example2. S Lubricate?
T. Lubricate is like *0il’; it reduces friction because it is liquid.
S Makes it slide?
T

Makes it slide; that’s right. Any other questions? Cartilage;
the adjective is ‘cartilaginous.’

2. Making grammatical links. (Three occurrences).
Example 1: S. ‘Spinal’ is the adjective from ‘spine’?
T. Yes, ‘spinal’ is the adjective from “spinc.’
Example 2: S. Stethoscope-telescope-oscilloscope.
Example 3: S Yes, 'ic’ in atmospheric ™!
T. Ammosphere. ‘¢ is a suffix.
3. Finding synonyms. (3-4 occurrences).
Example 1:  S. Absorb - suck.

T. Or take in. Sucks up.

Example 2: S. Lubricate?
T. Lubricate is like *oil’; it reduces friction because it is iquid.
'S. Makes it slide?
T. Makes it slide; that's right. Any other questions? Cartilage:
the adjective is “cartilaginous.’
4. Making associations. (1 occurence).
Example 1: S]. Like ‘meter™?
S,. Focus?
5. Asking by demonstration. (2 occurences).
Example 1: S. Doctor, this trunk?
T. No, its one of the limbs. The arms arc one of the limbs. The two legs and the
arms, and this is the runk. (indicating torso).
Example2:  S. Eyebrows?

T. These. {demonstrating ).

Table 1.:
Questions trying to ‘make sense of words’ from
four language-lessons.
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1. limited scope: Often the focus is simply on a single word in the passage; guestions carry no assumptions of knowledge of other
aspects of the passage.

2. avoidance of meaning: When one cannot understand the meaning of a passage, one asks questions which avoid this aspect. This
would be the casc with the first example.

3. ingenuity in trying to elicit meaning: Alongsiac 2., there are a number of strategies for trying to come to terms with the meaning
of the passage. Questions ask about words directly, or make use of their morphology. Extensive use is made of gestures in trying to

define meaning or to find synonyms for problem words. The teacher followed similar methods of explanation.

4. unconventiona! form of questions: Here, it is 2 matter of asking questions at all costs. This is onc good reason for proposing
questions as a method of ‘sceing.” Students are willing to ris the Lagrammaticality of their questions since, without them, quite
literally, they are lost. There are one-word questions (*Tendons?', *Lubricate?), declarative-form questions (*Spinal” is the adjective

from spine?"). abbreviated sentences ("Doctor, this trunk?"), simple repetitions of the teacher ete..

(i.) Looking at grammatical form:

1. Isolating function words. (1 occurrence).
Example 11 S. ‘Food ... what”* *Pepsin breaks down the food.” What is *break™
T *Pepsin breaks down the food and also stops food from going bad.”
S. *From™?
T Yes.

(ii.) Asking about Meaning,

2. Asking about phrases, (2 occurrences).
Example 11 S. What's the meaning of *quick movements of his muscles™

T Move his muscles? Muscles are ...

S What exactly is "quick movement'?

T. Movement. so its the noun from ‘move.

S. What's the meaning?

T You don’t know move 7 "Quick’ meuns quic Kly; rapid.

Table 2.: Questions involving units beyond the word.

Group 2: Towards sentence-meaning.

There arc only 3 such questions in the present four lessons. Table 2. shows some of the few cfforts to directly explore
units larger than the single word. First of all, the lack of these must be surprising since a large amount of teaching is
devoted expressly to this topic. There were no questions about the meaning of structures; about verbs or tenses. There
were no questions deliberately isolating sentences. Second-language rescarch has long suggested that an undestanding
of grammar is far from cssential o successful comprchension. This must be the implication of Krashen’s (1976)
distinction between ‘acquisition” and *lcaming.’

There is onc example here which appears to be about grammar. Itisolates the word *from’ in the sequence ‘(rom going
bad’; here, the attempt is to understand the phrase as a unit rather than the sentence. Similarly, in the other example,

1




Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Richardson. - 11.

phrases are involved; ‘quick movements.” In our terms, there is a very simple reason why phrascs might constitute units
of comprehension, rather than scniences. This is because they can provide complete answers o questions; even, lower-
order questions. An example would be, ‘Where are you going?” (lower- order question, asking for specific information);
A. ‘To the beach.” Seen in these terms, comprehension becemes a process of ‘tracing questions.” One might imagine a
number of stages to this:

1. Isolate *visual’ units: these would be answers W questions; e.g. from going bad .

2. Finding possible related questions: Here, the answer would define the scope of the question.
From the answer, one caninferor “see’ the question; or hopefully so. In fact, in Example 2., this process is very dificult; hence, perhaps.
the need 1o ask about the relationship. A possible question which might elicit ‘From going bad' as a single answer might be *“What

does pepsin prevent the food from doing?’ This is a difficult que-tion but, here, the student was working towards the meaning of the
sentence as a whole.

3. Join *visual’ units: If one carries 2. 10 an extreme, one sees the passages simply in terms of 2 maze of unconnected, short-answer
questions. One ‘sees’ the passage in a pointillistic fashion, simply as many liule dots; shorl answers 1o unnecessarily complex
questions. In order to redress the balance, one tries Lo join the answers 10 questions in order 1o understand a broader question which
covers more of the passage; for exampie, *What is pepsin?”’

Accordingtothe above scenario for inferring meaning, mostof these students were between Stages 2and 3. Nevertheless,

like all ‘bottom-up’ models of reading (or ‘top-bottom), this is a slightly simplificd account as onc can sce from the next
group of qucstions.

Group 3: Making sense of the world.

There were 8 such questions falling into this category. The final stage would involve an additional level of processing:
4, Evaluation of content: One compares what is said in the text against one's own impressions of the samie phenomenon.

This would be a level of “critical’ literacy; probably, rather unusual in sccond-language reading. It would suggest that
the student has become quite advanced and successful in joining visual units and is now ablc (o ‘take a stepwards’ 1o
evaluate the 1otal picture being presented by the passage.

Tabic 3. shows those scquences that might suggest such a level of understanding. We have divided this process of
evaluation into two main stages; conlirming facts and confirming cxplanations. The firstof these involves a smaller unit
than the second. We have a number of examples of the first; in which the students arc sceptical of individual facts being
presented in the passages. There is no real instance of the same process occurring with explanations from the passages.
Such scquences did occur but, here, the passages were mainly descriptive in naturc and provided little conjecture or
hypothesis. This must have been an important factor in limiting the scope of questions and, probably, a fcature to be
avoided in onc’s choice of reading passage. The cxample provided arosc from a demonstration of the process of hitting
or punching by the teacher; clcarly, an activity incidental to the reading of the passage itsclf.

Therc was also an interesting class of questions we have described as being ‘culturally-related.” Since the reading
passages were scientific in naturc and contained little information influcnced by culture, these questions were incidental
to the passages themselves and arose from the classroom discussion. Onc of these ha<been provided: largely, an atiempt
on the student’s part to clicit a discussion about unclcan cating habits. Another involved what onc says when people
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1. Confirming facts. (5 occurences or more).
Example1: S, 2500 grammies ... is it definite?
T. Is that right? Or is it kilos? No, its right. What's the average weight of a baby?
S1.  Maybe 2 kilos.
S?. 3 kilos.
Example2: S Sir, sucks his thumb inside the womb?
T. Sucks his thumb inside the womb? Alright. You know ‘stethoscope’? Used for

hearing the heart, right?

2. Confirming explanations. (1 occurrence).
Example 1:  T. [ts like that. {punches hands together)
S. Hit, eh?
T. Yes.
S. Suddenly?
3. Culturally-related questions. (2 occurrences).
Ex»mple 1:  S. What's the meaning of *ham'?
T. Of what? Of *ham’? Oh, you don’t really want to know about that.
S. Why then they called ‘hamburgers'?
T. Oh, 1 sce what you mean. I think it was originally made from ham.
S. The meat from ... where?
T. 1 can’t imagine.

(%

[ hear it from ... dog.

Table 3.: Questions trying to “make sense of the world.’

sneezes. Again, this was incidental to the actual content of the passages.

Ultimately, almost questions arc an atiempt 1o *make sensc of the world,” or to make sensc of the chain of reasoning being
followed in a passage. Clcarly, this is only possible after onc has succeceded in piccing together some of the smaller
linguistic units. Very few of our students achicved this level but, hopefully, onc can see how they were trying to picce
together the meaning. Essentially, they were following a jigsaw approach to reading but, unlike a jigsaw, the student is
assisted by the fact the smaller units are not deliberately confused nor arc they simply arbitrary. One is dealing with a
‘chain of questions’ or, perhaps more correctly, a ‘chain of answers.” By identifying units that satisfy the conditions for
answerhood (via. the scope of questions), eventually onc reaches a stage when one can look critically at what is being

said in a passagc and cvaluaic the entire picture. Unfortunately, the present students were only struggling with the carly
stages of this process.

D. What is L2 reading?

I have tricd 1o answer this question by means of two main models; both visual. The first of these has been that second-
language rcading is like a pointillist picture. We construct our reality by a process of piccing together the smaller units
in order to construct a larger picture. The actual mechanism by which this is achicved can be seen in the operations of
human cye; our second main mctaphor. The ability 1o infer the links between smaller units and larger is an aspect of focus
upon particular units. It was said at the beginning of this paper that it is unlikely that no single theory or metaphoris likely
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to encompass all the variables involved in reading. Nevertheiess, some of the matters we have discussed might lay the
basis for certain ground-rules for tcaching global comprchension (albeit at a fairly literal and unsophisticated levcl).

Based on the operations of the lens in our eye, one might make a distinction between visual focus and a variety of “verbal®
focus involving the scope of questions. It has been suggested that the purpose and uscfulness of both kinds of focus are
roughly parallel. According to the present views, the purposc of language-teaching would bethe teaching of verbal focus.
Almost everything else would be secondary to the manner in which the students builds up his picture of the world. This
is particularly so in teaching comprchension skills. As regards production, many aspccts of a grammar can be inferred
by the manncr in which onc pieces together content words (especialy, nouns or noun-phrases). It will be recailed that,
among the present set of questions, there was hardly a single question about grammar. This would suggest that other
aspects of a language much more important to forming a ‘picture’ of the meaning. In particular, onc might encourage
students think only in terms of the scope of questions. One might provide two-linc cxcrcises consisting of questions and
answers. Thesc could be of two kinds. One could delete the question and provide only a short-answer. The would almost
cxactly parallel the processes involved in reading. Rather less cffectively, one could provide the question and ask the
students 1o provide a short answer. Both of these would involve teaching verbal focus. Similarly, onc could continue this
process throughout a range of question-types; beginning with Yes-No questions, choice questions and short-answer wh-
questions and working towards long-answer questions (‘Why?,” ‘How?"). The latter would correspond to Been’s (1978)
higher-order or evaluative questions.

It might be noted from our classroom data that students do not always manage L0 utter a corrcct grammat.cal question;
indced, their undestanding of the grammar of questions is very shaky. At the same time, though, questions are being
asked. This would suggest that there is something much more important about questions than simply their grammatical
role. Students ask questions in spitc of their lack of knowledge ¢ how to ask. Examples include the following: *Spinal’
is the adjective from *spine’? (Group 1); ‘Doctor, this trunk?’ (Group 2), and ‘2500 grammes ... is it definitc?’ (Group
3). Clearly, we would say their importance ariscs as instruments by which onc infers the meaning or their visual role.
The latter does not involve the grammar of the question itself, but the relationship between the question and the answer.
We would say that the visual or logical role of questions needs to be explicitly taught. In terms of rcading, what might
be involved is an ability to infer questions from answers (via. the scope of the answers). In terms of writing, what might
be involved is an ability 1o infer the kind of answers which follow from the scope of paricular questions. These would

be aspects of the way in which questions contribute to a gencral rhetoric of passages, not a matter of their own internal
structure.

There is an implication which arises from the present data in terms of the kinds of passages onc might choose for reading-
comprchension tasks. The problem with all of the present passages were that they were ‘beyond questiorning.” They
presented a sct of well-accepted and well-known facts. This might be appropriate in the carly stages of courscs but,
whetheroneistcaching ESPora ‘gencral’ varicty of English, one wants the students to be ablc toexpresstheirown vicws.
This is not mercly a maticr of talking, but of helping them to gain a wider perspective. Almost by definition, itis necessary
1o provide personal perspectives in order to encourage higher-order questions. Passages based on why a writer holds a
particular vicw will clicit the same kind of questions from students. This did not happen here; there was not a single
instance of a *‘Why?’ ora ‘How?’ question. In their scarch through the vocabulary of a passage, ultimaicly students should
be confronted with these broader-ranging questions. Nevertheless, this does represent a paradox; that the broader-
ranging questions arc indicative of a narrower, or morc personal, point of view. This is because the latier requires
jusification. Becausc of this paradox, probably it is more justifiable to begin with factual passages and, only later, work
towards passages encouraging a more critical reading.

What we have been saying in thisarticle is that perhaps sccond-language reading might not be as difficult or as complex
an aclivily as might be supposed. We have tried to identify a set of rough guide-lines for some of the logical processes
involved in reading in the forin of our notion of ‘verbal focus.” Nevertheless, one cannot claim that this is all that is
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involved in reading, but simply that it might provide a starting-point for materials designed (o encourage guessing or
inference activilies.
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Notes:

1. Atarccent conference ondevelopmental literacy at the University of Papua New Guinea, Sakarepe Kamene claimed that the world-
view of the Zia people of Central Province was circular, particularly in regard to its perceptions on time.

2. This statement is mainly based upon information provided by Kevin Ford and other colleagues at UPNG. African languages in
which the verb *to understand” can have exactly the same meaning as the verb ‘to see’ include the following: Hausa, Ewe and Kikuyu.
The same feature can also be found among the following languages in New Guinea : Hiri Moy, Zia, Kamano-Yagaria. Reportedly,
there are also languages in which the verb ‘1o understand’ can be replaced by ‘to hear” (Maisin) and even ‘to cat.” Nevertheless, among
the senses, the correlation between comprehension and vision appears to be the most usual.

3. In terms of logical notation, probably this would be something like the following: 3 x (x place . you went to x last night) or *There
is an x such that x is a place and you went to x last night.’

4.Inusing thisterm ‘higher-order question,' [ am partly following Been's (1978) example. However, itis most immediately associated
with work in the logic of conversations. In particular, 1 am thinking about Jaako Hintikka's (1982) interrogative model of
conversationsfteaching. This also describes conversational development as proceeding from the scope of questions. These decide
onc's choice between different kinds of questions. Hintikka (1982) does not distinguish between different kinds of wh-questions

according to the criterion of scope. Nor does he pursue the developmental aspects of scope that have concemed us here.

5. Apparently, Arabic Rhahamkhala'is cquivalent to English *God bless you!” In Arabic, though, the word for ‘sneeze’ means a *small
death.’
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