
COMPREHENDING TEXTS 
When we read a text (or listen to speech) how does the mind integrate the information 
into a coherent whole? Do we remember everything that we read? Or do we discard 
information and only integrate the important information into our ongoing mental 
model?  What inferences do we make and at what stage of the reading process are these 
made? This document looks at these issues.  
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WHAT DO WE REMEMBER OF A TEXT 

When we read a text, what do we remember afterwards? We can test this by asking 
participants in an experiment to read a text, and then immediately try and recall as much as 
possible about the text. Studies show that the surface form of the text (the syntax and 
morphology) is lost fairly rapidly but some of the ideas are retained. In other words, our 
verbatim memory of a text is fairly poor but our memory for the ‘gist’ of the text is 
reasonable. Sometimes if the surface form is significant (e.g. in a verbal joke) we might 
retain it, but mostly the mind discards it fairly quickly.  

Speakers only remember the gist of texts 
Important aspects of texts are recalled better 
Verbatim memory is notoriously unreliable 
Highly interactional content recalled better than low  

Eye tracking shows that we spend more time reading important parts of a text 

Prior Knowledge 

It is well known that prior knowledge helps the mind to ‘encode’ the ideas in memory. This 
improves recall. A classic experiment (Bransford & Johnson 1972) where the following story 
was read to participants showed that when they had prior knowledge of the situation (a 
picture to show them what was happening) then they could comprehend the text better 
and recall more ideas from the story subsequently.  

Balloon Story: If the balloons popped, the sound wouldn’t be able to carry since everything would be 
too far away from the correct floor. A closed window would also prevent the sound from carrying, 
since most buildings tend to be well insulated. Since the whole operation depends on a steady flow of 
electricity, a break in the middle of the wire would also cause problems. Of course, the fellow 
could shout, but the human voice is not loud enough to carry that far. An additional problem is that a 
string could break on the instrument. Then there could be no accompaniment to the message. It is 



clear that the best situation would involve less distance. Then there would be fewer potential 
problems. With face to face contact, the least number of things could go wrong.  

 

             

If shown the first picture, which fits in with the story, participants are able to comprehend 
the story better and recall more ideas.   

 

 

INFERENCES 

As we read a text, the mind makes inferences. There are three broad types of inferences: 
logical, bridging and elaborative. Most academics believe that we make bridging inferences 
as we read in order to resolve local coherence issues such as anaphoric reference. However, 
the big question is to what extent do we make logical and elaborative inferences as we 
read?  

Logical: Vlad is a bachelor (Vlad is male) 

Bridging: establish coherence between a just-read clause and a previously read clause 

Elaborative (Predictive): generates a prediction based on the clause and  preexisting knowledge 

Graesser et al (1996) have provided a more comprehensive list of inferences shown below. 
Some but not all of these will be generated online as we read a text. The question is which 
ones and when do we make these inferences? Do we make them as we are reading, or do 
we make them afterwards when we are questioned about the text?  

1. Superordinate goal: An inference about the goal that motivates an agent’s intentional action 

2. Subordinate goal /action: A goal, plan, or action that specifies how an agent’s intentional action 

is achieved. 

3. Causal antecedent: An inference on a causal chain, or bridge, between the explicit action, event, 

or state being comprehended and the prior passage context. 



4. Causal consequence: An inference on a forecasted causal chain emanating from the explicit 

clause being processed. These include physical events and new plans of agents, but not emotions.  

[p13] 

5. Character emotion: An emotion experienced by a character in response to an action, event, or 

state. 

6. State: An ongoing state that is not causally linked to the episodes in the plot. These include 

character traits, properties of objects, and spatial relationships among entities. 

(Graesser, A.C., Swamer, S.S., Baggett, W.B. & Sell, M.A., 1996) 

 

 

 

 

TEXTBASE & MENTAL MODEL  

There  are two parts to reading and understanding a text (or listening to one for that 
matter). The first is we have to create a representation of the meaning of the text – the 
textbase (sometimes called the microstructure). The second component involves a process 
of taking the propositional structure and creating a referential representation – the mental 
model. The first process can be thought of as a shallow process of simply understanding the 
meaning that is encoded in the language. The second process can be thought of as an 
constructive process to access a deeper meaning. The textbase is therefore just a 
representation of the meaning of the text and nothing more. The mental model is a rich 
view of the situation that includes meaning plus interpretation. 

The argument has been as to whether the second process – the interpretation - takes place 
during reading or afterwards (say when we are pushed to answer questions about it).  

According to one view of text comprehension, a text representation is comprised almost solely of the 
meaning of the text and is constructed by means of linguistic processes, such as word decoding and 
syntactic and semantic analyses… … Interpretation of the text occurs at a later point in processing. … 
p191 According to an alternative view of text comprehension, the representation constructed during 
reading consists of meaning plus interpretation… … World knowledge is accessed continually during 
reading to construct a representation of the situation described by the text. …  

Long, D.L., Seely, M.R. & Oppy, B.J. (1996). 

Minimal Inferencing Processing model:  

This model essentially assumes that little interpretation is carried out at the reading stage. The only 
inferences that are needed are those to create local coherence (i.e. logical and bridging).  

Global-Coherence Processing Model:  

The meaning representation consists of the textbase and the referential situation model… … The 
textbase contains explicit text propositions and a small number of inferences that provide local 
semantic coherence between propositions. The referential situation model (or mental model) is a 
lifelike mental representation of the people, setting, actions, goals, and events that are either 
explicitly mentioned or inferentially suggested by the text. Graesser et al 



‘Comprehenders believe that they understand text to the extent that they can conceptually 
relate the text elements and constituents. … A text is fully connected if each proposition is 
conceptually connected to one or more other propositions. In this case, the text would 
satisfy a minimal formal criterion for coherence.’ VMC: this is the minimalist model, that if 
every propositional appears to fit in with the text the reader will assume it to be coherent.  

These authors seem to be supporting the second model. They believe that a textbase could 
be created, but that the goal is a mental model (or mental representation).  

‘p314 Thus, we do not exclude the possibility that something we might want to call a propositional 
representation, [textbase?] or something we might want to call a semantic representation, is 
constructed in the course of text comprehension. However, we do claim that it is not the reader’s 
purpose to construct such representations; instead that purpose is to construct a mental 
representation of what the text is about: a sequence of events, a place, a psycholinguistic theory, and 
so on. We call these representations mental models. …  

… in creating a mental representation of the content of a text, information that is explicit in the text 
(almost always) has to be combined with relevant knowledge about the world. … Construction and 
integration are closely connected because, in many cases, background knowledge contributes crucially 
to the integration of information from different clauses of a text. 

‘In the 1970s, Bransford and other argued that readers make many other inferences as they 
read texts. However, this argument was based on memory experiments, which provide no 
evidence as to what occurs during reading. Moreover, it became obvious that the results of 
these experiments primarily reflected reconstructive processes as retrieval. Numerous 
researchers, therefore, began to consider the idea that inferencing during reading is 
restricted to just those inferences that are necessary for a coherent interpretation of the 
text… 
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 ‘p11 There has been extensive research and debate over which of these classes of inferences are 
made during comprehension (i.e. online) and which are made only when prompted by a task after 
comprehension is completed (i.e. offline) … Knowledge-based inferences are those inferences that are 
constructed whenever knowledge structures from long-term memory are activated and incorporated 
p12 into the meaning representation of the text. The meaning representation consists of the textbase 
and the referential situation model… … The textbase contains explicit text propositions and a small 
number of inferences that provide local semantic coherence between propositions. The referential 
situation model (or mental model) is a lifelike mental representation of the people, setting, actions, 
goals, and events that are either explicitly mentioned or inferentially suggested by the text. … p12 
Table 1.1 presents some examples of knowledge-based inferences… 

1. Superordinate goal: A goal that motivates an agent’s intentional action 

2. Subordinate goal /action: A goal, plan, or action that specifies how an agent’s intentional action is 
achieved. 



3. Causal antecedent: An inference on a causal chain, or bridge, between the explicit action, event, or 
state being comprehended and the prior passage context. 

4. Causal consequence: An inference on a forecasted causal chain emanating from the explicit clause 
being processed. These include physical events and new plans of agents, but not emotions. [p13] 

5. Character emotion: An emotion experienced by a character in response to an action, event, or 
state. 

6. State: An ongoing state that is not causally linked to the episodes in the plot. These include 
character traits, properties of objects, and spatial relationships among entities. 

 

‘p15 A minimalist model has been proposed by McKoon and Ratcliff (1992) to account for inferences 
that are automatically (rather than strategically) encoded during comprehension. … According to this 
model, the reader generates online those inferences that are required to make the statements in the 
text locally coherent. Local coherence refers to structures and processes that organize adjacent 
clauses or short sequences of clauses that co-occur in working memory.  

 

LONG, D.L., SEELY, M.R. & OPPY, B.J. (1996). THE ROLE OF INFERENTIAL PROCESSING IN 
READING ABILITY. IN B.K. BRITTON & A.C. GRAESSER (EDS.). MODELS OF 
UNDERSTANDING TEXT (PP. 189-214). NEW JERSEY: LAWRENCE ERLBAUM. 

The authors note how readers must get meaning (semantic) and make interpretations 
(pragmatics) about the text they are reading using world knowledge. The questions is 
whether interpretation occurs during reading or whether it occurs later when the need 
arises (e.g. if they are asked a question about the text). The Minimalist Inferencing 
Processing model suggest they make little interpretation at the time of reading – only that 
which is needed for local coherence. The authors propose an alternative, the Global-
Coherence Processing model, which assumes readers generate causal connections between 
the episodes of a text (i.e. they look for global coherence). They spend the rest of the paper 
looking at the evidence for both models.  

 

VAN DEN BROEK, P., RISDEN, K., FLETCHER, C.R. & THURLOW, R. (1996). A ‘LANDSCAPE’  
VIEW OF READING: FLUCTUATION PATTERNS OF ACTIVATION AND THE CONSTRUCTION 
OF A STABLE MEMORY REPRESENTATION. IN B.K. BRITTON & A.C. GRAESSER (EDS.). 
MODELS OF UNDERSTANDING TEXT (PP. 165-187). NEW JERSEY: LAWRENCE ERLBAUM. 

In this article, the authors explain the landscape model of reading. In this model, concepts in 
a story become activated and then deactivated as the reader reads through the text. It is a 
fairly complex model to understand.  

‘p166 Two types of coherence have received particular attention... anaphoric clarity and causal 
explanation. Anaphoric clarity is obtained when the reader has identified clearly the referents for the 
objects, persons, and so forth in the sentence that is currently being read. Thus, if we read: 

(1) The lady gave the waiter $10. he returned to give her the change. 

anaphoric clarity is established when we recognise that he refers to the waiter and her refers to the 
lady... Causal coherence is established when, in the eyes of the reader, the current sentence is 
sufficiently explained.  



In example (1), the fact that the lady gave the waiter $10 does not provide sufficient explanation for 
the waiter returning with the change unless the reader also infers that the lady gave too much money 
to the waiter... ... When a new statement [during reading] is encountered, a new reading cycle starts... 
The concepts that are activated at any particular point in the text come from three sources. One 
source of activation is the current sentence. Concepts that are explicitly mentioned in the sentence 
will become activated, as will concepts that are strongly associated with the explicit concepts in 
semantic p167 or episodic memory... A second source of activation is the previous reading cycle [i.e. 
pervious sentence]. ... If information from these two sources provides anaphoric clarity and a causally 
sufficient explanation for the current event, coherence is quickly and relatively effortlessly achieved. 
Thus, reading is smooth if the current event is so common that its associates readily establish 
anaphoric clarity and causal explanation... In these cases, the reader continues to the next sentence in 
the text without the need for additional processing.  

A third source of activation is the reinstatement of concepts from the prior text. If the activated 
information does not provide anaphoric or causal coherence, more effortful and time-consuming 
processes ensue to restore the missing coherence. In these cases, coherence can be derived from two 
sources. First, the reader can reactivate or reinstate information that was encountered during earlier 
reading cycles. Second, the reader can draw on his or her background knowledge to fill in the missing 
anaphoric or causal content... The search through the reader’s memory or knowledge base and the 
mechanism for the assessment of coherence can take a number of forms. One possibility is that the 
knowledge base is accessed in two stages... In the first stage, a quick assessment is made to determine 
whether the reader’s memory for the text or general knowledge base contains information that may 
provide the missing cause or anaphor. If the assessment in this first stage is positive, a second slower 
stage follows in which the desired information is retrieved. If the initial assessment is negative, the 
search may be expanded... or the reader may suspend comprehension in anticipation that subsequent 
text will provide a resolution. Which of these two paths is taken depends on factors such as the 
reader’s motivation, the available time, and so forth.  

There is some evidence that retrieval in reading is a two-stage process. For example, readers 
frequently do not slow their reading when a coherence break occurs and the prior text does not 
provide a resolution. Readers do slow, however, p168 if subsequent text fails to provide the missing 
information... ... This account of coherence-driven inferential processes has received extensive 
empirical support. On the one hand, sentences are read more slowly if they require reinstatement of 
prior text or access to background knowledge to establish anaphoric or causal coherence than if they 
do not require such inferencing... In addition, information that restores coherence is more readily 
available to the reader after it has been required for comprehension than before... ... p169 Anaphoric 
clarity and causal explanation arguably are the best known standards of coherence but they certainly 
are not the only ones that readers employ. If we were to read a manual, for example, we might 
employ a pragmatic standard of coherence, such as whether we feel we can reproduce the actions 
described in the text.  

The Knight Story 
p170 STORY 

1. A young knight rode through the forest 

2. The knight was unfamiliar with the country 

3. Suddenly a dragon appeared. 

4. The dragon was kidnapping a beautiful princess. 

5. The knight wanted to free her. 

6. The knight wanted to marry her.  

7. The knight hurried after the dragon. 

8. They fought for life and death. 

CONCEPTS 

knight /rode /forest 

knight /unfamiliar /country 
(forest) 

dragon /appeared 

dragon /kidnapping /princess 

etc... 



9. Soon, the knight’s armour was completely scorched. 

10. At last, the knight killed the dragon. 

11. He freed the princess. 

12. The princess was very thankful to the knight. 

13. She married the knight. 

 

‘p171 The fluctuations in activation during reading can be illustrated by the application of a set of 
simple, but plausible, rules... [activation are given 0 to 5 rating with 5 being highest] 

Explicitly mentioned concepts – 5 points 

Concepts required to restore anaphoric coherence – 4 points 

Concepts that contribute to the causal explanation of the current statement: 

 causes which provide a sufficient explanation for an event – 4 points 

enablements which are preconditions that are necessary but not sufficient for the current event 

– 3 points 

(e.g. striking a match would be a cause for the match lit whereas there was oxygen is only 

enabling) 

Elaborative inferences that do not contribute to anaphoric or causal coherence – 2 points 

 

‘p171 Unless an activated concept is repeated or reinstated, its activation will return to zero. ...we 
assume that activations asymptotically decline to zero unless they are reinstated or reactivated by the 
new statement.’ 

  



 

‘p174 As the reader proceeds through the text, attention from background knowledge 
shifts: Some concepts increase in their activation, others decrease, and still others remain 
relatively stable. The fluctuating patterns of activation for each p175 of the individual 
concepts together constitute, as it were, a landscape of activations. This landscape of 
fluctuating activations forms the basis for the construction of a stable representation in 
memory. ... p175 Considerable research has demonstrated that a successfully 
comprehended text is represented in memory as a coherent structure. The conventional 
way of thinking of this structure is in terms of a network of linked nodes, such that the links 
reflect causal and anaphoric relations between concepts. ... ...statements  with many 
connections to other statements in a text are recalled more frequently... more easily 
accessed... and rated more important... than are statements with few connections.’ 
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