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READING COMPREHENSION 
 

Innovative Techniques & Questions 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 Like many other fields of knowledge, reading has undergone a tremendous change during 
the last three decades. This change is the fruit of innovative theories of reading, which have come as 
a reaction against the views that claimed that reading is a passive skill wherein readers do no more 
than assigning sounds to letters and reinforcing grammatical structures. The innovative theories say 
that reading is an interactive process of communication between the writer represented by the text 
and the reader with his prior knowledge. In fact, the writer encodes his message in the text; the 
reader decodes this same text to get that. 
 
 Our role, as teachers, is to provide the learners with the strategies that would allow them to 
become efficient readers, to use Goodman's words, “readers who rely on strategies that yield the 
most reliable predictions with minimum use of the available information". It is worth mentioning 
that the innovative models of reading aim at making reading in the classroom similar to reading in 
real life. When reading in the native language or in a second or foreign language in real life, we 
have a certain reason why we do so. We read things that interest us, not for practising a given 
structural item. Our aims in reading usually go beyond mere understanding. We may wish to 
understand something in order to learn from it (studying), find out how to act (instructions, 
directions), or for many other purposes.  
 
IS THE MEANING IN THE TEXT OR IN THE READER'S MIND? 
 
 According to the psycholinguistic model, reading is a psycholinguistic guessing game, 
which starts from the graphic representations encoded by the writer and ends with the 
reconstruction of meaning by the reader. In fact, when the reader is processing a text, he/she uses 
the linguistic cues available in it to reduce uncertainty. During these purely mental operations, the 
reader relies on his / her prior conceptual and linguistic competence rather than on textual cues. The 
advocates of this model say that the meaning of a text is in the mind of the reader. A reader is 
believed to understand what he reads when he is able to go beyond the graphic construction of 
the text. The role of background knowledge is responsible for making linguistic predictions 
and determining the expectations that the reader develops while reading. They call this top-
down processing. What this implies for the teacher is to provide enough background knowledge 
before reading a text. 
 
 On the other hand, the linguistic model of reading is mainly concerned with texture and 
cohesion. Copper and Berman assume that readers with a good knowledge of the 
morphological, the structural, the lexical systems and the semantic discourse organization 
would easily process and comprehend a text. Thus the reader is heavily oriented to rely on the 
printed material. Any failure to do so will result in an inability to make the proper inferences. 
The advocates of this model say that the meaning of the text is in the text and that bottom-up 
processing is the key to understanding a text. This means that the teacher should provide the 
learners with materials that would help them build a minimum repertoire of the language 
basics.  
 
  



 2

 The advocates of the interactive model of reading note that the top-down processing has 
some limitations. They assume that this model maximizes the role of higher skills of reading 
like prediction and inference at the expense of the lower ones like the recognition of the 
lexical and grammatical meaning. The second criticism is that it highlights the problems of 
proficient readers and drops those of the less proficient ones. The interactive model poises a 
constant interaction between bottom-up and top-down processing. The model assumes that 
each source of information contributes to the comprehension of the text. The simple decoding 
of the language is crucial in the reading process. Readers are able to decode the lexical units 
and the syntactic structures they encounter because they have a sort of automatic 
identification that does not require conscious cognitive efforts. Poor readers are similar to 
good ones in relying on their background knowledge while processing a text, but they differ 
in that they first rely on the context to achieve fluency and the last rely on it to achieve 
accuracy. 
 
 According to the advocates of the cultural component model, the total comprehension of 
a text occurs only when the information it contains fits with the social cultural framework in 
which it is used. If a reader is asked to read a text which is underlined by a different culture, 
he is likely to have problems understanding it because he will try to interpret it in accordance 
with the dictates of his own culture and beliefs. It follows that our reading materials should 
not be culturally biased. Textbook and reading test designers are requested to take this into 
consideration and try to avoid implementing materials that relate to cultures which differ from 
the learner’s.  
 
ELEMENTS OF COMPREHENSION 
 
 Reading means reading and understanding. The purpose of reading is to connect the ideas on 
the page to what you already know. If you don't know anything about a subject, then pouring words 
of text into your mind is like pouring water into your hand. You don't retain much.  
 
Elements of understanding: 
 
• Analysis: the result of this process is the   perception of the   meaning of a sentence. 
• Inference-making: it is the process of making best guess about what the speaker meant, apart 

from what he said explicitly. 
• Event-connection: we attempt to find out if the new input we have received fits with any 

beliefs, contradictory facts, or other information that will help to explain or connect together the 
new event of which we have just been informed.  

• Prediction and generation:  to postulate a set of possible plan. 
• Goal tracking: to try to figure out, why someone wants to do something.  
• Thematic relationships: to know about the text topic before hand.  
• Beliefs: these beliefs are very much a part of how we understand and thus of how we read. 
• Accessing and utilizing raw facts: simple facts about the world, without that it would be hard 

to understand a text or story. 
 
 In preparing to teach students to read we must concentrate on their learning to comprehend 
the world around them. The fundamentals of comprehending what people are doing and why they 
are doing it are more useful in learning to read than any of the more traditional things in reading 
taught in reading instructions. A pupil who understands the world around him can use that 
knowledge to read. One has to understand what came before to understand what is new. The input 
should come with context.  He must learn to anticipate in order reading. Our ability to predict is of 
paramount importance in understanding. Prediction forms the basis of our ability to read and 
understand. It makes understanding easier by narrowing the   number of possible paths we might 
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choose in ambiguous circumstances. There is no evidence at all that people actually use grammar 
(i.e. formal encoding of rules of syntax) in the process of understanding. The key point is that a 
child must have a well developed sense of the world around him in order to understand what he 
reads. It shows that what must be taught is not language   per se. Rather, it is world knowledge, and 
the processes that utilize that knowledge, that constitute the key issues in reading comprehension. 
 
 Understanding language is a process whereby a person decodes a sentence into a set of 
concepts that not only expresses the meaning of what we read, but also the basic elements 
which the mind can operate. Thus, one must make inference to find out what else is true, apart 
from what was just literally read. The major point is that when we read, we rely on scripts that 
are derived from our experiences. Thus, when we teach reading, we have to posses the script, 
or we use the script which is already known. Selection of a script must be careful with a 
particular culture in mind. 
 
 It is necessary to use stories that relate to what pupils already know. Using known 
scripts, we can gradually increase the complexity and vocabulary. The pupil is encouraged to 
guess and use his imagination. He must be led to look for explanations that use information 
that he already feels confident of. Reading and personal experiences are strongly intertwined. 
Reading depends upon our ability to make the assessment of what a character wants, what 
plans he might make to get what he wants, how an action he performs relates to any plan that 
he has developed. As readers we want to know, why a character has made a particular choice, 
what tells us about the kind of person he is, and what he might do in the future. 
 
READING SKILLS 
 
 A teacher should select activities suitable for promoting reading as a skill in its own 
right, and which involve various different sub- skills. We need to isolate them and understand 
each one. The following are some of the main reading skills required by the pupil: 
 

• Word recognition  
• Speed-reading  
• Skimming  
• Scanning  
• Prediction and generation  
• Summarizing  
• Anticipation 
• Inference  
• Analysis 

 
 Before starting to read a text in details, the reader should take a moment to preview the 
text, reading quickly without pausing to study the details. This is called skim reading or 
skimming. The reader should understand the audience for whom the  text is written (general 
public, professionals ....) determine the type of text  ( report , letter , article , story ) , the  
purpose of the  author ( describe , inform , instruct) and the  general content of the  text.  
After having skimmed the text, the reader, can study the text in more details, reading more 
slowly and carefully and looking for specific information that he is interested in. This is 
called scanning. 
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 The meaning of a text is not always conveyed by words. All texts contain nonverbal signs. 
This can be the use of certain features, such as different fonts, bold prints, underlining, and italics. 
The meaning of these features can be different in different texts. In one text italics can be used to 
emphasize a word, in another it can indicate subtitles. Layout features are also non-verbal signals 
such as: titles, headings, subheadings, captions, photographs, paragraphs, figures, graphs and bar 
charts ... etc.  
 
 Inference making is the process of making best guesses about what the speaker must have 
meant, apart from what he said explicitly. This process fills in the unstated event the speaker intends 
(filling in the blanks) and tries to figure out the reasons (goal identification). In reading a text the 
reader makes inferences or assumptions about the position of the author. Is he neutral or does he 
show his own point of view. Even readers who have a wide and flexible vocabulary will encounter 
words they do not know. Very often there is not enough time to look up all those words, therefore 
they  guess the  meaning. This is often possible if the reader understands the relationships between 
words in meaning and form. To make a good guess at the meaning of the word, the reader must 
look for clues or indications to help him find the meaning. This can be done through determining 
the word class, the function of the sentence, contextual clues, and relations between these unknown 
words and other known ones. A reader also draws conclusions about the things that were not stated 
but which nevertheless are true. 
 
 The result of the process of analysis is the perception of the meaning of a sentence. This 
process includes lexical look-up that is to assign a meaning of a word by using a mental dictionary 
(concepts), and event identification in which the reader fits the concepts to an event or state of 
description. 
 
FACTORS HINDERING READING COMPREHENSION 
 
 Reading comprehension fails for a number of reasons. Students should attempt to identify 
the causes of lack of comprehension and then identify appropriate reading strategies to compensate 
for the deficits. The following are the main factors that reduce the reading rate:  
 

• Limited perceptual span 
• Slow perceptual reaction time  
• Vocalization 
• Faulty eye movement 
• Regression ( habitual / habits of concentration )  
• Faulty attention and concentration habits  
• Suppressing reading rate 
• Lack of practice  
• Lack of interest  
• Poor evaluation of important and less important parts  
• reasonable Wholesome remembering rather than selective remembering 
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Some factors are related to the readers’ habits while others are text related. The following 
tables show which factors are text-related and which are reader-related. 
 
1. Reader-related factors 

 
 Good or mature readers Bad or immature readers 

 Before 
 reading   

 - activate prior knowledge 
 - understand task and set purpose 
 - choose appropriate strategies     

 - start reading without preparation 
 - read without knowing why 
 - read without considering how to 
   approach the  material 

 During 
 reading   

 - focus attention 
 - anticipate and predict 
 - use fix-up strategies when lack 
  of understanding  occurs 
 - use contextual analysis to understand  
  new terns 
 - use text structure to assist comprehension
 - organize and integrate new information 
 

 - easily distracted 
 - read to get done 
 - does not know what to do when lack  
   of understanding occurs 
 - do not recognize important lexical     
   items 
 - do not see any organization 
 - do not realize they do not understand  

 After 
 reading  

 - reflect on what was read 
 - feel success is a result of effort 
 - summarize major ideas 
 - seek additional information from other   
  Sources 

 - stop reading   and thinking 
 - feel success is a result of luck 

 
2. Text-related factors 
 

 Efficient Inefficient 

 language      Comprehensible to the learners.   Too difficult for learners' level. 

 Content  Accessible, learners know enough 
 about it to apply prior knowledge. 

  Too difficult, too far removed from 
  the learners' knowledge and  
  experience. 

 Incomprehensible 
 vocabulary  

  The reader takes it in his stride,  
  guessing from context, ignores  
  and manages without, uses a  
  dictionary only when these 
   strategies are insufficient. 

  Cannot tolerate them, looks up    
  everyone in a dictionary,  
  discouraged from trying to  
  understand the text as a whole. 
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TYPES OF READINGS 
 
Learners should be exposed to the different types of reading. Our aim is to create readers so as to 
enable them to read in real life. We should provide our learners with a variety of different texts and 
reading tasks and encourage them explicitly to use different strategies.  
 

SITUATION TEXT   TYPE READING TYPE 
  Instructions   Instruction   Focus on main verbs 
  Letter   Narrative  - informative   Semi-close reading 
  Advertisement   Descriptive   Reading for gist 
  Newspaper   Narrative - exposition   Skim-scan 
  Timetable   table   Target info- scan 
  Menu   list   Skim- scan 
  Invitation   Semi-table   Scan 
  Report   Exposition   Scan- evaluate 
  Headlines   Label   Interpret 
  TV guide   Semi-table   Skim - scan 
  Notice    Instruction   Scan - identify main points 
  Road names   signs   Skim to check 
 
QUESTION TYPES 
 
 The most helpful  thing we can do to improve learners' reading comprehension and speed is 
to provide them with the opportunities to do as much (successful) reading as possible, including  a 
varied diet of types of reading and questions; slow, fast, skimming, scanning, inference, generation, 
analysis, and evaluation. The aim is to encourage automatization of recognition of common words 
or word-combinations, this being in general the crucial contributory factor to reading 
comprehension and speed. 
 
Questions based on entire text 
 

No Question type 
1.  Main point: what is the text trying to tell you? 
2.  Primary purpose of the author. What does the author want to tell you? 

3.  Assumptions made by author: what assumptions, are made by the author but not directly 
 state din the text 

4.  Mood or attitude of author: what is the tone of author? 
5.  Implications of text or author: what does the text or author imply? 
6.  Applications of main ideas. How can you extend the main ideas? 

7.  Summary of the text  in a few words, how would you describe the text?  
 What title would you give the text? 

8.  Content of the text: what is the text really about? 

9.  Statements with which the author would agree what would you say that the author would 
 agree with knowing the way he/she wrote the text? 

10.  Inference. what can you infer from the text as a whole 
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Questions based on sections of the text: 
 
 In order to answer questions of such type, learners must be able to identify and understand 
the main points in each paragraph. Look for cue words like advantages, disadvantages, differences, 
in contrast with, in comparison to, most importantly, primarily, and on the other hand. Questions 
based on portions of the text usually deal with inference, applications and implications of the 
information. The following table shows such e of questions. 
 

 QUESTION  TYPE 
1.  Inference: what can you infer from specific sections of the text? 
2.  Application: how can you apply information in specific sections of the text to other areas? 
3.  What proceeds or follows the text: what do you think was written before / after the text? 
4.  Stated ideas: can you find in the text a specific reference to a stated idea? 
5. Implications: what a section in the text implies? 
6. Tone / mood: what is the tone / mood of a section of the text? 

 
Questions based on words, phrases or sentences. 
 
Specific details and pieces of information may be the subject of test questions. The content itself is 
not usually the subject of questions. Rather, the reasons for using the information or the meaning of 
the information are usually the subject of questions.  The following table shows these types of  
questions. 
 

No. Question types 
1.  Reason for use, why are certain words, phrases or sentences used or mentioned in the text?
2.  Meaning of a word or phrase: what is the meaning of a word or a phrase in the text? 

 
Conditions for Increased Reading Comprehension 
 
 Reading comprehension requires motivation, mental frameworks for holding ideas, 
concentration and good study techniques. A well planned program for maximum increase in 
rate by establishing the necessary condition. The follow sum up the basic conditions needed to 
improve reading and understanding: 
 
• Create motivation and interest, by choosing texts that tackle topics that may interest 

learners, thus motivating them to read. 
• Texts should be accessible; appropriateness of language level depends on learners' levels 

and tasks provided. 
• Teach learners some useful reading strategies 

 
- eliminate the habit of pronouncing words as they read  
- avoid regressing (rereading) 
- develop a wider eye-span  
- scan and skim material  
- anticipate and predict  
- pay attention to supporting cues  
- concentration 
- build a good vocabulary repertoire 

 



 8

• Make sure that tasks encourage selective and intelligent reading. 
• Choose texts that contain different points of views and that lend themselves to further 

exploitation. 
• Make sure that most vocabulary items are known to learners and those that are not can be 

either guessed or safely ignored. 
• Provide a wide variety of texts and tasks. 
• Give interesting tasks before learners read, so they have a clear purpose and encourage 

motivating challenge. 
• Ask learners to select their own reading materials. 
• Reading aloud to learners, specially children, stimulates their imagination and expands 

their understanding of the world. 
• Reading aloud some texts that are beyond the learners’ level you can stretch their 

understanding and motivate them to improve their skills. 
• Be patient with the learners. specially at the primary stage, as we forget some basic facts 

we take for granted as adults; the difference between words and pictures, words on a page 
have meaning and that is what we learn to read, words go across the page from left to right 
words on pages are made up of letters and are separated, by a space, each letter has at least 
two forms (capital, small letters). .. etc. 

 
Instructional techniques 
 
 Getting learners to understand a simple text is only the beginning. Reading skills need 
to be fostered so that learners can cope with more and more sophisticated texts and tasks, and 
deal with them efficiently, quickly, appropriately and skillfully. It is our duty as teachers to 
provide appropriate teaching techniques, which may enable our learners to gain these skills 
and use them efficiently as required. In this part, we will tackle some of innovative teaching 
techniques that would be helpful in teaching reading elements to our learners in schools. 
 
 Generally, teachers introduce the topic of the text before hand and ask some general 
questions to arouse learners' interest. Learners read the questions and then the text to answer 
them. Unknown vocabulary is pre-taught before reading takes place. Reading comprehension 
is not concerned only with teaching vocabulary items in isolation or answering questions for 
the sake of answering. Learners should learn vocabulary, add to their background knowledge 
of the topic tackled and learn to think, to infer, to predict and to analyze.  
 
 Different techniques should be used by teachers to deal with reading texts, to ensure 
the element of interest and motivation, and encourage learners to use different strategies and 
skills, is webbing. This technique involves learners own perspectives in creating interactions 
that gradually clarify targeted vocabulary may be a way to combine direct teaching and 
incidental learning in one exercise. 
 
 Teachers can use learners’ personal experiences to develop vocabulary through 
informal activities such as brainstorming a list of words associated with a familiar word, 
pooling their knowledge of a pertinent vocabulary item, etc. This could be done at the 
beginning of a reading lesson, where the teacher shows learners the title and asks them to give 
the words that might appear in the text. The title should help them guess what the text will be 
about. After the words are written on the board, learners split the words into groups, 
according to their connotation; i.e. funny or sad, associated with kindness or violence etc... 
After that they are requested to compose their own stories based on the title given by the 
teacher and the vocabulary list from the board. Later the text is read. 
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 A one-group technique that enables learners to list synonyms and /or definitional 
phrases that they already associate with the topic involves the construction of a simple T-bar 
Suppose for example an article on environment includes the word menace. The teacher lists 
words that they associate with threats to the environment. Associated terms are then listed in 
the T-bar. Brainstorming can also be used, in which the teacher introduces a word related to 
the topic of the text or even the title itself. Learners are encouraged to pool in ideas, as many 
participants make many contributions as quickly as possible as possible; ideas may or may not 
be written down. No time is spent on critical discussion of contributions. The next step is to 
give the learners a reason for reading, by writing a question of a general nature. The learners 
read and understand the question then read the text in a limited period of time (timed reading) and 
try to answer it. This would allow those who have gone astray to take the right path again. It would 
also help us realize one of the communicative approach tenets, which states that the whole is more 
than the sum of parts. By asking learners to go through the text quickly, we are promoting the 
skimming skill of reading. Having the gist of the text in mind will certainly help understanding the 
details through other tasks. 
 
 Further tasks are assigned, in very clear instructions, according to the type of objectives we 
have set beforehand and the nature of the text itself. These tasks should aim at having the learners 
scan through the text seeking certain pieces of information and may very from a simple recognition 
of a certain lexical or grammatical item to the text reproduction through summary- writing. The 
while-reading for a second time tasks can take different forms like the habitual WH-questions and             
true and false. Asking what questions has changed into "how and why” questions in the last half 
century to emphasize learning how to make inferences while reading. They can also be varied and             
assigned in the form of having learners work in groups to fill in charts with pieces of information 
from the text, complete sentences, fill in blanks with suitable information from the text, correct 
statements according to the text, find the reference words or phrases, or find synonyms or antonyms 
we can also assign tasks that would allow learners to evaluate the text by asking them to give their 
opinions about a certain idea in the text In the same respect, we can have them work out the             
structure of the text by asking them to underline the topic sentence and the supporting ones in a 
certain paragraph. 
 
 Another way to tackle a reading text is to divide the class into two groups, each ask 
questions and answer other questions provided from the other group, and see which group would 
score more points by asking challenging questions. After reading the text, a discussion of certain 
aspects of interest contained in the text or the authors' opinion regarding a certain phenomenon of 
common interest. 
 
 Another technique or strategy in teaching reading comprehension is called KWL. K stands 
for what you know, W stands for what you want to know, and L stands for what you want to learn. 
This strategy can be used at all grade levels. It works with all types of texts, especially with 
expository ones. The teacher starts by explaining that when people read, they do not always 
understand what they have read. Then explains what KWL is all about and what it stands for. This             
strategy involves (a) listing what you know about the topic, (b) list what you want to know             
about it, (c) read the text, (d) list what you have learned. The teacher should model with a piece of 
expository text. The teacher reads another short piece, and then learners are asked to list their 
responses to the piece that was read using the KWL comprehension strategy. 
 
  
 
 
 



 10

 One can conclude that while assigning such tasks we allow ourselves to transit smoothly to 
teaching writing indirectly. In fact, having pupils work out the text structure allows them to acquire 
ways of building their own texts. We are also integrating the different skills and using one language             
component to teach the other. We move from reading to listening to speaking and to writing. The 
role of a teacher is very important in this respect. It should change from a source of knowledge to 
someone who is present in the classroom to organize the work, facilitate the educational operation, 
raise consciousness and ensure continuity, progress and systematicity. 
 
Conclusion 
 
From a teacher's point of view the issue in the classroom usually revolves around how to improve 
the learner's reading comprehension, whether it is in content area or in the language arts. It appears 
that different tasks should be used in a reading class to enhance the skills and sub-skills which 
learners need acquire to be able to understand. 
  
 The lack of motivation in learners during a reading lesson may be due, to a reasonable 
extent, to the monotonous way in which teachers deal with reading texts. This generally consists of 
reading and carrying out the workbook tasks or answering wh- and true of false questions. These 
tasks may neither develop the reading ability of the learners nor prepare them to become 
independent readers. On the contrary, they may make them believe that the ultimate objective of 
reading is answering questions and getting good marks in tests. All these things require more 
preparation on the part of the teacher. We should stop hiding behind the unwillingness and the 
weakness of the pupils because we are responsible to a certain degree for the reluctance of our 
learners and their being at loss. 
 
 Taking all the material that has been presented in this workshop into consideration; we 
would come to an agreement that there is a ceiling below which language deficiencies hinder 
understanding. We would also agree that a reader whose general knowledge repertoire is too low, or 
whose culture is very different from that underlying the text would face great problems in 
understanding them. This implies that we should aim at making our learners gain a good linguistic 
repertoire. We should encourage them to seek general information if we really want to form 
efficient readers. 
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