READING
COMPREHENSION

It 1s perhaps not always realised that being educated in a large measure
implies a capacity for acquiring new understanding through reading and
integrating it with the knowledge already acquired. This process is what
we broadly call comprehension. On a more technical level, comprehension
involves a wide range of skills and interests. As a truly multi-dimensional
affair, it encompasses a variety of abilities with respect to vocabulary,
grammatical and discoursal features, inferential processes and contextual
knowledge. According to Carrol, some of the factors operating in
comprehending a text are: remembering word meanings; following the
structure of a passage; finding answers to questions answered explicitly
or in paraphrase; recognising a writer’s purpose, attitude, tone and mood:;
and drawing inferences from the context. This last factor needs special
notice since even the meaning of a word or a phrase in a stretch of discourse
may depend upon what has preceded it (textual or linguistic context), and
on the presuppositions as well as personal and cultural considerations,
relating to the writer (extra-textual or extra-linguistic context).

For proper comprehension it is also necessary to know what Wayne
C. Booth has called ‘Rhetorical Stance’:

The common ingredient that I find in all of the writing I admire... is
something that I shall reluctantly call the rhetorical stance, a stance
which depends on discovering and maintaining in any writing situation
a proper balance among the three elements that are at work in any
communicative effort: the available arguments about the subject itself,
the interest and peculiarities of the audience and the voice, the implied
character of the speaker.
The Rhetorical Stance
College Composition and Communication

It needs sustained training to be able to understand this ‘Rhetorical
Stance.” It should, however, not be forgotten that there is a more basic
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Reading is important not merely because 1t gives access 1o new

~Being an active process requiring effort, concentration and
Jjeliberation. it is an aid to thinking. Not only this, anyone seriously
nterested in improving his writing cannot ignore good and extensive
reading. The reason is not far to seek. Both reading and writing, as indeed
Jlso thinking. involve similar problems of organisation, development,
oeic and expression (the last named quality being not involved in
thinking).
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words or phrases such as nexr, besides, then, however. thus, consequently,
mdeed. i addition, therefore. moreover, nonetheless, on the contrary, as
aresult.on the other hand, furthermore. Some of these can also be used
for mmk\‘.lmg paragraphs. Or, such phrases and clauses as for example,
m conclusion. to sum up, vwe now see that. at last, can be used as inter-
paragraph transitional devices.

Each pnmgmph is built around a key idea contained in or expressed
by what is usually called a topic sentence. All other sentences in the
paragraph generally support the topic sentence. Thought development
within a paragraph follows certain recognisable patterns. Prominent among
these are example, time arrangement, space arrangement, general and
specific, statistics, comparison and/or contrast, division or classification,
cause and effect and analogy.

Recent thinking about discourse analysis has led to a meaningful
distinction between a sentence and an utterance. The former is a
grammatical unit, the latter a communicative unit. There is no one-to-one
correspondence between the grammatical status of a sentence and its
communicative or utterance value. Thus, both ‘Have a seat and I’ll get
you a drink’ and ‘Move an inch and I'll knock your teeth in’ are
imperatives but the communicative function of the former is giving a
suggestion, while that of the latter is holding out a threat. Intelligent reading
requires an awareness of the intonation that links a sentence function
with its utterance value.

Another useful aid to a good reader is to make him aware of two aspects
of connected writing. Sentences combine to form texts and the relations
between sentences are aspects of grammatical cohesion. On the other
hand, utterances combine to form discourse and the relations between
them are aspects of discoursal coherence. Thus, both the following
examples are coherent as discourse, but only the first one is a cohesive
text, with the second sentence linked to the first by ellipsis.

A: Can you go to Bombay tomorrow?

B: Yes, I can.

A: Can you go to Bombay tomorrow?

B: Indian Airlines pilots are on strike.

Another way of looking at the problem of comprehension is to treat it
on the basis of the dichotomy between what is called pure or simple
comprehension, on the one hand, and inferential and implicational
comprehension, on the other. The former requires a mere understanding
of the words in their normal syntax, the latter, besides a literal com-
prehension of the text, “an apprehension of the tofal situation described”
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Since most major examinations contain multiple-choice questions on
passages for comprehension, we give below a number of them for your

practice. The first one has been properly discussed.

. We in India have our own special problems. No one can
deny that some of them are of a serious nature and must
be attacked with vigour and determination. Our national
objectives have been defined clearly. We aim at
providing every citizen with the basic necessities and
complete freedom to lead a life of his or her own choice.
We aim to create a democratic society, strong and free,
in which every citizen, irrespective of his religious
beliefs, will occupy an equal and honoured place, and
be given full and equal opportunities for growth and
service. We aim at ending untouchability and doing away
with the present inequalities of status and wealth. We
are opposed to the concentration of wealth in a few hands.

I This passage could most probably be a part of
(a) The Indian Constitution
(b) A book on political science
(C) A speech
(d) A personal letter

b

According to the author, our national objective is to
(@) create equal Opportunities for all

(b) end economic exploit
(¢) promote individug] freedom and prosperity

(Q) promote democracy, socialism and secularism

3. Pick out the WIong statement:

(a) The problems of Indjans are like anyone elge’s

(b) Some of our problems ¢ap be-handled only by strong peOplex

ation in the country



s ' our national objectives
4 The italicised word vigour means

(a) ftorce

(h) enthusiasm

(¢) physical health

(d) forcetulness of language

The first il‘cm I'Lj(]llil"(‘.\ you to ‘place’ the given passage, i.e., to find
where. out of the four ‘places’ given, it is most likely to occur. Those
who are familiar with the Indian Constitution may find the use of ‘we’ in
(he passage a distractor. The content of the passage and much of its
vocabulary may mislead the candidates into choosing (b), which therefore,
can again act as a distractor. Misreading the tone of the passage, because
of the use of the first person pronoun, may distract the reader to choose
(d). One strong reason to choose (c) as the key, apart from the overall
rone of the passage, is the repetition of ‘we’ throughout the passage. Even
the parallel constructions repeated in the passage give it a rhetorical
complexion which belongs more to speech than to writing. One
has. therefore, to have the ability both to eliminate (for negative reasons)
the wrong response and to identify (for positive reasons) the right
response. |
In item two, the principle governing the right option (key) is that,

whereas the whole can represent the parts, the parts individually and
the whole. Thus, while each one of (a), (b)

none of them is fully right. And since (d) 1s
lation to.(d), which is the

separately cannot represent
and (c) is not wholly wrong,
fully right, (a), (b) and (c) are distractors in re

best response.
ltem three is slightly different. It asks you to identify the wrong

statement, which implies that three out of the four options are true while
only one is false. Option (b) is true because of the sentence ‘No one can
... vigour determination’. Similarly, (c) is true as the last two sentences
imply the end of economic exploitation. Again (d) is true because of the
sentence ‘Our national ... defined clearly’. Thus we ar¢ left with option
(a). Though it must be wrong by the above process of elimination, we
must double-check it and see whether it is indeed wrong. The very n.rst
sentence falsifies it, for 1t says: ‘We in India have our own special
problems’, which implies that our problems arc not like those of others.

So (a) is the key. o
The last one is a vocabulary item. It merely wants you to identify the
N & 9 R S . \X/hi(‘h it iS used. In
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it (d) is a real distractor because in some cases vigour does mean
‘forcefulness of language’. Morcover, 1t 1S .\()mcwhz'll cl().sc to (.u). In a
different sense (¢) becomes a strong dislr;\xclor, lm.‘ Vlg()tll' ‘1? .n]()%t
frequently associated with physical strength. II1§ comhmatlf)n of “vigour
and determination” may mislead some to think that vigour means
enthusiasm. Obviously (a) is the key here.

You have thus seen that in a multiple-choice item different reasoning
strategies have to be employed in order to eliminate the distractors and

armive at the Key.

- Dear Children,
~ Tlike being with children and talking to them and, even
more. playing with them. For a moment I forget that I
am terribly old and that it is a very long time ago since I
was a child. But when I sit down to write to you, I cannot
forget my age and the distance that separates you from
me. Old people have a habit of delivering sermons and
good advice to the young. I remember that I disliked this
very much long, long ago when I was a boy. So I suppose
you do not like it very much either. ’

What, then, shall I write about? If you were with me,
I'would love to talk to you about this beautiful world of
ours, about flowers and trees and birds and animals, and
stars and mountains and glaciers and all other wonderful
things that surround us in the world. We have all this
beauty all round us and yet we who are grownups, often
forget about it and lose ourselves in our arguments or
our quarrels. We sit in our offices and imagine that we
are doing very important work. :

Our country js 2 very big country and there is a great
deal to be done by all of us. If each one of us does his or
her Tittle bit, then all this mounts up and the country
prospers and goes ahead fast

I'have tried to talk to

N you in this letter, as if you were
snlmg

ficar me, and I have written more than I intended.
JAWAHARIAL
(Abridged from g letter written by Jawah
‘eekly Children’s Number)
1. “T like being with children
playing with them_”

arlal Nehru for Shankar’s

and talking to them and, even more,



'

The above sentence implics (hat

(a) .'&‘l\\ilhill'hl' liked nothing better than playing with children

(b) It Jawaharlal got an opportunity o play ﬁx'illli (:lnldrit('n hc/(li‘d
not talk to them. | | |

(¢)-~Jawaharlal liked all the three things: being with children
talking to them. and playing with them. Of these. he likcd
the Tast thing most

(@) Whenever Jawaharlal met children. he first played with them
and only afterwards talked to them.

“If each one of us does his or her little bit, then all this mounts up

and the country prospers and goes ahead fast.”

In the above sentence this refers to: '

(a) our country

(b) the fact that our country is big

) the little bit that each one of us does

(d) the fact that there is a great deal to be done by all of us

“For a moment I forget that T am terribly old and that it is a very

long time ago since I was a child”. =)

Here terribly means '

(a) that Jawaharlal is afraid of old age

b)) extremely
(¢) that he wants to frighten children by his age

(d) that old age is a terrifying experience
“0ld people have a habit of delivering sermons and good advice

v/

N

to the young.” |
Here the word sermons means AAGe o]
(a) Jlong speeches ) DD = ST
(bf moral fault-finding or warnings @O

(c) religious addresses in a church
(d) quotations from a religious text

The word glaciers in the second sentence m}he second paragraph

> \ o\ A1 P \ ' |
of the letter means \Jo\ i §H\' ' &0
(a) snow-covered peaks . - ow]
(Jg)/ masses of ice, formed by snow on mountains, moving sSlowly

along a valley
(c) valleys |
(d) formations of clouds n the sky
has attempted what has

ery beginning man ‘
III. From the very bcg —nt from the rest of the
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