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A t r a d i t i o n a l view of read ing 
comprehension has been t h a t i t is the sum 
of o r a l comprehension s k i l l s and decoding 
s k i l l s ; the educa t i ona l c o r o l l a r y t o t h i s 
b e l i e f has been a heavy emphasis on the 
teach ing of decod ing . As pa r t of our work 
at the Center fo r the Study of Reading, we 
are examining some impor tan t d i f f e r e n c e s 
between o r a l and w r i t t e n language. We 
hypothes ize t h a t , wh i l e many of c h i l d r e n ' s 
h igh l y -deve loped o r a l language s k i l l s 
serve them w e l l in the con tex t of read ing 
comprehension, a d d i t i o n a l processes are 
necessary fo r t h e i r unders tand ing o f t e x t . 
Ch i l d ren may even e x h i b i t "bugs" which 
d e r i v e from a t oo -gene ra l t r a n s f e r of o r a l 
language processes to the reading 
s i t u a t i o n . 

Some of the more obvious d i f f e r e n c e s 
between o r a l and w r i t t e n language are the 
f o l l o w i n g : the presence of s t r e s s and 
other i n t o n a t i o n f ea tu res in speech, 
presence vs . absence of shared s p a t i a l and 
temporal c o n t e x t , the p redominant ly 
i n t e r a c t i v e mode o f c h i l d r e n ' s o r a l 
language, paragraph s t r u c t u r e i n t e x t , the 
permanence of w r i t t e n language and 
d i f f e r e n t s y n t a c t i c and d iscourse 
s t r u c t u r e of conversa t ions and t e x t . Much 
of our work to date has cons i s ted of the 
development of a d e t a i l e d taxonomy of the 
d i f f e r e n c e s between the language 
exper ience a c h i l d i s f a m i l i a r w i t h , e . g . , 
c o n v e r s a t i o n s , and the new one ( reading) 
he or she is a t tempt ing to master . We 
have d i v i d e d the d i s t i n c t i o n s i n t o medium 
and message-re lated d i f f e r e n c e s and 
d i s t i n g u i s h e d severa l d imensions in each 
of these c a t e g o r i e s . The r e s u l t is a view 
of language exper iences which des igna tes 
c h i l d r e n ' s conve rsa t i ons and s t o r i e s as 
extremes along severa l d imens ions. I t 
a lso suggests many i n t e rmed ia te p o i n t s 
which share some c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s w i t h both 
ext remes. These i n te rmed ia te p o i n t s 
represen t tasks r e q u i r i n g a p a r t i a l 
t r a n s i t i o n from o r a l conve rsa t i on s k i l l s 
t o read ing s k i l l s . 

Two of the dimensions in t h i s a n a l y s i s 
are s p a t i a l and temporal commonal i ty . 
C h i l d r e n ' s c o n v e r s a t i o n a l exper iences 
g e n e r a l l y assume a shared s p a t i a l and 
temporal c o n t e x t . As a r e s u l t of t h i s 
c o n s i s t e n c y , c h i l d r e n may develop 
comprehension (and p roduc t ion ) s t r a t e g i e s 
t h a t take advantage of the f a c t t h a t they 

and t h e i r l i s t e n e r are in the same p l a c e , 
at the same t ime and can see the same 
o b j e c t s , as w e l l as each o t h e r . 
C h i l d r e n ' s language exper iences c o n t a i n 
many ins tances of de ix t i . c exp ress ions , 
terms whose i n t e r p r e t a t i o n depends upon 
the temporal and s p a t i a l con tex t of the 
u t te rance as w e l l as i t s speaker. 

We hypothes ize t ha t c h i l d r e n ' s r e l i a n c e 
on shared con tex t in t h e i r language 
exper iences may be a source of t r o u b l e in 
read ing comprehension. To t h i s end, we 
are i n v e s t i g a t i n g the f o l l o w i n g two 
i s s u e s : 

a. Do c h i l d r e n have problems i n t e r p r e t i n g 
d e i c t i c terms i n t e x t ? Not ice t h a t 
c o r r e c t l y unders tand ing " the next day" 
i n : 

Esmerelda t o l d King Ar thur she would 
v i s i t h i s c a s t l e the next day. 

r e q u i r e s the c h i l d to c rea te a t ime 
p o i n t t h a t e x i s t s s o l e l y i n terms o f 
the t e x t ( the t ime of Esmerelda's 
comment to King A r t h u r ) and i n t e r p r e t 
the d e i c t i c phrase in terms o f t h a t 
manufactured e n t i t y . 

b. What dev ices in t e x t per form the 
f u n c t i o n o f d e i c t i c phrases in speech? 
Do c h i l d r e n have t r o u b l e w i t h such 
mechanisms? The f u n c t i o n of d e i c t i c 
express ions such as " t h i s c h a i r " or 
" t h a t dogg ie" ( o f t en accompanied by 
p o i n t i n g ) i s to des ignate a p a r t i c u l a r 
o b j e c t which is in the shared con tex t 
o f speaker and l i s t e n e r . In t e x t , the 
d e s i g n a t i o n o f o b j e c t s i s o f t e n 
accomplished by noun phrases ("The b lue 
c h a i r , " " J a c k ' s d o g g i e " ) . However, the 
o b j e c t s o f t e n do not a c t u a l l y e x i s t ; 
r a t h e r , they (or a d e s c r i p t i o n of them) 
must be cons t ruc ted by the c h i l d 
w i t hou t a p h y s i c a l r e f e r e n t . 

We are i n v e s t i g a t i n g whether these 
added l e v e l s of comp lex i t y may be sources 
o f d i f f i c u l t y fo r c h i l d r e n l e a r n i n g t o 
r ead . 
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