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1 Introduction  
 
1.1 Abstract 

There is no doubt that reading is a daily activity for a large proportion of humans. 

Normal ease and speed at which reading is done signals that there exists a system 

responsible for language processing starting off from word recognition to meaning. 

 

In order for the reader to comprehend a sentence, he or she must first identify the 

words, and then activate their meanings and syntactic categories; there must also be a 

computation of structural relations between the words and phrases. This latter stage 

offers a lead to the detection of semantic associations. As suggested, this is done in 

stages although it is not so perceived by the reader. It is no wonder for reading is most 

of the time effortless and uninterrupted. Such ease emanates from the fact that 

sentences exhibit a good deal of regularity. Indeed some words are so recurrent that 

only an average of ten to fifteen words is invoked before a word is reused. 

 

However language processing proves complex enough. It is simply not known 

how and when the reader accesses the various sources of information embodied in 

words. As a result there have been not a few accounts trying to throw light on the 

mechanisms invested by the individual during reading. In short the descriptions can 

be seen as falling into two main categories: online and offline.   

 

1.2 Aim  
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What this paper will attempt to do is discuss how reading is done. Such a probe is in 

and of itself interesting. Because learning how to read proves too insurmountable a 

task, the investigation of how it is done may be invaluable in overcoming the 

encountered difficulty. For this reason the paper will include a study subsuming three 

essential manners or modes adopted in reading. All the methods are each instrumental 

in a specific manner. 

 

1.3 Method 

The paper will include three important sections. In the first will be a preliminary 

discussion of the stages children have to go through to reach adult sentence 

processing abilities. Then a discussion of the processes found in syntactic analysis 

will follow. Last but not least I will incorporate a range of studies in respect of the 

reading process supplied by a large number of investigators. Moreover I will set apart 

a section including a few experiments, in which there will be some children as 

subjects. The children’s parents were asked for their permission to allow the children 

to take part in the experiments concerned. 

 

2. Acquisition of syntactic knowledge 

Language acquisition has long been a province of investigation and research. 

Theorists seem to have admitted that a child is endowed with some pre-knowledge of 

language structure; indeed the child’s ability to acquire adult grammatical 

competence and discover the syntactic rules from linguistic input he or she hears is 

finely honed without any prior teaching of word categories, agreement structure, or 
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word order. Nevertheless this general agreement does not obtain when it comes to 

how the child arrives at acquiring this ability. While the child’s grammatical 

knowledge is taken to be inborn by some researchers like Chomsky, others are of the 

opinion that it is more to do with learning. The latter contend that social environment 

and interaction play an important part in the process of learning language. The 

detractors of this view, on the other hand, have taken to nativist approaches arguing 

that there exists some sort of innate knowledge enabling children to uncover and elicit 

the rules of their language, that is to say some primary linguistic data suffices for 

setting up the parameters of their language (Chomsky, 1996, in Lennerberg, 1996: 

397-398). Chomsky (1959) sketches his perception of the question as follows: 

                   ‘As far as acquisition of language is concerned, it seems clear that 
reinforcement, casual observation and natural inquisitiveness (coupled with a strong 
tendency to imitate) are important factors, as is the remarkable capacity of the child to 
generalise, hypothesise and ‘process information’ in a variety of very special and 
apparently highly complex ways which we cannot yet describe or begin to 
understand, and which may be largely innate, or may develop through some sort of 
learning or through maturation of the nervous system. The manner in which such 
factors operate and interact in language acquisition is completely unknown. It is clear 
that what is necessary in such a case is research’ (Harris, 1990: 73). 
 
Whereas nativist approaches as well as empiricist ones are much in evidence, the 

bone of contention being what makes up the input to the language learning system, 

the theorists on both sides appear to hold with the fact that there must be strategies in 

place to make possible the discovery of sentence units like clauses, phrases, and 

words (Fletcher and MacWhinney, 1996: 10-11, 36-37). 

 

That the innateness of language is widely accepted is borne out by a few 

empirical observations; among which is the fact that nearly all children demonstrate a 
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tentative aptitude for using the core grammar of their language almost at the same 

age. Indeed around the age of three children embark upon producing sentences 

inclusive of a good deal of knowledge of clauses, syntactic categories, word order and 

the subcategorization of verbs. Yet capitalizing upon an anecdote- John (around 18 

months of age) is standing in the living room. His father asks, ‘‘Do you need a dry 

diaper?’’ John feels his diapers and hurries into his bedroom where the diapers are 

kept, returning with a diaper (much laughter). His father changes him, stands him up, 

pats him on the seat and says ‘‘there! Now you have a dry diaper.’’ John feels his 

diapers and hurries into his bedroom, returning with two diapers (Chapman, 1978: 

313) - Golinkoff and Hirsh-Pasek make the argument that “what appears to be 

sentence comprehension may be the comprehension of much less” (in Fletcher and 

MacWhinney, 1996: 430). There seem to be conditions in which children appear to 

comprehend certain structures when in effect they do not.  

 

As a further development over the period between three to five years old 

children are now possessed of the ability to make much of complex syntactic 

relationships. Notwithstanding that some researchers assert that the faculty involved 

does not count as a full-scale one inasmuch as it is virtually devoid of a full 

comprehension of sentence structures children hear. Such a failing ceases to exist 

once children begin using the various structures of sentences, clauses and phrases in 

their speech (Chapman and Miller, 1975: 363).  
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Again as a more developmental advancement the children are said to stretch 

their capacity to grasp complex syntactic analyses even further by the time they start 

reading. It is only then that they can understand the various hierarchical interclausal 

representations of linguistic structures. Such a stage, according to Hirsh-Pasek and 

Golinkoff (1996), is one step short of the status when children’s grammatical 

knowledge is entirely identical to adult knowledge and adult linguistic analyses; the 

more so since children can now tap into their grammatical insight for the construction 

of input without support from non-linguistic cues from context, viz prosody, 

semantics, and social domains (Hirsh-Pasek and Golinkoff 1996 in Fletcher and 

MacWhinney, 1996: 448). 

 

3 Syntactic analysis processes 

Now comes the question: how can children comprehend text? Comprehending text is 

assumed to be a complex information process, implicating a skill which is literally 

one of the most outstanding achievements of the human race. Such is indeed the case 

in that the skill boils down to transformation of black marks on white by virtue of 

eyes’ fixation into ideas and thoughts. Thanks to reading one gets advised and 

informed about the state of the world and new domains. One can carry out certain 

actions (e.g. filling in a tax form), or escape into fictional worlds. The fact that one 

can do all of these is taken to be worth probing in its own right. To this end, text 

comprehension researchers have been slowly but steadily digging up the widely 

intricate set of cognitive mechanisms lying behind the faculty to comprehend text 

(Zwaan and Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 83-84). 
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A passage of text can be perceived in three modes: as a sequence of letters from 

an alphabet, as a sequence of words of a particular language, or as an expression of 

meaning in a certain area of knowledge (Smith, 2004: 162). This language processing 

system demands an online mechanism that can construct structure in light of the 

principles and constraints- be they phonological, semantic, syntactic, or pragmatic- 

that govern language structure. The language processing system also requires another 

mechanism that can rule what structure be chosen should two or more analyses of the 

input string arise at all. The system concerned with sentence processing over reading 

is called parser in the literature (Dale, 2000: 63). 

 

4 Classes of models 

The parser is said to be of two general types. I first distinguish what are known as 

constraint-based models. These are signalized by their independence from the 

syntactic, lexical, phonological and semantic analyses (Bates, 2004: 111). On the 

other hand, models coming under the so-called Competition Model henceforth CM, 

the second type, construct various interactive analyses. For both types of parsing 

model, it is necessary that they allow for the experimental findings of speed and 

efficiency of human language processing (Smith, 2004: 115). Also it is imperative 

how the parser attends to alternative syntactic structures, and when and how such 

metagrammatical information as lexical information, discourse and the knowledge of 

the world is subsumed under the analysis (Bates, 2004: 111). 
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 4.1 The two stage serial model 

 The constraint-based models, also known as serial non-interactive models, conduct a 

two stage analysis, with solely one structure at a time. In the course of the first stage 

of parsing only structural information is processed to arrive at an initial syntactic 

consideration. The second stage, therefore, represents an evaluation so that 

information that has not been incorporated- world knowledge, semantics, discourse, 

and pragmatics- is now under analysis. This particular stage is understood not to bring 

any sort of effect to bear on the first (Bates, 2004: 112). 

 

     In this respect, Frazier et al. have propounded the so-called garden path model. As 

with the models of the serial kind, this parser allocates greatest importance to 

syntactic structure in the first place. The parser is representation-discourse insensitive 

for it is specialized enough to process information embedded in its vocabulary only. 

So the first parse or pass is built upon major category information and phrase 

structure rules. And so every word of the input is processed into a constituent in view 

of a set of principles (Bates, 2004: 112-113). 

 

Strictly two maximally general attachment principles have been proposed by 

Frazier and her colleagues. The two attachment principles, by definition, assign words 

into sundry structures. We have got the principle of minimal attachment constraining 

syntactic structure to the simplest available in the language. In this case a minimal 

number of nodes can be had as a result (a node can be defined as of a head, viz. I, V, 

Deg, and D, which can combine with a complement or adjunct or both) (Poole, 2002: 
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47-68). “The best way to illustrate how this strategy might operate is with certain 

sentences that contain temporary structural ambiguities. Take, for instance, the 

sentence: ‘The horse raced past the barn fell’ which is ambiguous between two 

readings. The first parse leads the reader to assume that ‘raced’ is an active 

intransitive; however the parse halts when it reaches ‘fell’. In such a case the reader is 

forced to revert and look for an alternative analysis. And so it is only then that the 

reader can work out that ‘raced past the barn’ is in effect a reduced relative clause 

with a passive participle. Such an analysis entails that ‘fell’ be the main verb and 

‘raced’ passive participle; hence the fitting reading is “The horse (that was raced past 

the barn) fell”.  

“Minimal attachment predicts that for structures like this readers do not wait to see 
how the sentence will develop, but instead commit themselves to [the past tense verb] 
interpretation as soon as they encounter the noun phrase. Accordingly, subjects will 
be led up the garden path in cases where this interpretation turns out to be wrong, that 
is in reduced complements” (Holmes, 1987, in Coltheart, 1987: 588).  

 
The other principle is that of late closure which dictates that the parser adds fresh 

items into the phrase under processing as long as it is possible. If a sentence happens 

to be inconsistent with these two principles, then the parsing should not go that way 

owing to the sentence’s need for non-minimal attachment and ⁄ or an early closure 

instead (Frazier, 1987, in Coltheart, 1987: 564). 

 

In what follows is an account of how the garden path model operates. For a start, 

the parser always attaches a noun phrase after a finite verb rendering a verb phrase, 

rather than that it keeps open the alternative structure of closing the phrase and starts 

a novel node. 
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“At each step in this process, the perceiver postulates the minimal number of 
nodes required by the grammar of the language under analysis, given the structure 
assigned to preceding items. 
 
a       S         b        S                 c              S                  d        S 
                                  
 
                       NP                               NP     VP         NP           VP 
NP                    
 
Det            Det            N              Det    N      V   Det       N      V      NP 
 
The            The           girl           The  girl   knew   Det   girl    knew  Det 
 
 
                                                                                                            Det…” 

(Frazier, 1987, in Coltheart, 1987: 561).                                                                                               
 
Lexical discourse information together with verb subcategorization are put on  

hold till the first structure is built. But these are unavoidably needed to sort  

unfitting structures out. They are especially helpful and instrumental in enhancing  

the reanalysis of the misanalysed (Frazier, 1987, in Coltheart, 1987: 565). 

 

Still under the umbrella of the first class of parsers is a blend of a thematic 

processor and a syntactic processor. These two processors are said to operate in 

parallel but separate fashions. The thematic processor constructs thematic frames (see 

Haegeman, 1994: 43-53 for a better understanding of thematic frames) in the light of 

its own principles and information sources. The thematic processor also allows 

pragmatic considerations to impact on thematic assignments in a sentence. Yet the 

thematic processor is not taken to have any influence on the initial syntactic analysis. 

Rather it operates on the output of the syntactic processor and suggests an alternative 

analysis should the need arise, that is in case of a wrong analysis. A note to make here 
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is that such models as the garden path are known as the modular models (Feinstein, 

1989, in Garfield, 1989: 215). 

 

4.2 The competition model  

By contrast, the models coming under the second type of parser are seen to behave 

otherwise. They, naturally, differ in when various types of information are 

incorporated in sentence processing. Because they are interactive in nature such 

models invoke a multiplicity of information and see no cost as to constructing 

concomitant multiple representations, so the most since some interactive models are 

largely dependent upon lexical information and non-linguistic sources (Altmann, 

1998, in Bates, 2004: 113). To a lesser extent, some interactive models employ 

lexical information and non-linguistic sources so as to restrict the syntactic analysis. 

To put it another way whereas highly interactive models treat syntactic parsing and 

semantic analysis as one inseparable mechanism, weakly interactive ones capitalize 

upon non-structural analysis only to constrain the syntactic analysis (McClelland, 

1987, in Coltheart, 1987: 9-10).        

  

One of the most influential interaction models has been the expectation-driven 

model. This model explicitly challenges the assumptions of the two stage serial 

account of sentence processing.  

“[It] emphasizes the probabilistic and context-sensitive aspects of sentence 
processing and assumes that comprehenders use idiosyncratic lexical, semantic, 
and pragmatic information about each incoming word to determine an initial 
structural analysis [...]. On this account, a much broader range of information is 
assumed to be available and used at very early stages of processing. This 
information is often fine-grained and word-specific [...] may reflect lexical 
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(MacDonal, 1994) and context-contingent frequency information [...], and may 
contribute to the immediate computation of semantic plausibility” (Bates, 2004: 
113). 
 

Having set out the core difference between the two categories of parsers, it 

should, if anything, be emphasized that they also share key assumptions: 1) that they 

basically hold all sources of information significant, 2) that the availability of these 

sources of information becomes apparent as soon as possible, and 3) that the effect of 

the various information sources rests with their strength and the relative strength of 

their cues. It is for this assumption sharing that the debate between the two classes 

seems unstoppable; even more so since the difference in predictions over the time 

course of processing have taken on decisive substance. Indeed “experimental 

outcomes that differ by only a few hundred milliseconds are taken as discriminating 

between the two classes of models” (Bates, 2004: 114). 

 

 5 The reading process 

Over the last three-and-a-half decades, there has emerged a growing interest in how a 

reader accesses the mental lexicon from the black marks on white. For such a 

purpose, there have appeared a multitude of methods which can roughly be sorted 

according to two categories. The first category is known as online methods. Here 

once it unfolds, the comprehension process is taken as a basis. Conversely, the second 

category of methods, labeled memory methods, concentrates on the results of the 

comprehension process, the mental representations stored in the comprehender’s 

long-term memory. In their turn the online methods are of three types: processing-
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load measures, activation measures, and information-content measures (Zwaan and 

Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 85). 

 

5.1 Processing –load measures 

To start with, processing-load measures afford researchers ways to make inferences 

about the processing times of cognitive resources necessary to process linguistic 

information. One such mode is the self-paced reading task,  

“in which people see segments of a text, typically clauses or sentences on a 
computer screen one at a time. They advance through the text by pressing a key 
on the keyboard or a mouse button and the computer measures their reading 
times” (Zwaan and Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 86).  
 

Not precise though it is in comparison to alternative methods, such a method is 

understood to focus upon many of the processes of particular interest to 

psycholinguists and psychologists alike. 

 

Alternative to the self-paced reading task is the moving-window task. Noticeable 

about the latter is its degree of precision of measurements.  

“In this task, texts are displayed in their entirety (or one page at a time) on the 
computer screen, but with all the letters changed into dashes or slashes. By 
pressing a button or key, the reader makes a word visible and, by processing the 
button again, the word reverts back to dashes and slashes and the next word 
appears. It is as if the reader is passing a small window across the masked text” 
(Zwaan and Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 86). 
  

One crucial advantage of this method is that reading times for each word in the text 

are enabled while the reader can still retain an idea of the overall structure of the text. 
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The final method is eyetracking. The method is most advantageous in that the two 

preceding tasks run the gauntlet of reliance upon key presses for the measurement of 

reading times. Thus the resulting reading times are inclusive of not only the time to 

read the sentence, but also the time needed to shift attention from comprehension to 

key pressing in addition to the time to execute the motor response. So it is important 

to note here that the response time is not conditional upon the amount of cognitive 

effort involved but by “the tendency to tap the keys in a rhythmic fashion” (Zwaan 

and Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 86). In what follows is an account of the 

workings of the eyetracking method. “Texts are presented on a computer screen and a 

participant’s eye movements are registered by small cameras as he or she processes 

the text” (Zwaan and Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 86). During the process 

the eye performs three types of movement: fixation, saccade, and regression. Contrary 

to what most people think, the eye pauses to take in information and then moves on to 

the next word. Such a pause is known as fixation. Notwithstanding that the eye will 

skip some short and highly predictable words like the article the, this type of eye 

movement is recognized as saccade. The eye is also reported to make a backward 

movement to an earlier word in the sentence, regression. It is a sign of processing 

difficulty that the regressions as well as fixations will be long. Accordingly, the 

eyetracking method is more accurate and precise than are the previous methods 

(Rayner and Pollatsek, 1987, in Coltheart, 1987: 329-331). 

 

5.2 Activation measures 
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Another set of measures used to gauge the availability of information to the reader as 

he or she comprehends a text are characterized as activation measures. Such measures 

give the researcher an insight into the mental representation or activation as it unfolds 

in the reader’s mind. In this respect Zwaan and Singer list the three most common 

methods: lexical decision, naming, and probe recognition (in Graesser et al., 2003: 

87). 

 

As for lexical decisions, the reader is presented with a string of letters and is 

asked to determine whether or not it is a word. Most importantly, it has been found 

that the perceptual identification or the lexical decision for a word is facilitated when 

the word involved is immediately preceded by a close associate. Such is indeed the 

case since a word such as doctor can be recognized more easily when its close 

associate nurse shows first. By contrast, such perceptual identification does not obtain 

if doctor is preceded by bread, for instance. By implication, nurse activates or primes 

doctor (Zwaan and Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 87). So also with two letter 

strings being presented successively for brief durations at the same location, 

“perceptual identification of the second (target) string can be facilitated when it 

shares letters with the first (prime) string, relative to when the letter strings are 

unrelated” (Humphreys et al., 1987, in Coltheart, 1987: 105). 

 

As with lexical decisions, naming is another method whereby activation can be 

evaluated simply by getting participants to name words. It has been argued that 

naming latencies decrease with priming. Advantageously, naming does not involve a 
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yes-no decision component. Another plus is that only fewer items are needed in 

naming than in lexical decision (Zwaan and Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 

87). 

 

Ultimately probe recognition is a third mode concerned with assessment of 

activation. “In this case, a word is presented and the participant’s task is to indicate 

whether it appeared in the text read up to that point” (Zwaan and Singer, 2003, in 

Graesser et al., 2003: 87). Probe recognition is thought to have the same drawbacks as 

lexical decision. 

 

5.3 Information-content measures 

One basic overriding distinction between activation measures and information-

content measures is that the latter provide much more extensive information whereas 

the former are confined solely to certain aspects of structure and content of the mental 

representation which is under construction during comprehension. Even so there 

remains a question about the extent to which information-content measures reflect 

processes that are really taking place during online comprehension (Zwaan and 

Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 88). 

 

Based upon a couple of ways, information-content measures are shown to be 

potentially vulnerable to strategic processes on the participant’s part. For one thing 

they do not supply an accurate picture of cognitive processes in language 

comprehension experiments. This is so for the think-aloud protocol in which 

 17



“participants are typically presented with one sentence or clause at a time and are 

instructed to comment on their understanding of the sentence or clause in the context 

of the text they are reading” (Zwaan and Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 88). 

Another reason is that a second way called question-answering procedure, in which 

participants are asked specific questions about aspects of a text (e.g. why did x 

happen?), demonstrates that some linguistic devices invite different text continuations 

than others. For example, Gernsbacher and Schroyer (1989) showed “how a 

cataphoric pronoun such as this (e.g. the egg in On the beach she found this egg 

prompted participants to maintain its referent in their continuations to a greater extent 

than the indefinite pronoun an (as in On the beach she found an egg)” (Zwaan and 

Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 89). As a result, it has been argued that 

information-content measures should best be conceived as exploratory devices which 

in conjunction with such measures as processing-load and activation become most 

useful tools for using online processes. 

 

5.4 Memory measures 

In much the same spirit, memory measures, also known as off-line measures, are in 

turn employed to study sentence comprehension. These measures extend insights into 

how the mental representation constructed during the comprehension process is stored 

in and retrieved from long-term memory. Prior to this stage, empirical evidence 

indicates that the reader retains a brief working memory record of the wording of a 

text. In fact, it has been argued that the reader constructs a three-fold mental 

representation over the comprehension of the text: the text’s surface structure which 
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is linked to the brief memory record, the semantic meaning explicitly conveyed by the 

text, and the situation depicted in the text (Zwaan and Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 

2003: 91). 

 

The text’s surface representation has been shown to be transitory for the most 

part. However, under certain circumstances, the surface representation lingers on for a 

remarkable period of time. Being one of such conditions, it has been revealed that the 

pragmatic context of a sentence plays an important part in maintaining the surface 

representation. Such is indeed the case if a sentence has high interactive value (e.g., if 

it is an agreeable joke or a hostile insult). The reader’s attention is then certain to 

focus upon its wording, giving rise to a better surface memory (Kintsch and Bates 

(1977) in Graesser et al., 2003: 92). A further related case in point is that Zwaan 

(1993, 1994) shows that the comprehender’s expectations about the genre of the text 

induces a different surface memory.  

“When participants thought they were reading excerpts from novels, they 
exhibited better surface memory than when they thought they were reading 
newspapers articles” (Zwaan and Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 92). 
 
As outlined earlier, the semantic meaning explicitly conveyed by the text runs 

through the mental representation of the text. The models addressing this aspect have 

shown that a link between two propositions cannot be established only if they co-

occur in the working memory. Another finding touching the propositions is that there 

exists a tendency among the readers to hold the most recent and important cues in the 

working memory (Zwaan and Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 92). 
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Moreover various experiments have suggested that the readers record at least five 

situational dimensions in the course of comprehending the text or propositions. Such 

comprehension can not obtain unless there is a situation representation. So the 

situational dimensions of time, space, characters, causation, and motivation are said 

to be vital to the task of text comprehension. Indeed there will be propositions so 

cumbersome that a situation will be indispensable. This is no doubt so for the 

following pair of clauses, for example: “Having put the wallpaper on the wall, then he 

put his mug of coffee on the paper (Zwaan and Singer, 2003, in Graesser et al., 2003: 

93). 
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                                               Parental consent 

In order to carry out the studies reported in the current thesis, the parents of the 

subjects were asked for their permission to allow their children to get involved in 

them. 

6 Studies and results 

In the present thesis, a series of methods have been reported in which language 

processing has been in focus with a special reference to grammatical processing in 

sentences. The focal point linking the studies has been the role of syntactic 

knowledge. Of equal importance have been the various sources of information over 

the comprehension of a text. Following are a few experiments carried out in order to 

elicit a number of key findings to the reading process. These experiments involve 8 

children. Four of them are 6th grade pupils. The other four pupils are 4th graders. The 

children were asked to detect syntactic errors. Such detection will be conducted as 

online methods. The children were also asked to recognize a few words, hence probe 

words. These probe words fall into functional and lexical classes of words. 

 

                                           Online studies 

The detection of syntactic errors 

The study tested the children’s ability to spot errors in a written passage as well as in 

listening to the same passage. There were three error types in the reading 

experiments: orthographic, syntactic, and semantic. Furthermore, semantic and 

syntactic violations were each incorporated into the listening test. The participants 

were Moroccan 4th and 6th grade pupils.  
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                                               /?alєawdatə ?ila lqaryah 

 kana ∫uєaib falaħan yaqŧənə fi: qaryatən hadi?a, faraħala єanha moķalifan wara?aho 

manzilaho r΄aħb wa ?arduho ŧ΄ayiba wa ntaqala ?ila lmadinah. sakanat ∫uєab ∫uqatna 

Rurafoha dayiqa, wa nawafiduha mo∫ab΄aka bilħadid. kana fi: qaryatihi yuŧil΄ə єala 

lmaħalat atizariya, walħuqul walmurozu lķadra?, fasara yaєi∫ə baina zudran ?arbaєa, 

alєimarat taħzubu єanho dalam walhawa wan΄ur fala yasmaєə il΄a saķab ∫΄ariє. lam 

yimdi waqtən ŧawilat ħat΄a dazira ∫uєaib min ħayatihi lzadida/ 

                                                      

                                                  “The return to the village 

Shoaib was a peasant who lived in a serene village. All of sudden he made up his 

mind to move to the city, leaving behind him his spacious house and farm. He now 

lived in a small apartment, with congested rooms. In the village he looked on the 

department stores, the farms, and the green pools. In contrast he was now surrounded 

by high rises, which deprived him of darkness and ventilation. He could hear only the 

noise of the street. It was not so long before he grew most bored” 

 

It was taken into consideration the fact that the passage was of the type which the 

children were familiar with at school. The probe words included such misspelled 

words as /∫uєab/ (/∫uєaib/), /∫uqatna/ (/∫uqatan/), /yimdi/ (/yamdi/), /alєimarat/ 

(/walєimarat/), /walhawa/ (/walhawa?/). The transcriptions between the brackets were 

the correct forms. What is noticeable about these words is that the changes in their 

forms did not lead to changes in their meanings. On the other hand, syntactic errors 
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were also inserted into the text. These were /qaryatən/ (/qaryatin/), /sakanat/ 

(/sakana/), /ŧawilat/ (/ŧawilat/). The first syntactic probe word was incorrect in that it 

included schwa instead of the sound /i/. As was part of the inflection of the word, it 

should have been as is indicated in the brackets for the very previous word was /fi:/ 

which would dictate the insertion of /i/, rather than schwa. Conversely /sakanat/ and 

/ŧawilat/ were wrong for there was a disagreement between the subjects /∫uєab/ and 

/waqtən/ and the verbs concerned at the levels of gender and number respectively; but 

not all the mistakes appear in the translation to English. Additionally, the passage 

incorporated two semantic violations. These were /lmaħalat atizariya/ (department 

stores) and /dalam/ (darkness). These words did obviously not fit in the context in 

which they occurred, causing semantic violations. 

  

 Two methods were adopted in the reading test; the first of which was that the 

passage was read from a moving window on a computer screen. The other reading 

method was paper-based. As for the listening experiment, the children heard a tape 

recorded version of the same passage. During reading from the moving window, the 

children were supposed to signal their error detection by pressing a button. The 

response time was inclusive of the time when the target word, which embraced an 

error, was visible and when the children pressed the button. 

 

Similarly the children pressed a button giving rise to a signal every time they 

sensed an error during the listening task. On the other hand, the children were asked 

to underscore the mistakes during the paper-based task. As there were two kinds of 
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errors: orthographic on the one hand and grammatical on the other, the children were 

asked to underline either the incorrect word if it did not tone in with the context or 

just the incorrect part of the word if there emerged some misspelling problem. 

 

The findings were very interesting. Some were fully justifiable. One of which 

was, much to the commonplace expectation, that the 6th grade children eclipsed the 4th 

grade children in the detection of all three types. In addition, because the children 

were bogged down in decoding the script of the reading tasks, the listening task 

proved to be the easiest for both groups. As with the reading tasks, the syntactic 

errors also proved the most difficult to spot for both groups and in all three 

experiments. But strangely enough, it was the 4th grade children who benefited more 

from the moving window; their performance came closer to that of the 6th grade 

children. The younger children scored 4 ⁄ 10; whereas the older scored 6 ⁄ 10. A note 

to make here is that there were 5 syntactic errors alongside 5 spelling mistakes 

yielding an aggregate of 10 mistakes. Contributing to this remarkable achievement on 

the part of the younger children might be the restricted vision of the window, which 

allowed them to better focus on the text. 

 

                                             Off-line studies 

In the previous sections, there was a discussion of activation on the one hand and 

memory representation on the other. I also discussed that short and highly predictable 

words often receive little attention on the part of the reader. Such words can be 

classified as function words which pertain to the closed classes of words. The goal of 
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this experiment was that verbatimness of what was termed surface structure of a 

sentence is in effect an act of activation, rather than memory. When accuracy obtains 

in repeating a clause, it is then arguable that the subjects are not so much tapping into 

surface representation, which is claimed to be linked to working memory and 

therefore an off-line measure, as into activation or priming. In order for me to test 

such a hypothesis, I depended upon the following data: 

/?istaєara lwaladə kitaban/  “the boy borrowed a book” 

/?a∫΄amsə mo∫riqatan/  “it is a sunny day” 

/?istaiqada lfalaħə bakiran/  “the peasant woke up early in the morning” 

/?aŧlaqa lwaladə saraħa ŧ΄a?iri/  “the boy set free the bird” 

/єada єaliyun ?ila d΄ari/  “Ali came home” 

/waqafa ŧ΄iflə ?amama l΄uєabi/  “the boy stood in front of the toys” 

/?aŧєama ŧ΄a?irə saRirahu/  “the bird fed its brood” 

/qara?a lwaladə d΄arsa/  “the boy read the lesson” 

/?i∫tara lwaladə bidlatan madrasiyatan zadidatan/  “the boy bought a new school 

outfit” 

/bada?a єaliyun yawmahu bina∫aŧ/  “Ali was up and about earlier today” 

 

The children’s task boiled down to recognizing such probe words as /waladə/ 

“boy”, /mo∫riqatan/ “sunny”, /lfalaħun/ “the peasants”, /ŧ΄a?irahə/ “his bird”, /fi:/ “in”, 

l΄uєabi/ “the toys”, /s΄aRir/ “the young”,  /d΄arsa/  “the lesson”, /lbidlata/ “the outfit”, 

/yawmahu/ “ his day” : whether or not they appeared in the sentences. It is very 

important to note here that in Standard Arabic in which the data was the content 
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words are not separate from the determiners. A further related note to make is that the 

children were presented with either probe words with articles or without articles. 

Furthermore every probe word was presented soon after the sentence thereof.  

 

It was found that it took longer to recognize the probe words with the determiners, 

or the function words to simplify the matter, than the content words. Such a finding 

upheld and confirmed the hypothesis. Because the function words received little 

attention in the main, they were therefore harder to activate. If accuracy that obtains 

in repeating a sentence of a considerable number of words were to do with surface 

representation, hence short-term memory, it would take equal spans of time to recall 

function and content words apiece. Accordingly, it is rightly arguable that sentence 

meaning is recollected while lexical items are activated. 
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                                        Summary and conclusions 

From general to particular the present paper dealt with the reading process. It started 

with acquisition of the first language. Basically I dwelled upon the stages necessary to 

arrive at adult sentence processing. Then a conclusion was drawn that there must be a 

mechanism behind language acquisition with a special reference to sentence 

comprehension. With this in mind, I provided two crucial categories of models. The 

basic distinction between them was when syntactic and semantic information was 

integrated in the parser, the mechanism mentioned in the beginning. In an effort to 

show the validity of each model there was a multitude of studies and experiments. In 

doing so it was revealed that different reading methods prompted different reading 

strategies. And so I firmly believe that in the long run the aberrant findings of the 

research will be of great help in the realm of teaching and learning, even more so 

since the studies have begun to take new orientations. Indeed the classic methods, for 

example, have begun to give way to neurology. 

 

Equally significant is that presumably in error most of the research in this area 

was conducted only in the English language, meaning parsing English sentences only. 

The inclusion of other languages will definitely put the research in its most optimal 

perspective. Undeniably it will be only then that questions of the kind: do the same 

mechanisms persist across languages? Or are some mechanisms language-specific 

only? will be answerable. From the Chomskian standpoint, an adequate theory of 

 27



language comprehension must account for various languages as a whole as well as for 

certain languages. 
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