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INTRODUCTION  
 
Print provides a major resource for tapping vicariously a vast store of human experience. The 
quality and range of purposes which a person can generate together with an effective control 
of processing the resource will influence the richness of response to print. Our studies 
indicate that different purposes lead to different kinds of processing of the linear strings of 
the words, sentences, and paragraphs on a page. These are sampled, selected and related in 
order to attribute a "structure of meaning" (Harri-Augstein, 1978).  Although purpose 
partially determines strategy and this influences outcome these must be seen as co-existing; 
the process is dynamic and interactive. The self-organised learner interacts with a text by 
entering into a series of cycles in which purpose, strategy and outcome become progressively 
more precise and clearly articulated; i.e. refined, elaborated, modified, differentiated or even 
completely changed. Conversational investigations of reading demonstrate that an awareness 
of a wide range of needs and purposes that can be met through reading together with the 
competence to organise and achieve these purposes, enables a reader to interact with the 
printed resource in ways which lead to self-development.  
 
Early research on how students read (Harri-Augstein, 1971) revealed, almost inadvertently, 
that increased awareness enabled learners to break free from long established habits and 
begin to experiment with a wider range of strategies. This resulted in greater flexibility in 
their use of reading as a learning skill. In the next phase of research, originally crude 
techniques for recording reading behaviour and for describing the structure of meaning in a 
text were improved and additional techniques were developed. Conversational exchanges 
between the experimenter (henceforth referred to as tutor) and the subjects (henceforth  
referred to as reader/learner) were systematically studied and subsequently developed into 
'talk-back' procedures. These gradually developed into a conversational methodology which 
recruits conversational tools and a process model of reading for investigating how people of 
various age groups and linguistic backgrounds learn by reading. A programme of action 
research spanning a ten year period carried out in schools, colleges and with adults in training 
departments in industry, has enabled the authors to investigate how conversational methods 
can enable learners to explore, review and develop their reading competence.  
 
The theme of this chapter is triadic. It outlines a conversational approach to the study of 
reading as a learning skill. It attempts to illustrate this by reference to specific talk-back 
procedures. In raising awareness of personal reading processes these procedures serve not 
only to give insights into the complex processes of reading but also function as learning 
opportunities for the participants. Thirdly a process model of reading is briefly sketched out. 
This model provides the basis for negotiating the conversational exchanges described.  
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THE CONVERSATIONAL APPROACH  
 
Until recently, the widely accepted tenets of experimental methods have largely restricted the 
psychological investigation of reading to the short term recall of letters, words or sentences. 
A complex text offers a rich resource for investigating more sophisticated cognitive 
processes. The text serves as a common referent, but the meaning attributed to it varies from 
person to person. Subjects bring a uniquely personal experience to reading and this must be 
incorporated into the investigation process if 'reading' is to be properly understood.  
 
The orthodox cognitive experiment uses stimuli which are 'completely known' to the 
experimenter. The pursuit of objectivity demands repeatability of events, prior specification 
of experimental conditions and the pre-selection of measures. But studies aimed at 
developing self-organisation demand that learners have freedom to explore opportunities in 
their own terms. As the learner begins to exercise greater choice, so the tutor loses the 
capacity to insist on a pre-planned design. If the tutor does so insist, the highly structured 
events yield data which may trivialise the experiences of the learner. Concern with 
experimental control may also lead the tutor to lose personal contact with learners. This 
reduces the reality and relevance of the research findings. Thus an orthodox view of 
objectivity within the physical science paradigm, and the pursuit of self-organisation would 
appear to be incompatible. This is a brief statement of the dilemma in educational research 
which led the authors away from the more traditional 'before - after' statistically based 
experimental method towards a conversational research design.  
 
In a conversational approach both experimenter and subject share the responsibility for the 
observation and measurement of a continuously changing process within a 'context sensitive' 
framework. (Thomas & Harri-Augstein, 1978). Thus, the empirical investigation becomes a 
co-operative effort. The conversational approach adopted in our investigations accepts the 
reader/learner as full participant in the descriptive and interpretive enterprise. It uses the 
reader/ learner's unique position as observer of internal events whereby meaning is attributed 
to a text, and admits the personal validity of the reader's attempts to explain such personal 
processes. The tutor with the technology at his or her disposal can observe and record 
external aspects of the reader's behaviour. Such records can then be used to help the reader to 
introspect and describe personal reading events. The advantage of the conversational 
approach lies in involving the reader in the observation and explanation. He or she is unlikely 
to tolerate oversimplified or highly abstract descriptions, which the tutor might otherwise 
formulate as interpreter of experimental results within the traditional paradigm.  
 
Systematic tools have been developed by the authors (Thomas & Harri-Augstein, 1978) to 
assist in such a conversational enterprise. These mediate to give validity and rigour to the 
unique descriptions offered by the reader. The tools enable the reader/learner to be talked 
back through a reading event giving evidence from the reader's own behaviour and 
experience. Together, the tutor and reader/learners interpret the findings revealed by the use 
of these tools and relate these to the original text. Part of the skill in the conversational 
method is to be able to talk a reader back into his or her earlier process with some evaluative 
commentary so that he or she is encouraged to review the meaning attributed to a text. Whilst  



there is obviously no objective check on the validity of the recreation of the experiential 
process there are a number of corroborative indications. Spontaneous remarks which relate to 
the read record, to the content of a text, the structure of the flow diagram description of a text 
and to the monitoring and decision making processes, together with the reader/learner's 
recognition of the earlier experience, all add up. The validity lies within the reader/learner 
and tutors' personal experience of 'how it is' within the conversational process itself and not 
in terms of standardised pre- and post- test procedures.  
 
In a conversational investigation of reading any preconceptions which the tutor harbours 
about the 'meaning' in a text are rapidly dispersed. The reader/learner's explanations may be 
very different. Mismatch of meaning is recognised and explored in the experimental 
conversation. Goodman (1974), Harri-Augstein (1971) and Morton and Saljo (1976) have 
demonstrated the complexity and enormous individual variation in students' response to print 
(reading outcomes). Any method therefore which evaluates meaning only by reference to a 
pre-established experimenter defined version inevitably discards most of the information 
relevant to a more complete and significant understanding of the cognitive processes involved 
in its attribution. Although conversational in one sense, Pioget's studies assume that the 
experimenter's view is comprehensive (Pioget 1961). Pask's approach is more truly 
conversational but the formalism of his cybernetic method often hides the explanations from 
both subject and experimenter (Pask 1969). The approach advocated by the authors which is 
based on verbal language rather than formal mathematics is capable of infinite expansion and 
variety, readers are free to harness their own experiences of the process of attributing 
meaning into a personal model and description. The experimenter's role is to assist them to 
achieve this.  
 
In essence, the conversational paradigm advocated is aimed at enabling readers to arrive at 
personal descriptions of their reading process, so that they can reflect upon and develop their 
competence.  
 
Such descriptions include:-  
(i) Comments of how learners map meaning onto the words on a page. 
(ii) Terms expressing personally relevant criteria for assessing comprehension. 
(iii) personally acceptable explanations of how learners invent, review and change meaning 
until a satisfactory outcome is achieved.  
 
This description of the process takes place at several levels of text organisation (word, phrase, 
sentence, paragraph, chapter). Thus mapping meaning, monitoring, reviewing, coupled with a 
hierarchical view of the process presents a basis for the conversational approach to the study 
of learning by reading.  
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THE CONVERSATIONAL TOOLS  
 
Given this conversational approach to reading, a number of tools have been developed for 
enabling readers to explore, review and develop the ways in which they attribute meaning to 
texts. For instance, tools for the self-diagnosis of reading problems and for articulating 
purpose hierarchies and personal taxonomies of reading purposes are often recruited early on 
in any conversational exchange. The whole range of tools are described elsewhere (Thomas 
& Harri-Augstein, 1978a, 1977, 1978b, 1978c, 1978d.) This chapter focuses on two tools: the 
Brunel Reading Recorder for exploring reading behaviour and the Flow Diagram Technique 
for describing the structure of meaning in texts. These tools can be used singly and together 
to explore the interaction between the organisation of texts and the behaviour of readers in 
ways which result in heightened insight into the active, conversational, meaning - attributing 
process of reading. Each tool is used to record and organise a specific experience and to offer 
personally relevant feedback arising out of the reading process. Understanding out of direct 
experience enables the reader/learner to experiment and change.  
 
This is a very different approach from that where the tutor encourages the reader/learner to 
study research findings on reading, as reported in the literature. Such reports provoke only 
vicarious understanding and in our experience fail to achieve the heightened awareness of 
process which enables a reader/learner to achieve enhanced levels of competence.  
 
Briefly, the basic requirements of a conversational tool are:-  
(i) some observational record of that aspect of reading (e.g. Purpose - Strategy - Outcome), 
being investigated,  
(ii) a display which facilitates 'talk-back' so that a precise language for thinking about the 
process can be acquired,  
(iii) this display should include the facility to move up and down between levels in the 
hierarchical organisation of that aspect of process being investigated, (e.g. hierarchies of 
Purposes, Strategies, and Outcomes).  
(iv) a facility for the negotiation of a description of reading behaviour and experience,  
(v) a procedure for gradually weaning away from depending on the tool, with an enhanced 
perception of the reading process. 
 
Conversational tools have been used singly or together for 'mirroring' the reader's experience 
and behaviour back to him or her. This leads to heightened awareness and enables the 
reader/learner to reflect upon and so develop personal reading processes.  
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THE BRUNEL READING RECORDER  
 
One way of expressing what goes on during reading is that the structure of the words on the 
page provokes the reader into a search for stable meaning. This view of the process is 
commented on later in the chapter. The thoughts and feelings associated with this search take 
time. Therefore the patterns of time revealed in detailed records of reading behaviour can be 
used conversationally to infer the sequence of feelings and thoughts that accompanied it. But 
how can such detailed records be obtained? A series of prototypes led to the development of 
the Reading Recorder.  
 
It is a robust easy to use machine which is commercially available on a limited basis. 
Developments in techniques for recording reading behaviour include a prototype mini 
recorder which works directly on to the pages of a book and various simple paper and pencil 
methods (Thomas & Harri-Augstein, 1973). In its variant forms the Reading Recorder is a 
tool specially designed to make the behavioural process of reading explicit.  
 

 
 
The movement of the continuous stationary is under the direct control of the reader. He or she 
turns a handle on the side of the recorder to move the text past the window. The movement of 
this handle is transmitted directly to the pen of a chart recorder incorporated in the machine. 
This produces a graphical record. Figure 2 shows a very simplified version of a record 
obtained on the Reading Recorder.  
 
This record shows the reading of a four-hundred line article in twenty minutes. We can see 
that the lines were not read at an even rate of 400/20, i.e. twenty lines per minute. The first 
100 lines were read in five minutes, i.e. at an average of twenty lines per minute, but then the 
reader spent five minutes not reading at all. Observations show that he sat thinking for three 
minutes and then made some notes. From the tenth minute to the fifteenth, he read more 
slowly from line 100 to line 150, i.e. 150-100/5 = 50/5 = ten lines per minute. Then the reader 
speeded up and read from lines 150 to 250 in two minutes, i.e. 100 lines in two minutes at 
fifty lines per minute. At line 250, he stopped and then turned quickly back to line 150 and 
spent one minute making notes, not reading. He then scanned evenly and very quickly hrough 
from line 150 to line 400 in two minutes, i.e. at 250/2 at 125 lines per minute.  
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The Reading Recorder (Figure 1) 
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A simplified version of a record obtained on the Reading Recorder (Figure 2) 
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Reflection upon this read record is the starting point of a conversational exchange between 
the reader and the tutor.  
 
(1) What was in the first 100 lines that made the reader pause and think after reading them?  
(2) Why where lines 100 to 150 so difficult to read?  
(3) Why did he or she go back from line 250 to line 150?  
(4) Why was it then so easy to read through from line 150 to the end?  
  
Conversational investigations may reveal that the first 100 lines were a simple introduction, 
the next fifty explained in detail the author's intentions; line 250 referred to an idea dealt with 
first in line 150; and the last 150 lines repeated the author's aims more elaborately. The tutor 
and reader can begin to infer quite a lot from the reader's behaviour i.e. the read record.  
 
The read record shows how time was spent. It shows changes in pace, hesitations, skipping, 
back-tracking, searching, and note-making. Conversational interpretations of read records has 
led the authors to identify five types of 'read'. These are described in detail elsewhere 
(Thomas & Harri-Augstein 1972, 1975a,1976,1978b).  
 
These 'reads' are seldom observed in pure form, but usually each can be classified as one of 
five idealised types. Actual records often contain a mix of these, but nevertheless they serve 
to provide a common terminology for conversational exchange.  
 
Read (a)  a fairly rapid more or less smooth continuous read from beginning to end;  
 
Read (b)  a slow read from beginning to end with detailed hesitations and possibly notes;  
 
Read (c)  a read that shows considerable search backwards and forwards within the text;  
 
Read (d)  an activity associated with 'thinking' note consultation, drafting sessions and 
  so on during which specific parts of the text may be consulted briefly;  
 
Read (e)  a fairly rapid read with few hesitations at selected parts of the text.  
 
These basic read patterns combine in various ways to produce a more or less effective 
reading strategy. Conversational investigations have shown that this depends on the purpose, 
on the previous knowledge and skills of the reader, on the structure of the text, and on the 
personal criteria used by the reader for evaluating the outcome. 
 
Read (a), the Smooth Read, appears to serve three functions within a given strategy.  
(i) It is the only type of record produced by people whose outcomes are ineffective on a 
variety of tests, e.g. summarising or multiple choice tests. One or more repeating smooth 
reads, which become the strategy, are in most cases ineffective on a wide range of reading  
purposes (see table 1).  
(ii) It can be the only type of record produced by someone who is quite familiar with the 
content of the text and with the topic in general. Such readers score highly on a wide range of 
tests related to a number of different purposes. Obviously very little learning has taken place.  
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Five types of read (Figure 3) 
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(iii) It can form part of a more complex strategy, either as the first read, last or both. At the 
beginning it appears to perform an orientating or preparing function (Survey). At the end it 
serves a checking function (Review), possibly analogous to (ii) above. Sometimes a  
few hesitations or back-tracking characterise this last read, indicating that particular attention 
is being given to some parts of the text. In this instance it approximates to Read (e). 
  
Read (b) - the Item Read shows a linear processing of the text. The 'items' may be small units 
of meaning such as phrases or sentences, or they may represent larger units of meaning such 
as groups of sentences or paragraphs. Item Reads are always associated with good scores in 
multiple choice tests and any test demanding factual knowledge or recall at the literal level of 
a Purpose Taxonomy (Barrett, 1968). Again, a purpose involving the selection of relevant 
data in the text can be successfully achieved with the implementation of this type of read. The  
more selective the purpose in terms of the content of the text, the fewer the hesitations in the 
read and a really efficient reader shows hesitations only in those parts of the text relevant for 
his or her chosen purpose.  
 
Read (c) - the Search Read can represent highly sophisticated cognitive processing of the 
text. It shows the kinds of relationships which the reader is constructing from various items in 
the text, which may re located quite far away from each other. In other words he or she 
reorganises the text. 'Signposts' by the author may influence the reader to search backwards 
and forwards in an attempt to trace out the author's meaning. Again, 'text cues' referred to 
may influence the reader to search in the text as he or she attempts to attribute meaning  
to it. The reader's own purpose for reading is yet another factor which will influence the 
sampling and searching activities. Readers who attempt to prepare Flow Diagrams for 
describing the structure of a text always produces search reads as part of their strategy. 
Sometimes the searches are unsuccessful and show that the reader has failed to draw useful 
relationships from the text. People who are successful in the higher order purposes in the 
Taxonomy almost inevitably recruit this type of read as part of their strategy.  
 
Read (d) is not really a 'read'. Yet conversational investigations show that people are actually 
reading 'in their heads'. searching and checking relationships and recalling details, main ideas 
and so on, using some visual cue sequence of the text as an aid. Occasionally, specific items 
in the text are referred to.  
 
Read (e) - the selective check read approximates to the highly selective item read described in 
Read (b), when the reader's purpose is that of locating specific 'bits of information' from the 
text. Again, the pursuit of an evaluative or summarising purpose may result in this type of 
read only if the reader is quite familiar with the content area dealt with in the text. Hesitations 
relate to those aspects of the text which may be new. A last read in a strategy as described in 
the smooth read (iii) may be of this type when readers explain that they are 'checking bits of 
the text' against their defined purposes. A very brief resume' of three kinds of Strategy, which 
combine these Reads in different ways serve to illustrate that different reading strategies lead 
to different kinds of learning outcomes. These findings have been repeated by the authors in 
several studies and reported in detail elsewhere. (Thomas and Harri-Augstein, 1972, 1976). 
Recently they have been replicated by another researcher in a study using our conversational 
techniques (Beard 1979). Strategy A is usually effective for recall at the Literal Level, 
Strategy B can be effective for Summarising Purposes as well as Literal Recall, and Strategy 
C is effective for Summarising, Abstracting and Evaluative Purposes. Figure 4 illustrates 
these.  
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Strategies for Reading to Learn (Figure 4) 
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Table (1) summarises the results of one study in which 60 subjects took part. They were 
given an article from Scientific American and were asked to summarise this and to answer 
objective tests.  
 
These results indicate that the longer a subject spent reading the more likely he or she was to 
be successful in the summary. However, inspection of the reading strategies show that time is 
simply a crude indicator of more important characteristics of the reading process.  
 
Strategies B and C usually result in a long-term retention of items of information found in the 
text. Strategy A often results in a short-term retention only. It would appear that successful 
efforts to comprehend at a high cognitive level, as evidenced with B and C,initiate acts of 
operation on texts which endure. Low level comprehension strategies such as A can be very 
effective in the short-term for literal level recall but the reader fails to organise these and the 
information is forgotten quite quickly. This agrees with the findings of Ausubel (1967) who 
has shown that 'advance organisers' help learners to retain complex information. The reader 
has to create an organised structure to order and relate the items of information. Remaining in 
a linear unstructed sequence these items form part of short~term memory only (Thomas & 
Harri-Augstein, 1972).  
 
Table (2) shows in simplified form some experimental results which support this (Thomas & 
Harri-Augstein, 1972).  
 
Each figure on the top line is the average summary score for five - six subjects.  
Corresponding figures on the bottom line are the average loss for the same subjects between  
objective tests given at the same time as the summary task and again one week later. These 
tests were designed to measure literal recall in a text. Correlation of the individual data 
yielded a Spearman's rho of -0.76. This is highly significant for a population of 60 subjects.  
 
The relationship between retention on the objective test scores ,coupled with obvious 
differences in reading strategies of subjects scoring high (Strategy B & C) and those scoring 
low (Strategy A) on the summary raises an important issue. Reading for detecting the 
structure and organisation of a text (i.e. summary) requires a different strategy from reading 
for specific bits of information. In education and in life in general, most readers fail to realise 
this, and often unconsciously, they pursue reading strategies which may be totally ineffective  
for their purposes. The explosion of remedial reading classes in secondary and higher 
education substantiate these inferences we have drawn from our own research findings.  
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TALK-BACK THROUGH RECORDS OF READING BEHAVIOUR AND FLOW 
DIAGRAMS OF TEXTS 
 
How much a reader can learn from going back over personal records of reading behaviour 
depends on an ability to interpret these. The reader is encouraged to go through each record 
and think himself or herself back into the frame of mind that he or she was in when the record 
was first produced. This is done by identifying on the record all significant events i.e. 
hesitations, backtrackings, changes in pace, skipping forwards and searches. These events are 
related back to the particular parts of a text where they occurred. The reader is then 
encouraged to recall the original experience of reading and think carefully why at these points  
in the text a certain word, phrase, or sentence, or idea led him or her to behave in a particular 
way.  
 
We have found that behavioural records of reading can be effectively recruited to enable 
students to explore, review and develop their self-organised capacity to learn from print. 
When students embark on conversational investigations of their own reading they are seldom 
aware of the cognitive and affective processes which underlie their reading behaviour. To the 
extent that they remain unaware, reading remains a marionette-like mechanical activity which 
they have little control over. By guiding learners into contact with their own processes, they 
become more aware of the existing state of their skills and attitudes towards reading and so 
bring these under review. An awareness of a wider range of skills and attitudes opens up 
alternatives which hitherto were non-existent. How is this achieved?  
 
A read record used haphazardly in a 'talk-back' conversation does not allow a participant to 
achieve significant states of awareness. The uninitiated learner is unable to make accurate 
inferences. This is always a dilemma for the tutor, who has to manage the conversational 
exchange. The tutor takes on a directive, guided, or facilitatory role depending on the 
learner's ability to generate personal feedback. As this ability develops the tutor offers greater 
freedom for the reader/learner to explore the consequences of relying on personal feedback. 
Gradually the learner acquires the perceptual skill to interpret his or her own records. The 
quality of the talk-back conversation depends on this sensitivity of the tutor to the 
information that the learner constructs from the read record.  
 
In interpreting the read records the learner attempts to reconstruct the original reading 
experience. Briefly, this is achieved as follows:-  
 

The learner is talked through the read record by the tutor.  
 
" .... you started at line (X) and read evenly through to line (Y) where you 

 began to slow down and read at half your original speed until line (Z). Here 
 you stopped for 10 - 30 - 50 secs. Was this of any significance?  .  

 
Now on line (P) you stopped and skipped back to line (E) and made a note. 

 Why was this? …….. How did this relate to your purpose? What kind of notes 
 did you make? Is this your usual way of making notes? Did you get bogged 
 down in the text here? Why was this? and so on ……. " 

  
  An evaluative assessment leads to a review of the reader/learner's purpose, 
  strategy and outcome.  
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Systematic talk-back through the read record enables the reader to identify key habits and to 
challenge these, so that new strategies can be tried out. We have found that learners 
experience anxiety as they become aware of the limits of their skill. In attempting to improve 
they may often start by getting worse! Old habits must disintegrate before new skills can be 
developed. Part of the conversational skill is to be sensitive to this and to empathise with the 
reader/learner. Is he re-living the reading experience, or is he simply going through the 
motions of reproducing the behaviour? Talking a person back into the reading-for-learning 
experience and encouraging reflection and review in a supportive way is an important 
component of the awareness-raising technique.  
 
When a record of the reader's behaviour is combined with a procedure for recording 
comprehension a more rigorous reconstruction and evaluation of the process of reading 
becomes possible. Having created an awareness of the personal process of reading by talk-
back through the read record, the Flow Diagram Technique is introduced into the 
conversation.  
 
The reader/learner is shown how to prepare flow diagrams. The text is divided into 'items of 
meaning'. The sequence of items is preserved in the flow diagrams and each item is allocated 
a number according to its position in the text. The size of each item depends upon the text 
being analysed. If a paragraph is the unit for analysis, then each sentence (or small groups of 
sentences) may represent the appropriate item. In larger texts paragraphs may be the most 
appropriate items. Each item is classified into one of the designated categories and then 
assigned a relationship to other items by means of arrows. Figure 5 illustrates this.  
 
The Flow Diagram Technique was developed to exhibit in structural form  
the non-linearity of the meanings which readers attribute to a text (Thomas & Harri-Augstein, 
1973). The technique can be used to analyse a sentence, a whole book or any size unit of 
meaning in between. Whilst words, phrases and sentences in a text are organised in a linear 
sequence, a reader seeks cues in a text and creates relationships which form part of a complex 
pattern of meaning. This pattern of meaning can be displayed as a flow of related items in a 
text. The example illustrated in figure 5 shows how one student divided a paragraph into 19 
items. These were then classified into one of the four categories shown and related to each 
other within a pattern of meaning. The statements in each box are abbreviations of the 
sentences in the text.  
 
In its basic form the technique contains four categories for describing the structure of a text.  
 
(i) text links i.e. connections to other sections of text.  
(ii) main theme i.e. the major ideas expounded by the author.  
(iii) qualifications i.e. statements which add to the main ideas but are of a lower order of 
importance such as definitions, justifications, explanations and so on.  
(iv) elaborations i.e. reference to details such as dates, numbers, quantities, examples and so 
on.  



Flow diagram of A paragraph (Figure 5) 
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These display a structure of meaning particularly suited for a general description of a text. A 
summary of the text is described in the meaning flow within the main theme column*. Other 
sets of categories more appropriate for a particular range of texts and for more specific 
reading purposes have also been developed. For instance: symbolism, metaphor, alliteration, 
imagery and rhythm for a critical analysis of poetry and character descriptions, plot, style, 
dramatic episodes and physical context for describing sequences of text in novels. Having 
mastered the technique, the reader is encouraged by the tutor to prepare a flow diagram either 
during or immediately after reading a chosen text. If the text has been read on the Reading 
Recorder, and the reader has constructed a flow diagram, the tutor can map the flow diagram 
on to the read record as shown in Figure 6.  
 
This combination of the read record and the reader's own personally relevant flow diagram of 
a text can be recruited by the tutor into the conversation. The reader thus becomes explicitly 
aware of the ways in which meaning is attributed as he or she hesitates, slows down, or skips 
forward or backwards through a text. The tutor and reader can use this 'mirror' of process to 
reflect upon how the read record and flow diagram relate to each other, to the original linear 
text and to the purpose(s) for reading. The tutor can also prepare a flow diagram of the same 
text and as the conversation develops this can be introduced for comparison with the reader's 
own. Almost inevitably, the tutor's flow diagram will be different. Part of the conversational 
exchange deals with any significant differences, so that some sharing of the meaning 
attributing process is achieved. However, the onus must remain with the reader/learner to 
decide which of the two most usefully describes the meaning in the text. The process of 
comprehending the meaning in a text is essentially subjective. To extend an individual's 
understanding we have found it extremely useful to not only offer a tutor's flow diagram as 
one external referent in the conversation but also to encourage students working in small 
groups to exchange each others flow diagrams.  
 
We have found that the significance of reading behaviour cannot be fully appreciated until 
the structure of meaning in a text can be made explicit in the form of a flow diagram and 
shared in the ways described.  
 
A behavioural record of reading and a flow diagram of a text can be obtained at any level of 
organisation. The reading of single sentences can be recorded and a pattern of meaning of the 
phrases which make up items of meaning in a sentence can be displayed. A read record of a 
paragraph can be combined with a flow diagram of all its sentences. A record of how a 
chapter is read can be combined with a flow diagram of all the paragraphs within it. The  
reader and tutor have to decide what level is appropriate for investigation. This may depend 
on the reader's purpose, the complexity of the text and the criteria used for evaluating the 
quality of comprehension.  
 
Thus the read record and the flow diagram together provide clear unambiguous evidence of 
the reader's own behaviour and experience. An evaluative assessment through a 'talk-back' 
conversation leads to a review of Purpose, Strategy and Outcome and hence to a greater 
awareness and control of the reading process as a whole.  
 
 
 
 
 
* Footnote: This technique was used to score the summaries in the study described earlier.  



Mapping a read record on to a flow diagram of text (Figure 6)  
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Some Conversational Results  
 
Courses based on such conversational investigations of reading processes have led to 
significant changes in specific reading skills, general reading competence and academic 
performance (Thomas and Harri-Augstein, 1976).  
 
A questionnaire of 59 items designed to diagnose the habits and attitudes towards reading 
was administered immediately before and shortly after the reading courses. Students were 
asked to respond to each question on a five point scale. A computer program for McQuitty 
hierarchical cluster analysis (Thomas, 1969) was used to analyse the Questionnaire results. 
Nine distinct clusters emerged. Significant trends were noted as shown in Table 3.   
 
After the Course students question more what they read, plan their reading more rigorously, 
search for organisation in texts, make fewer notes, and find reading for learning more 
enjoyable.  
 
An inventory of records of reading behaviour show that students have become more flexible 
and use a broader range of 'reads'.  
 
Again there is a clear positive correlation between reading performance and academic 
performance. Figure 7 illustrates that after one course there is a significant improvement in 
reading performance which correlates with improved academic grades.  
 
Students' subjective reports emphasised that they valued the talk-back procedures, and that a 
greater awareness of purpose and strategy coupled with mastery of the flow diagram 
technique to aid comprehension had contributed to the success of the course.  
 
Comments from teaching staff almost invariably included the following. Students who 
participated in Reading-to- Learn Courses were more active in seminars and tutorials and the 
quality of their written work had improved. They seemed to be better able to work on their 
own, to plan schedules of work and implement these fully. Some members of staff in colleges 
where such courses had been run, themselves enrolled on subsequent courses.  



Table (3)  
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The relationship between improvement in reading performance on the course and academic 
grade (Figure 7)  
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A CAPACITY-FOR PROCESS MODEL OF READING  
 
Conversational research into personal reading processes using the tools and procedures 
briefly described in this chapter as well as several others not here described, have enabled us 
to clarify certain issues about a model of the reading process. To be useful the model needs to 
describe:  
 
1. The complexity and variety of structure in the reader's purposes, strategies and outcomes.  
2. The hierarchical nature of purpose, strategy and outcome.  
3. The uniquely personal relationship which can exist between these within an individual's 
system of attributing meaning to a text.  
4. The mechanism by which the system is (or is not) brought under  
review.  
5. The active and interactive aspects of the ongoing relationship between the reader and the 
text.  
 
Reading is an active generative process whereby meaning is attributed to the words on the 
page (Goodman, 1967 & 1974). This process represents the core of the eye ball to print 
interaction. The sophisticated reader samples, searches, selects and relates the items of 
meaning in a text, in ways which make sense to him or her depending on self-defined 
purposes. This process continues more or less intuitively depending on the degree of 
conscious control exercised. Our studies show. that the more the reader can bring the process 
under review the greater the probability that he or she can recruit an optimal strategy for 
effective interaction.  
 
As a person reads, he or she is predicting meanings that will be symbolised by the words on 
the page. The reader's eyes scan the words to discover whether they are compatible with his 
or her expectations. This scanning process continues evenly unless the reader's expectations 
are not met. Mismatch between expectation and meaning can occur for many reasons and 
unless the reader can recruit a strategy for overcoming this the process of meaning attribution 
falters. The difficulty may be caused by failure to attribute meaning to a particular word, 
phrase or sentence. The reader has to search within the text to locate 'cues' which will aid 
comprehension. Again mismatch may be caused by an inappropriate purpose or ill-defined 
criteria for checking reading outcome. It is when such difficulties arise that an awareness of 
the process becomes essential for diagnosing failure to comprehend.  
 
The process is essentially similar at all levels of organisation. Figure 8 illustrates how the 
process is conceived of as generating 'structures of meaning'. A1, A2 & A3 are successive 
meaning generating activities. The content of the 'A' can be words, phrases, sentences or 
paragraphs. This depends on the level of monitoring the meaning being generated. If A1, A2 
and A3 are 'sentences' then mismatch may lead to monitoring some of the 'phrases' in A1, A2 
or A3. Search and comparison at this lower level may lead to match at the higher level. 
Match leads to closure, so that the meaning generated becomes incorporated into the long 
term store to form part of the individual's 'personal knowing'. The alternative 'structures of 
meaning' which a reader can generate from a finite set of words is practically infinite. In the 
short term meaning depends on the immediate specific purpose and that part of the text being 
processed. In the longer term it relates to a complex set of purposes and to the text as a 
whole. Thus, purpose forms the basis against which comparisons are made and match is 
achieved.  
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A model of the reading process (meaning generation) (Figure 8)  
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This process model of reading, here briefly described, offers a starting point for each 
'conversation'. The 'tools' are gradually introduced as tutor and students decide to experiment 
with particular aspects of the model. Each tool enables the participants to exhibit their 
reading experience. The tools we have concentrated on in this chapter (the read record and 
the flow diagram technique) exhibit reading behaviour and how this relates to the readers 
own comprehension. As mentioned in the Introduction, other tools have been developed to 
exhibit reading purposes, reading outcomes and reading problems.  
 
These tools are recruited into the conversation to elaborate a personal model and to negotiate 
a personal system of operational metalanguage. What an awareness of process through 
conversational exchange actually accomplishes is this. Thus, the conversation becomes a 
vehicle for constructive development of a new language in which to think about the learning 
process and this enables the learner to experiment with change.  
 
The focus of the conversation is reflection and review of process. The tutor's function can be 
described as 'mirroring' the process to the learner. Mirroring leads to heightened awareness 
and this enables the learner to explore a personal language in which to think about and 
experiment with reading so that he or she moves towards greater competence. The authors 
have systematically analysed conversational transactions and developed "a science of 
learning conversations". Different levels of discourse can be identified and within each level 
it has been found useful to identify a number of interwoven dialogues. It is beyond the scope 
of this chapter to discuss this in greater detail but the concept of "Learning Conversations"is 
described in a number of publications (Thomas & Harri-Augstein, 1976,1977, 1978d, 1978e.)  
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THE SELF-ORGANISED LEARNER  
 
During a 'Learning Conversation' the tutor acts as articulator and manager of the conversation 
as the learner explores the resource. Gradually, the learner internalises the conversation and 
develops a capacity to articulate this. In reading, the self-organised learner is able to identify 
and define personal needs; translate these into purposes; develop these into a wide ranging 
repertoire of ever expanding purposes; recruit effective strategies; interact with the text  
by generating alternative purposes and strategies depending on its structure and organisation; 
treat texts that challenge and frustrate differently to those that fit easily into existing 
understanding; and assess the quality of learning outcomes within the context of the whole 
process. The self-organised learner acquires the ability to be flexibly aware of the process of 
learning. He or she can relax into the non-conscious or intuitive use of reading skills without  
losing the ability to bring these back into conscious review. Finally, he or she can identify the 
dimensions of personal problems, intellectual, attitudinal or skill, so that appropriate 
assistance can be sought. In so doing, a learning network made up of books, tutors, peers, 
experts and a whole range of other resources is created, (Thomas & Harri-Augstein, 1978e & 
1979).  
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IMPLICATIONS FOR EDUCATION  
 
Conversational methodology offers a productive alternative to more content-specific 
programmes for promoting the development of reading as a learning skill. The tools used to 
raise awareness of process, already effective, are being refined, developed and supplemented 
as more operational experience is gathered. Complex models of language usage such as 
information theory, phrase structure, deep structure or even cybernetic/logic systems, have  
not in our experience proved useful to help people to reflect upon and develop their reading. 
Pragmatic approaches, typical of various study skill courses are too prescriptive to serve as 
vehicles for developing personally meaningful experience (Robinson, 1961) & (Merritt, 
1969). A process model such as that offered in this chapter, being capable of infinite 
expansion and variety, appear to us to best serve the conversational method. Students are free 
to harness their own mythologies of the process of reading into expanding personal models  
and meta-languages. These provide them with sufficient insight to achieve individually 
valued changes in learning capacity. Models and their meta-languages are thus valued within 
a conversational theory as conceptual tools for effecting change and maintaining flexibility.  
In offering 'language experience' and 'experience exchange' in our educational institutions, 
three basic questions need to be faced; what variety of language, type of experience, and form 
of exchange? In the authors' view, meeting this challenge depends on elevating the quality of 
tutoring transactions so that learners of any age group are enabled to attain a METAVIEW of 
what learning is about.  
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