Reading Miscues and Comprehension*

Keiko HAYASAKA‘

Introduction

Among the four skills of English learning, reading and listening
are said to be passive or receptive, while speaking and writing are
active or productive (Widdowson, 1978). The combination of read-
ing and speaking in terms of oral reading could be a more active way
of acquiring a reading skill. Although Japanese high school and
college students have been taught this skill in the process of learning
new words and sentences by first seeing them printed and then
repeating after the tape or the teacher, they hardly go beyond simply
preducing the sounds. They can read, but their ability to com-
prehend what is written is much less than their ability to pronounce
what is written. Why does this happen?

The students are concentrating so hard on correct pronunciation
that they cease to see or lose the relationship of the words and
sentences with each .other. Frank Smith points out the lack of
relevant knowledge and reluctance to use nonvisual information as
two causes of “tunnel vision” (Smith, 1978). By changing the focus
of the students’ concentration, we should be able to remove the causes
of the tunnel vision as proposed by Smith. By so doing, the students’
reading comprehension would then increase.

However, for Japanese college students there seems to be more
causes of tunnel vision than Smith proposed. Also there are some

—213—



it 2 & OO mus

unique patterns of oral reading which prevent good comprerension.

A research was conducted in the hope of finding how much the
students could understand after the first oral reading, the causes of
unsatisfactory reading, if there were any, and the ways to delete or
overcome those causes.

Procedures

One hundred and eighty-eight freshman and sophomre English

majors at Hokusei Gakuen College

1} were given reading material entitled “The Terrible Tornado”
(see Appendix).

2) were requested to read the story aloud once, while their
reading was recorded on cassette tapes in the language lab.
The students were free to correct their mistakes but were not
supposed to re-read before recording or re-record after fin-
ishing the first recording.

3) were given a true-false quiz of 15 statements about the
content after the reading material was collected.

4) were requested to write down as much as they could recall.

5) were asked to draw a picture of a tornado.

The students’ recordings were collected and their reading mis-
cues were copied on the worksheets according to the marking system
from the Reading Miscue Inventory (RMI) Manual. Then their
miscues were carefully examined. Al the answers of the true-false
quiz were made by the students with the LL response analyzer.
Recalled information, written either in English or Japanese, were
evaluated to see how much correct information they received from
the material. Finally, the pictures they drew were examined to find
if they really know what a tornado looked like.
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Results

The following results were found after the research. First, the
reading miscues frequently found among the informants were shown
in Table 1. All the miscues corrected by the informants during their
reading were excluded from the present discussion. High frequency of
the miscues was seen among such words as buses, cars, cone, dark,
roaring and wvacuum (Column 1). Then the miscues were grouped
into phonetic, accentual and graphic groups according to their causes.
The phonetic miscues occupy the highest proportion of the miscues,
which indicates the informants’ inability in English pronunciation
{Column 2). Some of those miscues could change the meaning not
only of the words but of the sentence context to which they belonged
(Column 3).

The miscue of the word tornado which appeared five times
throughout the text and which was deeply connected with compre-
hending the story was isolated and examined.
a. The word fornado was pronounced correctly by 18 informants
{9.69).

b. The five fornado’s were pronounced incorrectly but con-
sistently by 70 informants (37.2%).

¢. The five tornado’s were pronounced inconsistently by 100
informants (53.29).

d. No informant left the word unpronounced.

The average points the informants obtained from the true-false
quiz were 10.1 out of 15 (67:3%). The average information recall
was 5.2 out of 19 (27.495), which is a comparatively low percentage.
This is because, besides misunderstanding the content, the informants
had difficulty in retaining the content. However, 135 informants (71.
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Table 1 Reading Miscues
Word @ Miscues & rehers
ords : “. OMPTENes on
Readings Frequency | phonetic | Accentual| Graphic pLoss
1 begins [bisinz] 4 o] o]
[higin] 4 o 0
others 2
2 huses [basiz] 7 o]
[bji:siz] 5 o )
[biziz] 4 o] o]
[bas] 4 o o
[bisiz] 3 0
[biissiz] 3 o o
[bii:ziz) 3 o o
others 9
3 cars [karz) 44 o}
[karz] 10 0
others 1
4 cleaner [klisnar] 7 ] o o)
[kliar] 3 o} Is) o}
others |
5 cone [k3m] 38 - o o
others - 6
6 dark (d3irk] 31 o]
[dagrk] 4 o
7 destroy [déstrai) 11 o
{déstri] K o o]
8 destructive [distriktiv] 4 e}
[distliktiv] 4 o
[déstraktiv] 3 o]
[destréctiv] 3 o
others ’ 8
g fast [fa:rst] 15 o e}
18 favorite [fd:vrait) [ o]
{féivoreit] 6 o}
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Table 1-2 Reading Miscues

Word Readi @ Miscues o rehensi
ords eadings™™ . - mprehension
Frequency | phonetic [ Accentual Graphic l.oss
[féivarait] 4 o]
athers 3
11 ground [glaund] 14 o]
[grénd] 9 < o
[graeund] 4 o
12 hundred [h&ndrid] 13 o]
others 1
I3 it is fits] 11 o} o]
14 May [méni] 14 o] o]
others 2
15 member [nAmbar] i2 o o
16 month [mzn6] 13 Q
[m&ub] 8 © ©
others 1
17 nightmare [nitma:r] 6 o
[nitmaiar] 4 @
[naitmo:r] 3 ©
others 7
18 noise [n6uz) 12 o © ©
[n3iziz] 4 © ©
others 2
19 railroad [1&il-18ud] 15 ¢
[risl-réud] 3 o ©
others 1
20 roaring [rurip] 34 o
[réulin} 20 @ ©
[réuig) 7 o 9
others 14
21 sweeps [swizp) 9 G ©
[si:ps] 5 G © ©
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Table 1-3 Reading Miscues

@ @ Miscues N hensi
Word Readings** omprehension
ones cadings Frequency [‘phonetic | Accentual |Graphic|  Loss
[wizps] 3 o] [a] Q
[sli:ps] 3 o] o o
others 3
72 target [trgit] 21 o
others 9
23 things [6ip] 10 o o
24 through [8oul 21 e} e}
{Bréu] 6 o o
others 3
25 tops [t3p] 10 o o
26 touches [tAL]] 10 o o
[t5:tfiz] 3 o]
others g
27 travel [trabl} ] o} o o
others 1
28 unbelievable [anbili:ahl] 13 o
[anbildiabl] 3 o
[anbilibl] 3 o)
others 12
29 vacuum [vakjinm] 61 I}
[vikam] 4 o
[véikam] 3 Q
[véikumm] 3 8]
others 2
30 winds [wind] 13 o] o]
[waid] 6 o] o
[wiindz] 4 [o} e} e}
others 5
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89) accurately drew pictures of a tornado, which indicates those
informants eventually comprehended the content of the text.

Discussion

¥rom the miscues the informants made while reading, some
characteristic features were found. Many of the miscues shown on
pp. 216218 as examples of high frequency were of pronunciation.
Other miscues such as omission, insertion or reversal were corrected
by the readers themselves. It is evident from this that although the
informants were trying hard with tunnel vision to be as accurate as
possible, they were unable to pronounce many words correctly.

The informants had trouble with some vowels such as (a:r) in
cars, dark, or target and (ou) in cone and [oir)in roaring. The very
common word buses became difficult for the informants to pronounce
correctly because of its plurality. From a different point of view,
however, a reading of [bjti:siz) seems to be rather in the norm of the
phonetic rule. This kind of miscue can happen when the reader does
not associate the meaning with the printed word. Likewise, such
miscues as [méni) for May and [(nimbar) for member are graphic
and could be gotten rid of, if the readers kept the meaning of the
sentences in mind. In other words, graphic miscues also show that
tunnel vision keeps the readers from understanding the meaning of
the text.

From the sound the informants made for fornade, it is under-
standahle that the word fornadoe was not familiar to the informants.
Only 18 informants pronounced the word correctly. The rest of
them tried to sound out the word according to their own socund
system. If the sound was consistent, it shows that “the readers are
making sophisticated use of available cuing system” (RMI Manual, p.

—219—



it B W OEOD B3Ry

101).

So, in the sense of comprehension this kind of miscue {phonetic)
is preferable to completely omitting the unknown word or to using a
graphic miscue. The replacement of words with synonyms, how-
ever, is acceptable because it happens when the reader puts some-
meaning into the printed word. A few noteworthy miscues like
typhoon for tornado or as fast as for as soon as were found in this
research. '

The relation between the difficult readings of the word tfornado
as well as other results is shown below. :

Table 2 Reproducticn of fornado and Other Results

Pronunciation of fornado picture T/F Information Recall
Correct 18 17 12.4 7.0
Incorrect but Consistent 70 53 11.1 5.5
Inconsistent 160 65 10.4 4.7
Total 188 135

Ninety-four percent of the informants who could pronounce the
word fornado drew the picture correctly and had the highest points in
the true-false quiz (12.4) and the recalled information section (7.0).
By contrast, 65% of the informants. whase reading of fornado was
inconsistent could draw the picture correctly, but their points both in
the true-false quiz and the recall section were the lowest (10.4 and 4.
7} among the three groups shown in Table 2 above.. From this, it can
be concluded that reading and comprehension are deeply related.
More precisely, if one could read well,-he could have a better under-
standing of the text.

Conclusion
Though only 18 informants {9.6%) could read the word fornado
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which covers the main idea of the story, more informants eventually
learned what a tornado looked like. The comprehension of the story
was higher for those who could correctly or consistently pronounce
the word tornado. This could be expanded to the degree that if one
can pronounce well, he can understand the content well, too.

As far as the present research is concerned, the informants paid
too much attention to the pronunciation of words instead of to
phrases or sentences, so that they failed to comprehend the meaning
of the material they were reading. To read without mistakes or
with perfect correction does not always mean that the readers have
good comprehension in reading unless they associate the meaning
with its printed form. If readers are too careful about correcting
their miscues, they will at the same time he reluctant to use non-
visual information because of the tunnel vision they have. In order
to avercome the causes of tunnel viston, the readers need to stop the
eye-mouth reading habit. They need. instead, to shift the focus of
their concentration from mere pronunciation in oral readings to
actual meaning for comprehension of the printed material.

Notes

* This paper is a revised version of the research orally presented at
the 24th Annual Convention of the Language Laboratory Association
(LLA) held at Tohoku Gakuin University in Sendai, Japan, on July 26
and 27, 1984.

** The sounds the informants made were reproduced here in an effort
to be as close to the original sound as possible. These 30 words are
those which were pronounced incorrectly by more than ten infor-
mants.
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APPENDIX
The Terrible Tornado

Although a tornado is the smallest member of the storm family,
it is the most destructive. It is often less than a thousand feet
wide; it travels only about thirteen miles. For the people and
things in its way, however, it is a nightmare.

A tornado looks like a dark cloud that is hanging from the sky.
If you look at the picture of a tornado, you'll find that* it looks
like an ice cream cone. The winds in this storm can travel as fast
as five hundred miles per hour. If it stays above the ground, it
doesn’t destroy many things. On the other hand, if it touches the
ground, trouble begins.

It acts like a vacuum cleaner : it picks up anything and every-
thing in its way. For example, it takes railroad cars and buses
off the ground; it pulls the tops off houses and trees out of the
ground ; it sweeps people high into th_e air.
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This “unwelcome guest” hits most often in spring or early
summer in the United States. More take place in May than in
any other month. Although it hits every state, Kansas is its
favorite target. Not many people have seen the inside, or the
“eye” of a tornado, and then have lived to tell about it, but those
_who have lived through it say that the noise is unbelievable. One
man said it was like the noise of ten thousand trains roaring at the
same time. It is an experience one never forgets.

—The New Intensive Course in English, Work Book, Inter-
mediate Part-2, p. 56.

* The italicized part was changed for the benefit of the present re-
search. The original line is ¢his picture of a tornads..
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