Schema Theory

Li ngui sts, cognitive psychol ogi sts, and psychol i ngui sts have used
t he concept of schemm (plural: schemata) to understand the
i nteraction of key factors affecting the conprehensi on process.

Sinmply put, schena theory states that all know edge is organized
into units. Wthin these units of know edge, or schemata, is
stored information.

A schemn, then, is a generalized description or a conceptual
system f or understandi ng know edge- how know edge is represented
and how it is used.

According to this theory, schemata represent know edge
about concepts: objects and the relationshi ps they have
with other objects, situations, events, sequences of
events, actions, and sequences of actions.

A sinple exanple is to think of your schema for dog
Wthin that schema you nost |ikely have know edge about
dogs in general (bark, four legs, teeth, hair, tails)
and probably informati on about specific dogs, such as
collies (long hair, large, Lassie) or springer spaniels
(English, docked tails, liver and white or black and
white, MIlie). You nay also think of dogs within the
greater context of animals and other |iving things;

that is, dogs breathe, need food, and reproduce. Your
know edge of dogs might also include the fact that they
are mammal s and thus are warm bl ooded and bear their
young as opposed to laying eggs. Dependi ng upon your
personal experience, the know edge of a dog as a pet
(donesticated and loyal) or as an animal to fear
(likely to bite or attack) may be a part of your
schema. And so it goes with the devel opnent of a
schema. Each new experience incorporates nore

i nformation into one's schema

VWhat does all this have to do with readi ng conprehensi on?
I ndi vi dual s have schemata for everything. Long before
students cone to school, they develop schemata (units of
know edge) about everything they experience. Schemata
beconme theories about reality. These theories not only
affect the way information is interpreted, thus affecting
conpr ehensi on, but also continue to change as new
information is received.



As stated by Runel hart (1980),

schemata can represent know edge at all |evels-fromideol ogies
and cultural truths to know edge about the nmeaning of a
particul ar word, to know edge about what patterns of excitations
are associated with what letters of the alphabet. W have
schemata to represent all levels of our experience, at all |evels
of abstraction. Finally, our schemata are our know edge. All of
our generic know edge is enbedded in schemata. (p. 41)

The i nportance of schema theory to reading conprehension al so
lies in how the reader uses schemata. This i ssue has not yet
been resol ved by research, although investigators agree that
sone mechani sm activates just those schemata npost relevant to
the reader's task.

Readi ng Conprehensi on as Cognitive-Based Processing

There are several nodel s based on cognitive processi ng (see
Ruddel | , Ruddel |, & Singer, 1994, p. 813). For exanple, the
LaBer ge- Sanuel s Model of Automatic Information Processing
(Sanuel s, 1994) enphasi zes internal aspects of attention
as crucial to conprehension

Sanuel s(1994, pp. 818-819) defines three characteristics
of internal attention. The first, alertness, is the
reader's active attenpt to access relevant schemta
i nvolving l etter-sound rel ati onshi ps, syntacti c know edge,
and word neani ngs. Selectivity, the second characteristic,
refers to the reader's ability to attend selectively to
only that information requiring processing.

The third characteristic, limted capacity, refers to the
fact that our human brain has a |limted ambunt of cognitive
energy available for use in processing information. In
other words, if a reader's cognitive energy is focused on
decodi ng and attention cannot be directed at integrating,
rel ati ng, and combi ni ng the neani ngs of the words decoded,
then conprehension wll suffer. "Automaticity in
i nformati on processing, then, sinply nmeans that i nformation
is processed with little attention" (Sanuels, 1994, p.
823). Conprehension difficulties occur when the reader
cannot rapidly and automatically access the concepts and
know edge stored in the schemat a.



One ot her exanpl e of a cognitive-based nodel is Runel hart's
(1994) Interactive Mbdel. Information from severa
know edge sources (schemata for | etter-sound rel ati onshi ps,
word neani ngs, syntactic rel ationships, event sequences,
and so forth) are considered sinultaneously. The
inplicationis that when information fromone source, such
as word recognition, is deficient, the reader will rely on
i nformation from anot her source, for exanple, contextual
clues or previous experience.

Stanovich (1980) ternms the latter kind of processing
i nteractive-conpensatory because the reader (any reader)
conpensates for deficiencies in one or nore of the
knowl edge sources by using information from renmining
know edge sources. Those sources that are nore concerned
wi th concepts and semantic rel ati onshi ps are terned hi gher -
I evel stinmuli; sources dealing withthe print itself, that
i s phonics, sight words, and other word-attack skills, are
termed [ ower level stinuli.

The interactive-conpensatory nodel inplies that the reader

will rely on higher-level processes when |ower-Ilevel
processes are i nadequate, and vi ce versa. Stanovich (1980)
extensively revi ews research denonstrati ng such

conpensation in both good and poor readers.
Readi ng Conpr ehensi on as Soci ocognitive Processing

A sociocognitive processi ng nodel takes a constructivi st
vi ew of reading conprehension; that is, the reader, the
text, the teacher, and the classroom community are all
involved in the construction of nmeaning. Ruddel | and
Ruddel | (1994, p. 813) state, "The role of the classroonis
soci al context and the influence of the teacher on the
reader's meani ng negotiation and construction are centra
to this nodel [devel oped by R B. Ruddell and N. J. Unrau]
as it explores the notion that participants in literacy
events form and reform nmeanings in a herneneutic
[interpretation] circle."

I n other words, this nodel views conprehensi on as a process
that involves neaning negotiation anong text, readers,

teachers, and other nmembers of the classroom community.

Schema for text neanings, academ c tasks, sources of
authority (i.e., residing within the text, the reader, the
teacher, the classroom community, or sone interaction of
t hese), and sociocultural settings are all brought to the
negoti ati on task. The teacher's role is one of
orchestration of the instructional setting, and being
know edgeabl e about t eachi ng/ | earni ng strategi es and about

t he worl d.



Readi ng Conprehensi on as Transacti onal

The transactional nodel takes into account the dynami c nature of |anguage and
bot h aesthetic and cognitive aspects of reading. According to Rosenblatt (1994,
p. 1063), "Every reading act is an event, or a transaction involving aparticular
reader and a particular pattern of signs, a text, and occurring at a particular
time in a particular context. Instead of two fixed entities acting on one
another, the reader and the text are two aspects of a total dynamic situation.
The 'meani ng' does not reside ready-made 'in' the text or 'in' the reader but
happens or comes into being during the transaction between reader and text."
Thus, text without a reader is nmerely a set of nmarks capabl e of being interpreted
as witten | anguage. However, when a reader transacts with the text, meaning
happens.

Schemata are not viewed as static but rather as active, devel oping, and ever
changi ng. As readers transact with text they are changed or transformed, as
is the text. Simlarly, "the same text takes on different meanings in
transactions with different readers or even with the same reader in different
contexts or times" (Rosenblatt, 1994, p. 1078).

Readi ng Conprehensi on as Transacti onal - Soci opsychol i ngui stic

Building on Rosenblatt's transactional nodel , Goodman  (11994)
conceptualizes literacy processing as including reading, witing, and
witten texts. He states,

Texts are constructed by authors to be conprehended by readers. The
meaning is in the author and the reader. The text has a potenti al
to evoke neaning but has no nmeaning in itself; meaning is not a
characteristic of texts. This does not nean the characteristics of
the text are uninportant or that either witer or reader are i ndepen-
dent of them Howwell the witer constructs the text and how wel |
the reader reconstructs it and constructs meaning will influence
conpr ehensi on. But neani ng does not pass between writer and reader.
It is represented by a witer in a text and constructed froma text
by a reader. Characteristics of wwiter, text, and reader will all
i nfluence the resultant nmeaning. (p. 1103)

In a transactional -soci opsycholinguistic view, the reader has a
highly active role. It is the individual transactions between a
reader and the text characteristics that result in neaning. These
characteristicsinclude physical characteristics such as orthography-
t he al phabetic system spelling, punctuation; format characteristics
such as par agr aphi ng, lists, schedul es, bi bl i ogr aphi es;
macrostructure or text grammar such as that found in telephone books,
reci pe books, newspapers, and letters; and wordi ng of texts such as
the differences found in narrative and expository text.



Understanding is limted, however, by the reader's schemata, making
what the reader brings to the text as inportant as the text itself.
The witer also plays an inportant role in conprehension.
Additionally, readers' and witers' schemata are changed through
transactions with the text as meaning is constructed. Readers’
schemata are changed as new knowedge 1is assimlated and
accommodat ed. Witers' schenata are changed as new ways of organi zi ng
text to express neani ng are devel oped. According to Goodnan (1994):

How wel | the witer knows the audi ence and has built the text to suit that audience
nmakes a major difference in text predictability and conprehensi on. However, since
conprehension results fromreader-text transacti ons, what the reader knows, who the
reader is, what val ues gui de the reader, and what purposes or interests the reader
has will play vital roles in the reading process. It follows that what is
compr ehended froma given text varies anong readers. Meaning is ultimtely created
by each reader. (p. 1127)

Readi ng Conmprehension as Influenced by Attitude

Mat hewson's (1994) Model of Attitude I nfluence upon
Readi ng and Learning to Read is derived from the
area of social psychology. This npdel attenpts to
explain the roles of affect and cognition in
readi ng conprehensi on.

The core of the attitude-influence nodel explains
that a reader's whole attitude toward reading
(i.e., prevailing feelings and evaluative beliefs
about reading and action readiness for reading)
will influence the intention to read, in turn
i nfl uenci ng readi ng behavi or.

Intention to read is proposed as the primary
medi at or between attitude and reading. Intentionis
defined as "commtnment to a plan for achieving one
or nore reading purposes at a nmore or |less
specified time in the future" (Mathewson, 1994, p.
1135). Al | ot her nmoderator variables (e.g.,
extrinsic notivation, involvenment, prior know edge,
and purpose) are viewed as affecting the attitude-
reading relationship by influencing the intention

to read.

Ther ef or e, cl assroom environnents that i nclude
wel | -stocked |ibraries, magazi nes, reading tables,
and areas with confortable chairs will enhance

students' intentions to read. Mathewson (1994, p.
1148) states, "Favorable attitudes toward reading
t hus sustain intention to read and reading as |ong
as readers continue to be satisfied with reading
outcones. "






