
SMART MOVES JOURNAL IJELLH         e-ISSN: 2582-3574   p-ISSN: 2582-4406           VOL. 8, ISSUE 7, JULY 2020 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.24113/ijellh.v8i7.10678 

www.ijellh.com                      227 

  

Connecting Word with World: Reading as an Act of Cognitive 

Exploration 

 

Sushama. S. Jacob      

Researcher (Part time) 

Bharathiar University 

Tamil Nadu, India 

lambert3698@gmail.com     

 

Dr. P. Bhaskaran Nair 

Professor of English (Rtd.) 

Bharathiar University 

Tamil Nadu, India 

nairpbhakaran@gmail.com 

  
 

Abstract 

In spite of the many methodologies tried out in the last two centuries in India, the teaching-

learning of English is still heavily dependent on reading. The main reason may be attributed 

to the fact that all subjects including science and technology have their mainstay in reading 

both in classrooms and at home. Even then, adequate attention has not been paid to reading 

instruction at the primary and secondary levels; as a result, when the learners reach the 

tertiary level where they are supposed to work on their own by reading and referring to books 

and journals, most of them end up as miserable failures just because of their poor and 

inadequate reading habits. While teachers focus only on the final outcome, tests and 
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examinations solely depend on the learner’s net result of reading which is expected to get 

reflected in writing. A serious attempt to follow the reader in his course of reading may 

reveal the myriads of complexities which the act of reading passes through. This paper is just 

an attempt of making teachers of English aware of the fact that a learner’s success or failure 

in his academic pursuit is almost determined by his reading efficiency. Therefore this paper 

outlines the intricate cognitive processes involved in reading a second language. 
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Introduction 

Till the mid-twentieth century, reading was considered a complex process of decoding 

symbols which are encoded in a text. Approaches and methods which dissected language into 

skills for pedagogic purposes prescribed transactional strategies on how each skill should be 

treated in the class. In the case of reading, which has always been the mainstay of Indian 

education, little attention was paid on the intricate cognitive processes involved in reading 

beyond the level of deciphering the code and arriving at the ‘given meaning’.  

It was only in the 1970s onwards we started realizing the deep exploration needed on 

the part of the reader reads and interprets the text.The processes of reading get entangled 

while decoding the symbols which would vary in myriad ways as each decoder will be 

interpreting the text according to the exposure and circumstances that he has been exposed to. 

So the results are bound to be varied, interesting and challenging to one studying the 

cognitive aspects of reading, 

The problems which learners face while reading a text, simple or complex, and the 

teacher who guides the reader through the text become still more complex when the task 

undertaken happens to be an unfamiliar language. That is to say, reading in a second 
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language must be treated as still another act as distinct from reading a first language, and 

therefore, the cognitive processes get still more entangled with the linguistic difficulties 

inherent in learning a second language. 

This paper intends to explore the cognitive processes which the reader passes through 

while decoding the symbols to derive the meaning and highlights that reading is an act of 

cognitive exploration. 

 

Background of the study 

Getting initiated into reading in the first language itself has not been a pleasant 

experience to many children; especially to those belong to the first generation literates as 

common in Indian classrooms. Lack of previous experience at home, unscientific approaches 

and the absence of individual attention at school, negligence of helpless parents, 

socioeconomic factors which prevented access to interesting reading materials—all these 

together sent boys and girls out of school after ten or twelve years of stay at school, or mid-

way as drop outs.  While reading in a second language, the learner encounters still more 

severe problems. While the intricacies of deciphering the code in the first language remains 

as a solid stumbling block, the additional burden of the unfamiliar conventions of a strange 

language still pull them to back benches, and later into backwardness in life.   

A much late arrival in human development, namely literacy offered new modes of 

both perceiving and representing reality. As a result,we started perceiving and 

comprehending the world around us through reading as well, thus we get a new mode of 

getting informed of the world in terms of space and time. Reading begins when we start to 

identify and manages signs of things. Reading helps us to perceive the microcosm of the 

world around us. A child who starts reading the word in fact starts reading the world. 
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Therefore, the most important objective of instruction in reading according to this paper is 

connecting the word with the world. 

The reader interacts with whatever he reads and relates whatever experiences he has 

with the text or signs to grasp the idea. More over the reader perceives idea according to the 

knowledge of the society he belongs to. All reading involves different mental actions and 

different destination also. Thus there occurs not only a mere mental action but an intentional 

mental action. 

 

Exploring reading on behalf of the ESL teacher 

At the surface level, reading is an act of decoding concrete visual symbols into 

abstract concepts. But, is it just a signifier-signified relation, with a one-to-one 

correspondence? Do the script and message posit themselves at extreme ends, as commonly 

believed so that the act of reading can get them wed-locked? Or, are there cognitive positions 

before, after and in between? How do the writer’s schemata get embedded in writing and how 

do they get re-activated in the reader’s schemata? An inquiry into these and similar questions 

may help the ESL reading teacher to look at the learner struggling with reading and meaning 

making, more empathetically. 

Reading as a bundle of complex cognitive processes, engages the reader in the act  of 

decoding symbols to derive their own product. The processes which lead to the product 

themselves are the shaping force behind the product. Thus, the text assumes the lowered 

status of the raw material since the message is the product.  

In a situation like n India where reading still remains the main mode of learning, it 

naturally will render later progress in speech and writing, the ultimate use of language 

becomes more accurate (Thompson and Wyatt, 1952). Moreover reading involves a delicate 

balance between attending to forms, the meaning, the style and semantic information and 
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assembling all these parts into some coherent and structured whole (Lesgold and Perfetti, 

1981). Defining reading is not very easy as it involves the text, the reader and the interactions 

between the reader and the text (Rumelhart, 1977). The essence of reading involves 

perceiving independent item, then assimilating their inter relationship, then integrating, at last 

grouping them into main ideas. Therefore reading is a means of learning. 

Reading is not only the symbolical translation of thoughts, events, and circumstances, 

it is a reader-dependent process. The multiplicity of interpretations of the same phrase and 

even the metaphysical interpretations of the depicted words can even vary from culture to 

culture. More than that, it even stays with the previous experience of the person. So reading 

stays something metaphysical, dependent on the context of the situation and the background 

of the person who reads the text. 

What is reading to a reader? It is a bridge for the reader to reach new realms – a real 

cognitive exploration. For example, while reading a story the decoder explores and interprets 

new thoughts which the encoder might not have mentioned or even directed the decoder to 

reach such an innovative destination, through his writing, but it is a cognitive exploration of 

the reader. The reader uses pre-existing knowledge structures or schemata to extract the idea 

from the new piece (1985 Anderson, R.C). At the same time, there form new schemata 

modifying the old ones and then come new thoughts, creative ideas and interpretations. 

Actually reading requires creativity and critical analysis. 

 

Process of Reading 

Let us now look at the process of reading, which involves decoding, deciphering and 

identifying words. According to West(1926) reading is a process of sight, sound and sense. It 

is not just making noises; rather the reader has to get the idea or the message from the print. 

Actually one reads text with a particular world of knowledge, understanding and experience. 
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The text evokes voices, memories, knowledge and experiences from the present or other 

times and places. The reader always tries to relate what is read with his existing knowledge 

and understanding. The reader might have found himself having an internal conversation with 

the author, silently agreeing or disagreeing with what is read. Readers use many strategies 

like content-clues, schemas to decode symbols to derive meaning, 

Reading is a bi-fold process where one fold contains the sensory process and the other 

fold is the mental process that is perceptual, conceptual or thinking process. If one could be 

conscious of the process of reading, one could adopt different strategies for reading. 

According to Carrell(1989), Carsiobetal(1990), and Shih (1992), becoming aware and 

conscious regarding our own reading process is a powerful tool for developing reading ability 

and efficiency. Reading comprehension process focuses on three elements: the background 

knowledge processed by the reader, contextual aspect relevant to interpreting the text and the 

reader’s intent.  Reading is a code breaking process, where there is no guarantee that the 

decoder receives what the encoder intents. 

 

Cognitive processes involved in reading 

Among the bi-fold process of reading one is mental process that is perceptual, 

conceptual or thinking process. Thorndike states that reading involves some sort of 

organization and analysis as in thinking, it includes learning, reflexion, judgment, analysis, 

synthesis problem solving behaviour, selection, inference, organization, comparison of data, 

determination of relationship and critical evaluation of what is being read. 

To read the printed word is a natural urge of most human beings. There is a 

psychological inquisitiveness behind the tendency to read. Printed marks on the paper evoke 

some sort of a mental process in the reader. A letter or a word is a secret code and there is a 

human instinct that leads everyone to decipher the code to get the message. Each mark 
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produces some concept that is already there in the mind of the reader. The order in which 

these images and concepts are evoked and the context in which they are called for and the 

relations between these images and concepts help the reader to grasp new meanings. 

Reading involves auditory manifestation of ideas—whether reading silently or aloud. 

In order to represent auditory symbols, a reader employs visual means . The basic task in 

reading is therefore to inculcate in the mind of the reader the connection between the visual 

signs and the sounds they represent. Reading always involves two important elements, the 

reader and the text. A third element is also there but it is in the back stage, that is the 

writer.While reading a text, there occurs an interaction between the reader and the text. The 

place of the writer is in the thought of the reader. The interaction takes place to decode the 

encoded message. Obviously the writer also will be there in the interaction, as an 

omnipresent. After encoding the message the writer leaves the decoding process to the reader, 

thinking that the reader too may follow the same route of the maze. Sometimes it does not 

happen either because of the wrong signals or of the unfamiliarity of the strange language. 

But the decoder walks through another route and reaches new realms, forms new schemata 

According to Dechant and Smith, 1977 effective reading includes not only literal  

comprehension of an author’s words but also an interpretation of his mood, tone, feeling and 

attitudes (p.237). Thus effective reading involves all the higher mental processes like recall, 

reasoning, evaluation, imagining, organizing addressing problems solving etc. Thus it is clear 

that for a better conceptualization the reader should possess the knowledge of vocabulary, 

phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics and the sense of cluster of words; otherwise, the 

reader may get deviated and fails to attain the goal. 

Visual perception and eye movement are important in reading process. Research 

studies show that attention to top down control of visual information processing and saccadic 

eye movement of cognitive process have a great impact on reading acquisition. (Schuett, 
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Heynwood, Kentridge, Zihl, 2008). Similarly, the attention span of the reader and how the 

reader perceives things are important. Limitations in  these areas affect reading. (Adams & 

Snowing, 2001, Purvis &Tannock, 2000). The quality of phonological  processing plays an 

essential role in children’s early understanding of the alphabetic principle(Anthong& Francis, 

2005). Usually word decoding problems are highly associated with phonological awareness. 

Studies have shown that there is a substantial  relation between phonemic awareness and 

word recognition and word spelling (Swanson, Trainion, Neoechea&Hamill, 2003). Some 

studies say that phonemic awareness is a critical component in understanding the alphabetic 

principles. In addition to attention and perception, working memory is one  of the aspects of 

information processing, which is a cognitive point of view (SeigneuricEhrilich, 2005). The 

processing of phonological information is thought to have an inner rehearsal which allows the 

phonological information needed for the processes of word decoding and reading 

comprehension to be retained longer in memory. Associating sounds with letters is important 

in reading. Then only the reader can translate the letters (graphemes) into sounds (phonemes) 

Another cognitive process involved in reading is the knowledge of grammatical order 

and the placing of words. This will help the reader think and select the words needed. It also 

helps to structure sentence constructions. Yet another faculty at work in the process of 

reading is memory. Working memory helps to retain and  retrieve information which supports 

reading. 

Usually a reader goes through morphemes in casual reading, where the cognitive 

exploration helps the reader to recognize the actual words needed,their classes (parts of 

speech). In addition to the knowledge of vocabulary the reader should have the intellectual 

capability to know the particular meaning of the word in a particular sentence. This also 

makes reading an act of cognitive exploration.  Therefore all the above mentioned cognitive 

processes function in reading. 
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Differentiating and recognizing the words, sentences and expression used in the text is 

an ability related to cognitive processes. If any decline happens in this process one fails to 

decrypt grammatical and lexical units of language in the text. Lack of vocabulary and back 

ground knowledge forms a great stumbling block for effective reading. 

Growing up to be a reader is a lengthy process that begins before formal instructions. 

Children with intact neurological system, raised by parents so caring and having reading habit 

develop effective reading easily. 

 

Conclusion 

The more the teachers become aware of the cognitive and linguistic processes 

involved in reading, the more empathetic they tend to be towards second language readers. 

Any failure in reading may be attributed to one or a cluster of deficiencies in the processes. A 

teacher who just waits at the finishing point, unaware of the efforts made by the reader in the 

course of the long distance running may not be doing justice to her learners.  

  



SMART MOVES JOURNAL IJELLH         e-ISSN: 2582-3574   p-ISSN: 2582-4406           VOL. 8, ISSUE 7, JULY 2020 

 

www.ijellh.com                      236 

References 

Adams JW, Snowling MJ. Executive function and reading impairments in children reported 

by their teachers as hyperactive.British Journal of Developmental Psychology. 2001, 

19.293-306, doi: 10.1348/026151001166083 [cross Ref] 

Anderson, Richard C. (1985). Role of reader’s Schema in comprehension, learning and 

memory in Signer and Ruddell, Theoretical Model and Process of Reading, pp – 372-

84.  

Anthony JL, Francis D. Development of Phonological awareness. Current Directions in 

Psychological Science. (2005) 255-259 doi:10. 1111/j- 0963-7214. 2005. 00376. X. 

[Cross Ref] 

Carrell.P.L (1989) Metacognitive awareness and second language reading. Modern 

Language Journal 73(2), 121 – 34 

Carson J,Carrell, P., Silberstein, S., Kroll, B., &Kushn, P. (1990). Reading – writing 

relationship in first and second language. TESOL Quarterly 24(2), 245-66 

De Chant, V. and smith (1977). Understanding  and Teaching Reading : an interactive  

Model, New Jersey Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc; 

Decerteav, Michel.(1984) “Reading as Poaching”. The practice of Everyday life.Trans. 

Steven F Randall. Berkeley: University of California Press, 165-176.doi:101212 / 

@NL 010013e 318 29 C5e8a. 

Hunziker, Hans–Werner (2006). In the eye of the reader: foveal and peripheral perception – 

from letter recognition to the joy of reading.Trans media Zurich isbn 978-3-7266-

0068-6 

Koren, Marina (July23, 2013), “being a life log Bookworm. May Keep you Sharp in Old 

Age”. Smithsonian.Archieved from the original on July 5, 2013. Retrieved July 5, 

2013, which cites Wilson, Roberts; etal. (July 3, 2013), “Life-span cognitive activity, 



SMART MOVES JOURNAL IJELLH         e-ISSN: 2582-3574   p-ISSN: 2582-4406           VOL. 8, ISSUE 7, JULY 2020 

 

www.ijellh.com                      237 

neuropathologic burden, and cognitive ageing.Neurology.81(4): 314 -321 Doi: 

10.1212/WNL010013e31829c5e8a .PMC 3772831.PMID 23825173 

Lesgold, A.M, Perfetti, C.A (1981). Interactive process in reading where do we stand? In 

A.M Lesgold& C.A perfetti (eds), interactive process in reading (P P, 387-407) Hills 

dale, 

PMC  3772831. PMID 23825173. 

Purvisk, Tannock R.T.(2000) Phonological processing, not inhibitory control, differentiates 

ADHD and reading disorders. J.AmAcad child.Adolesc Psychiatry. 39-485-494. 

doi:10.1097/00004583 200004000-00018 [Pub Med] [Cross Ref] 

Rumelhart, D.E. (1977). Toward an interactive model of reading. In S. Dornic (Ed), Attention 

and performance, VI (PP.575 – 603) Hills dale, NJ :Lawarence Erlbaum. 

Schuetts, Heywood CA, Kentridge R.W, Zihlj.(2008) The significance of visual information 

processing in reading. Insight from hemianopic dyslexia.Neuropsychologia 

2008:46:2441-2458. doi:10.1016/j. neuropsychologia.04.016 [PubMed]  [Cross Ref] 

Seigneuric A, Ehrlich M. (2005) Contribution of working memory capacity to children’s 

reading  comprehension: A longitudinal investigation. Reading and writing.An inter 

disciplinary Journal. 18:617-656. doi:10.1007 / 511145 – 005 – 2038 -0 [Cross Ref] 

Shih, M. (1992). Beyond comprehension exercises in the ESL academic reading class – 

TESOL Quarterly 26(2), 289-318 

Swanson. H.L Trainin G, Necoechea DM, Hamil.D.D(2005) Rapid naming, phonological 

awareness and reading: A meta analysis of correlation evidence. Review of 

Educational Research. 2003; 73:407-490 doi : 10. 3102/ 00346543073004407 [Cross 

Ref] 

Thompson & Wyatt, (1952).Teaching of English in India Vol.8.Pg8 Madras Oxford 

University press 



SMART MOVES JOURNAL IJELLH         e-ISSN: 2582-3574   p-ISSN: 2582-4406           VOL. 8, ISSUE 7, JULY 2020 

 

www.ijellh.com                      238 

West Michael (1926) .Bilingualism with special referenceto Bengal(Bureau of 

education,India,occasional Report No:13.Culcutta.Government of India Central 

Publication Branch)achievement Unpublished Doctoral Dessertation,University of 

Patiala. 

William, Gray and BerniceRogess, (1956).Maturity in reading P.8 Chgicago: The University 

of Chicago Press. 

 

 

 


