Repairing Comprehension

Imagine a new mall is opening ten miles from your house.  In spite of the distance, you and your friends have decided to meet there for a day of shopping and people watching.  You’re in a great mood as you board the bus, thinking of the video game or CD that will soon be yours.

Half an hour later, you find yourself on a busy sidewalk, looking for anything remotely like a mall.  Nothing is familiar, not even the names of the streets.  You feel yourself getting anxious as you begin to realize you are completely and hopelessly lost.


Being lost is no fun.  In fact, it’s so un-fun that most people take precautions against getting lost.  If they’re going somewhere for the first time, they’ll get directions, check a map, or go with someone who’s familiar with the area.  If they do get lost, they’ll call a friend or ask someone for help.

No one in their right mind would simply give up and decide to stay lost.  Yet that’s what many readers do when they get lost in their reading.

Repairing Comprehension is actually a set of strategies you can use when you get lost in your reading.  They include Monitoring,Visualizing,Vocabulary Tactics, and Rereading.  Before we discuss these strategies, keep in mind that it’s always better to avoid getting lost than trying to get un-lost.  Thinking about the author’s purpose and remembering what you know about the topic before you read, and asking questions and making predictions as you read, are great ways to stay on track.

Monitoring. Have you ever read to the bottom of a page or the end of a chapter and realized you had no idea what you just read?  The first step in repairing comprehension is recognizing that a repair is needed.  That’s how monitoring helps.

Imagine that when you read your mind is split in two.  One half of your mind is reading the material, the other half is asking, Does this make sense?.  That’s monitoring in a nutshell. When the reading mind begins to wander, the asking mind says, Hold on, I didn’t get that, giving the reading mind a chance to stop and figure out what went wrong. Sometimes it will take another Repairing Comprehension strategy to fix the problem, but at least you haven’t come to the end of the chapter before realizing you’re lost.

It may feel strange at first for your mind to be reading and questioning at the same time, but eventually it will become automatic.  As always, practice makes perfect.  Practice monitoring as you read the rest of this section.

Visualizing.  When you read the scenario at the beginning of this section, could you see yourself getting on a bus, being lost on a busy sidewalk, looking around for a familiar landmark?  Could you hear the roar of traffic, smell the diesel exhaust of the bus, feel your palms sweating as you began to get anxious?  If so, you were visualizing.  Visualizing is when you use your sense memory to get a clear picture of what you are reading or hearing.  

If you’re not understanding something, it may be because you’re simply reading the words instead of making pictures in your head.  Vividly imagining what you’re reading will help you understand as well as remember what you read.  Visualizing also helps make reading more interesting and enjoyable.

Vocabulary Tactics.  Unfamiliar vocabulary makes comprehension difficult.  Fortunately, it’s not always necessary to look up every word you don’t know in a dictionary.  If you come across a word you don’t know in your reading, try these vocabulary tactics:
· Skip it.  Can you still make sense of what you’re reading?  If so, continue reading, being sure to monitor to make sure things are still making sense.  If not,

· Substitute another word for the word you don’t know.  If it makes sense in the context, keep reading.  If not,

· Break the word down.  If you know the meaning of even part of the word, it can help you guess its meaning.  For instance, knowing that pre- means “before” will give you a clue about words that begin with that prefix.  If breaking the word down doesn’t help,

· Ask someone or look it up in the dictionary.  Check the definition against the context to make sure it makes sense, as many words have more than one meaning.  Finally,

· Add the word to your word book so you’ll remember it next time.

Rereading.  Sometimes, all that’s needed for comprehension is a second try.  Re-reading doesn’t mean you have to start over from the beginning; you simply re-read the part where you got lost (if you’ve been monitoring your reading, this will help you figure out where to start re-reading).  Changing your reading rate (slowing down or speeding up) or reading aloud when you’re rereading can sometimes help.  Make sure you haven’t skipped a word or substituted a similar word for the one that is meant.  This often happen with words that share the same spelling, like tear (as in crying) and tear (as in ripping up).
If, after trying these strategies to repair comprehension, you still don’t understand what you’re reading, ask your teacher for help.  The only wrong choice is to stay lost.
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