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POINT-DRIVEN UNDERSTANDING: PRAGMATIC AND COGNITIVE
DIMENSIONS OF LITERARY READING

DOUGLAS VIPOND and RUSSELL A, HUNT *

Listeners gencrally attempt to understand oral conversational storics by figuring out what the
narrator is “getting at’; their understanding is point-driven in this sense. Analogously, a form of
reading in which readers expect to be able to impute motives to authors may also be called
poini-driven; it is a mode that seems especially useful for reading so-called ‘literary” texts.
Point-driven reading is conceptually distinguishable from story-driven and information-driven
types. We argue that each typc is associated with a number of cognitive strategics, with
point-driven reading, specifically, characterized by cokerence, narrative surface, and transactional
strategies. Using a modern short story, we illustrate how point-driven readings might be differenti-
ated from other kinds. An advantage of this conceptualization is that it enables one o gencrate
empirically testable hypotheses about literary reading: we suggest a number of such hypotheses
and methods of testing them.

Two men were driving in a car. One said:

Susan had been really worried about it, because she didn’t know the ather
girls very well, and she couldn’t. .. she didn’t know how they were doing. So
when she went in for it, she was really scared, and when she came out I
guess she figured she’d probably failed or something. But when they posted
the list, it turned out she got the highest mark.

This little story does not seem too hard to understand. A traditional way of
demonstrating that understanding might be to provide a summary that cap-
tures its basic meaning, or ‘gist.” For instance: “Susan’s concern about her
exam result was unfounded, because she got the highest mark of all.” Or, more
succinctly: “Susan’s mark was unexpectedly high.” Or, more abstractly: **Susan
got a pleasant surprisc.”

Not surprisingly, however, the meaning a reader or listener might attribute
Lo this story is affected by what he or she knows about the discourse in which it
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took place. Earlier in the conversation the narrator had told another anecdote,
which also entailed a situation in which Susan had underestimated her academic
ability. In light of this new information, we might begin to suspeet that what
the second story is really about 1s not so much Susan’s getting a high mark as
her tendency to be oo self-critical.

[t is also important to know that immediately preceding the ‘mark’ story.
the narrator had recounted an anecdote in which Susan had had a term paper
(which had been dulv submitted, marked, and graded) stolen from a box
outside her instructor’s office, The listener had then remarked that that must
have been difficult but it wasn’t as bad as losing the paper before it had been
marked and graded. Knowing this broadens the meaning of the anecdote even
further: apparently the topic of the entire conversation is the vagaries of
academiy, and perhaps not nearly so much the particular personality of Susan.

We might stop there and consider that the point — that ‘meaning’ is
profoundly influenced by context — has been demonstrated. But the results of
going 4 lew steps further are equally dramatic, and suggest that a preoccupa-
tion with ‘meanings’ may not be the most useflul or appropriate stance in an
attempt to understand stories, tellers. and audiences. The following [acts are
surely not irrelevant for understanding this incident. The narrator of the story
was a mechanic {(not university-educated); the listener was a university English
professor. The conversation took place while the mechamic was dnving the
professor to work, the professor’s car being in for repairs. The two men knew
each other only slightly. Susan was the mechanic’s daughter; she attended not
the professor’s, but a neighboring institution.

Suddenly we are likely to become aware of an entire range of overlenes and
more or less covert purposes that were simply not available before. Now we
wonder: why is the narrator telling this story? and the answer seems to lie in
the fact that by telling it he can accomplish a4 number of things simultancously.
First, and most directly, he is establishing his daughter’s identity as a student,
and a very good student at that. By extension, he is affirming his own idenlity
as a proper [ather. “proper” both because his child is receiving a postsccondary
education, and becavse he is taking appropriate interest in her progress.
Nevertheless, the mechanic seems (0 be suggesting that universities can be cold,
unfair, and apparently incomprehensible places. Depending on the previous
relationship between the two men, one might suspect a covert and possibly
non-conscious aggressiveness, a reflection of traditional “town and gown’
rivalry. Or the narrator may be seeking clarification or understanding from his
professorial listencr as 1o what universitics are really about.

How the professor responds to this story will depend, in turn. on what
motives he imputes to the narrator. More generally, it seems clear that the
listener's central task is not to infer the ‘meaning’ or ‘gist’ of a speaker’s
narrative, but rather 10 determine what the speaker might be “‘getting at.” In a
waord, the listener tries to construct an appropriate point for the story. We call
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such listening ‘point-driven.” Listening to oral conversational stories, we sug-
gest, is normally of this kind.

Tellers, listeners, and points

To say that listeners attempt to construct points is not, however, lo make clear
just what sort of thing a ‘point’ actually is. Despite rccent interest in the
pragmatics of oral stories (Polanyi 1979, 1982; Robinson 1981), conversations
(Schank et al. 1982), and narrative discourse generally (Prince 1983), defini-
tions of point are hard to come by. Those that do exist are usually couched in
negative terms: apparently it is casier to indicate what a point is not than to be
clear about what it is. Perhaps the most memorable (negative) definition of
point was that of Labov (1972: 366), who observed that a narrative without one
is met with the “withering” rejoinder, “So what?”

It is. however, possible to define — or at least to characterize  more
positively what it is that’s missing in such a situation. Whether we term it an
inlerpersonal move, a pragmatic gesture, or, as van Dijk and Kintsch (1983)
do, a global speech acit, it is clear that a point involves not the exchange of
information, but rather the sharing and comparing of values and beliefs,
particularly. by means of what Labov (1972: 366) has called evaluation: * the
means used by the narrator to indicate the point of the narrative, its raison
d’ére: why it was told, and what the narrator is getting at.”” The kinds of
things narrators ultimately ‘get at,” as Polanyi (1979) shows, are socially and
culturally shared values and beliefs. To make a point, then, or to construct one,
is to engage in a fundamentally social, pragmatic. and interpersonal enterprise.

Points are not, however, characteristics only of face-to-face narrative situa-
tions. Returning to the story about Susan and her high mark, consider what
happens when the ‘frame’ is extended another step. Suppose the conversalion
between the mechanic and the professor were a scene in a play or a chapter in
a novel. Clearly, in such a case, an entlirely new pattern of signification can
come into effect. For example, our inferences about the mechanic’s motives for
telling the story may well be profoundly altered if we posit an guthor who has
created that character in order that we should make such inferences. Conse-
quently we are more likely to infer that the story is “really about’ the mechanic,
rather than Susan or the university. When we read certain kinds of writing,
then, we may have points to construct not only for narrators and other
characters, but for authors as well. We are suggesting, in other words, that
reading as well as listening can be ‘point-driven.” Further, we argue that
point-driven reading is an important — arguably, an essential — component of a
type of reading commonly thought of as ‘literary.’

In this paper we examine the pragmatics of literary reading by considering
them as analogous Lo conversational story listening. Both reading and listening,
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then, can be seen as forms of a more general ‘point-driven understanding.’
Although other theorists have proposed analogies between conversational and
literary stories (among them Pratt 1977 and Watls 1981). our approach is
different in at least four ways. First, we are centrally concerned with an
analogy between the texts’ ‘consumers’ (the listener and the reader), and much
less with one between the two texts themselves or between the texls’ ‘pro-
ducers’ (the teller and the author). Second, we maintain thal an adequate
account of literary reading must attend both to its social-pragmatic and to its
psychological-cognitive dimensions (cf. John-Steiner and Tatter 1983). Third,
we suggest that important distinctions can be made among various types or
modes of reading; in particular, we distinguish among point-driven, story-
driven, and information-driven types. Fourth, we believe that these distinctions
can be used as a basis on which to gencrate predictions about specific reader
behaviors. Accordingly, in the [inal sections of the paper we propose a number
of hypotheses concerning stralegics in literary reading, and then give some
methodological suggestions as to how each hypothesis could be investigated
experimentally.

Point-driven listening

When a story is told in an oral conversational setting, the narrator is granted
the floor for one storytelling turn. The story recipients thereby undertake
certain responsibilities: for instance, they are expected to indicate 10 the teller
that they are understanding the story, and when it is finished they are expected
to indicate whether or not they accept it. In return, listeners anticipate that
they will be able to construct a painz for the story. The likelihood that a listener
will in fact be able to construct a point successfully, as well as the nature of
that point, seems to depend on a number of simultaneous *pressures” acting on
the listener:

1. The listener’s model of an author. The listener is more likely to construct a
point successfully if he or she has a sense of an author who intends to make a
point. Of course, in the oral situation it is not difficult for the listener to
imagine an author — quite simply because the author is physically present, in
the person of the narrator. Further, point is influenced by what the listener
knows about the narrator-author; for example, the kinds of points he or she
usually makes, and whether, indeed, he or she usually intends to make (or
succeeds at making) any point at all.

2. The listener’s cultural expectations. Listeners are more likely to construct
points that are socially and culturally salient. As Polanyi (1979: 207) argues,
what can count as a point in a given culture is only material generally agreed
upon by its members to be “self-evidently important and true.” In North
American culture, for instance, such basic cultural constructs would include
THE INDIVIDUAL, FRIENDS, PROBLEMS, UNDERSTANDING, and
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many others (see Polanyl 1978 for an extensive list, and for examples of points
appropriale Lo other cultures which would fail to render a story “teliable’ in
North America). This helps explain why people often find stories from other
cultural traditions difficult 1o understand, or even *pointless.’

3. The listener’s generic expectations. What is an appropriate point for one
genre may be inappropriate for another. Therefore the point constructed by
the listener will depend to some extent on the genre deemed to be in effect:
personal narrative, tall tale, ghost story, anecdote, sermon, report, etc. For
example, if the listener tdentifies the narrative as a “parable.” he or she will
strongly expect there to he a point, but. equally strongly, expect it {o be
indirectly expressed.

4. Context. Context here refers to the physical and social setting in which
the storvtelling takes place; it, too, can affect what, if any, point 1s constructed
by the listener. Physical setting includes such matters as environmental condi-
tions, time of day, and so on; social setting includes the social identities of and
role relationships between teller and recipient, as well as operative customs and
mores. For example, in the story about Susan the listener may have felt more
pressure to construct a point because he was the only story recipient (rather
than a member of a larger audience); further, the nature of the point con-
structed was likely to have been strongly influenced by the social identities of
the two men.

5. Cotexr. Stories told in conversalion do not come ‘out of the blue’ but
instead are generally preceded by conversational interaction or even previous
stories. Listeners expect that the current story will be somehow connectable to
previous relevant discourse. (Such prior discourse may have occurred days or
even weeks previously.) It may be that the story’s topic can be related to a
previous conversational topic; alternatively, the story may introduce a new
topic but make a related point; other vanations, of course, are possible. The
mere availability of cotext makes it more likely that a listener will attempt to
construct a point for the story.

6. Text. Not least of all, the point constructed by the listener will depend on
the narrated text itself, which may include linguistic. pardlinguistic, and kinesic
levels of communication.

Collectively, the above pressures can be considered a ‘pragmatic frame’ which
places limits on the nature of the point which may be constructed by a listener,
and in some sense determines whether or not a point will be successfully
constructed at all.

It is worth stressing here that we refer to the listener’s ‘construction’ of
point in order to underline our viecw that points aren’t ‘in’ stories, waiting to be
identified by perceptive listeners, but instead are constructed by listeners on the
basis of various sources of information, only one of which is the text.

It is also important to note that the listening could fail for any number of
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reasons. For instance, the narrator may obvicusly intend to make a point, but
the text may fail to support the point he or she intends (o make. In that case
narrator and listeners might still rescue the situalion by “negotiating’ the point
of the story: that is, by debating whal the story may properly be said to be
about (Polanyi 1979). A second cause of failurc may be that the listener’s and
the narrator’s sense of cultural or generic appropriateness differ too widely.
For example, a ‘story’” may be told which according to its narrator 1s pointed
butl which the audience finds to be pointless. The audience then responds,
overtly or otherwise, with the guestion Labov (1972: 366) said “every good
narrator is continually warding off”': *So what?” Narrators who tell pointless
or irrelevant stories are seen as boring and inept, and suffer a loss of face. And
although listeners who miss points are less severely penalized in social terms,
there are parallel consequences, particularly if there are other members of the
audience who do ‘get the point.’

Poini-driven reading

Listening to an oral conversational story, then. is normally *poini-driven’
recipients listen to the story in anticipation that they will be able to reconstruct
it as a ‘pragmatic gesture,” a ‘global speech act.” Similarly, therc i1s a type of
reading which may be called ‘point-driven,” becausc in 1L, too. the understander
reads with the expectation that the text will enable the construction of a valid,
pragmatic point. Point-driven reading is both similar 1o and different from
point-driven listening. It is similar because in both types the construction of
point is a function of the rext, the comprehender’s culrural, and the compre-
hender’s generic expectations. Point-driven reading is different from listening,
though, for several reasons. First, oral storics arc generally immediately
connectable to previous discourse, whereas written stories are relatively auton-
omous: the reader has less corext available to constrain the nature of the point
constructed. A second difference (which is quite obvious but which has
not-so-obvicus conseguences), is that in listening but not in reading the
producer and recipient of the text share the same socio-physical context
Consequently, listeners are able to see their authors whereas point-driven
readers must imagine or ‘invent’ theirs. Furthermore, the chances of readers
being able to construct points successfully are increased if they impute motives
to authors; that is, if they imagine authors as beings who intend to make
points.

By referring 10 the intentions of authors, however, we do not mean to argue
{4 la Hirsch 1967) either that what the author intended as a point is ascertain-
ablc, or that it can or should determine what the story’s point will be. Just as
the point of a conversational story is subject to negoliation among audience
and producer, so what is taken to be a point lor a written narrative will
generally be the result of negotiation between the reader and the rexr.
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It may seem odd 1o call this process ‘negotiation,” since negotiation implies
the possibility of change, and although readers may change, how can a text?
The answer lics in a distinction between ‘ text’ as marks-on-a-page and *text’ as
that which is reconstructed by means of the transaction between the reader and
the page (this is similar to Rosenblatt’s 1978 distinction between “text” and
‘poem’). It is this reconstructed, virtual text that can, of course, change, as the
reader reconstructs it again and again.

Nevertheless, this process of negotiation will fail if the text does not repay
the attempt to construct a point from it. Here again poinl-driven listening and
rcading differ: whereas listeners can. by refusing to accept the story as
narrated, influence the narrator to change his or her evaluation of the story or
even the direction of the narrative itself, the ordinary reader has very little
influence on an author. On the other hand, authors can anticipate this
problem, and can therefore build into their storigs the tools that a reader needs
in order to assemble a pragmatic frame in which a point may be appropriately
constructed.

A second reason point-driven reading may fail is that the person doesn’t
altempt to read this way in the first place. Presumably many people have rarcly
or never experienced success with this type of reading (even though they are
routinely successful at point-driven listening), and therefore have not learned
to use it — or perhaps have learned not to use il, or not (o use it in certain
contexts. In any case, a reader’s failure to assemble a pragmatic frame —
whether hecause the story’s built-in tool kit is inadequate, because the reader’s
and author’s sense of generic appropriateness differ too greatly, or for some
other reason — will lead to the same withering “So what?” response that can
occur in the face-to-face situation.

In fact, we have some evidence suggesting thar this ‘so what’ responsc is a
surprisingly frequent occurrence. In a series of studies, we had undergraduates
(total N > 150) read a short story (John Updike’'s “A & P”, 1962) under
various task conditions, and then respond to a number of open-ended and
leading questions. (Some of the students had, over a period of weeks, read the
story as many as five times in all.) From their performance on these tasks, it
appeared that a small number of the students — approximately 5% - were
aware that it might be possible to impute motives to an intentional author. The
majority of the readers, however, found the story to be incomplete and
pointless — just as if they were participating in a conversation in which the
narrator was a known bore or social misfit who told stories that no onc
expected to have a point. It is of course true that the context in which this story
was read made it less likely that a reader would expect it to have a pragmalic
point; even so, the number who exhibited signs of attempting to read in such a
way seemed startlingly low.

Point-driven reading, it should be stressed, is only one tvpe of reading,
appropriate for some situations but not others. Tt may be especially likely to
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oceur in connection with ‘literary” texts; however, as discussed further below, it
is not the only way to read such texts. Nor does literary reading require literary
texts [1]. On the contrary, what is important 1s that one reads a text
presumably any text will do (cf. *found’ poetry) — in a literary way. Finally, we
do nol claim that point-driven reading is the “best’ or “highest” type of reading,
or that it is, developmentally, a more advanced form. On the other hand, we
would argue that it is a useful — probably vitally useful - addition to any
mature reader’s repertoire.

To further clarify the nature of point-driven reading, it may be helpful to
distinguish it from two other tvpes.

Information-driven reading

Very different from point-driven reading is a type of reading which we call
‘information-driven.” Information-driven reading is especially appropriate in
learning-from-text situations where contenr is relevant. To lake an extreme
example, if one is reading a bus schedule it is hardly necessary to construct a
‘model of an intentional author’ or to see the text as some kind of ‘pragmatic
gesture.’ Information-driven reading is most likely to occur in contextually-iso-
lated situations, when the reader’s task is to learn or remember the material,
and when the text itself is fragmentary or inane (Beaugrande 1982)  that is,
doesn’t repay the assumption of point. Since these conditions usually hold in
laboratory experiments on reading, it could be said that the resulting theories
are essentially accounts of information acquisition, and may be only indirectly
related to theories of literary reading {Dillon 1980).

Story-driven reading

It may be objected that the difference between ‘point-driven’ and *informa-
tion-driven’ is merely another way of phrasing Rosenblatt’s (19338, 1978)
distinction between “aesthetic” and “‘efferent” reading. This is not the case,
however. A way to make this clear is to describe a kind of reading which
occupies a middle ground between point- and information-driven but which
Rosenbiatt’s model would not distinguish from point-driven reading. Accord-
ing to Rosenblatt, aestheric reading is concerned with “the lived-through
experience” of reading the text, whereas efferen: reading is concerned with
what the rcader *takes away™ from the text. In our view, however, there is an
important distinction to be made between kinds of reading which are con-

{1] Whether there is a category of *literary texts’ that ¢can be reliably distinguished from other kinds
is debatable. At best, literature is a ‘furzy’ category, with a relalively few prototypical members
and a great many with some characteristic features (cf. Rosch 1973). It is unlikely that there are
any texlual properties that are unequivocally associated with literariness (Pratt 1977). In any case,
we consider it more useful 1o regard ‘literary’ as @ way of reading rather than a propertly of texts.

-
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cerned with “lived-through experience.” While *point-driven” reading is obvi-
ously concerned with that lived-through experience, so, we would argue, is a
quite different kind of reading, which we call *story-driven.’

The term “story-driven’ is based on Chatman’s (1978) distinction between
‘story’ and ‘discourse’ in narrative. Accordingly, story-driven readings tend (o
emphasize plot, character, and cvent, and to neglect the “discourse’ by which
the events and characters arc presented. Someone reading in a story-driven
way will be looking for a ‘good read’ ~ interesting, affectively-arousing events
{Morgan and Sellner 1980), rounded characters, and the like - but will not
anticipate that the narrative will, in the way conversational narratives are
expected to, invite and assist the construction of a valid ‘point.” By the same
token, a person reading in a story-driven way would not find it necessary to
construct a model of the author: the story seems to exist, and can be enjoyed,
quite independently of any implied author.

It is important to make clear that these three types or modes of reading -
point-, story-, and information-driven — arc not characteristics of readers, even
though it seems probable that some readers only rarely or never engage in
point-driven reading. Nor arc they characteristic even of whole readings: it is
likely that on any particular reading occasion, depending on his or her current
goals, the fluent reader would have the flexibility to use a mixture of differcnt
stratcgics. In the following section we discuss some of these strategies in more
detail.

Strategies in point-driven reading: an cxample

Up to now, we have been discussing the pragmarics of oral and wrilten slory
comprehension. We suggested that people normally listen to, and sometimes
read, stories in a ‘point-driven’ way, meaning thal they atlempt to assemble a
pragmatic frame in which a point can be successfully constructed. However,
this leaves open the question of what someone reading in a point-driven way
actually does. That is, if reading a literary text is viewed from a cognitive,
‘online’ perspective, what precisely are the differences between poini-driven
and other types of reading? We find it useful, in this regard, to consider each
type of reading as made up of a set of characteristic ‘strategics’ (van Dijk and
Kintsch 1983), with the important qualification that ‘strategy’ does not imply
deliberate or conscious use [2]. In particular, we claim that point-driven

{2] Similarly, readcr-response critics such as Stanley Fish (1970) have observed that many reading
events take place below the level of consciousness, but nonctheless arc “real’ and do have
consequences. A distinction can be made (Levelt 1974; Mandler and Goodman 1982} between
psvchological validity  phenomena that have demonstrable effects on processing with or without
awareness, and psychological reality  phenomena that we can think and talk about. In this sense
stralegies are psychologically valid but not necessarily psychologically real.
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reading is characterized by three types of strategies: coherence, narrutive
surface, and rransactional. To illustrate these (partly overlapping) strategies
more clearly, consider how a point-driven understander might read a short
story; for example, Updike’s “A & P

In walks these three girls in nothing but bathing suits. I'm in the third
checkout slot, with my back to the door, so I don’t see them until they're
over by the bread. The one that caught my eye first was the one in the plaid
green two-piece. She was a chunky kid, with a goed tan and a sweet broad
soft-looking can with those two crescents of white just under it. where the
sun never seems to hit, at the top of the backs of her legs. I stood there with
my hand on a box of HiHo crackers trying to remember if 1 rang it up or
not. I ring it up again and the customer starts giving me hell. She’s one of
these cash-register-watchers, a witch about fifty with rouge on her cheek-
bones and no eyebrows, and 1 know it made her day to trip me up. She'd
been watching cash registers for [ifty vyears and probably never scen a
mistake before.

Having picked up a single can of herring snacks, the girls eventually return
to the narrator’s, Sammy’s, checkout slot. However, the puritanical manager of
the store, Lengel, comes over and berates the girls for their improper attire.
Humihated, the girls pay and leave; Sammy protests by dramatically quitting
his job and walking out. But the girls don’t notice Sammy’s gesture, and by the
time he gets to the parking lot they have gone. The story ends as Sammy looks
back into the store:

in the big windows, over the bags of pecal moss and aluminum lawn
furniture stacked on the pavement, I could see Lengel in my place in the
slot, checking the sheep through. His face was dark gray and his back stiff,
as if he’d just had an injection of iron, and my stomach kind of fell as I felt
how hard the world was going to be to me hereafter.

1. Coherence strategies. Although ‘establishing coherence’ is a general dis-
course comprehension strategy, we suggest 1t is used differently in point-driven
as opposed to information- and story-driven readings. Someone reading in a
point-driven way is trying to construct a global speech act, and therefore will
be attempting to establish coherence over the text as a whole. Suppose that the
text suddenly introduced a new topic, or presented a concept which seemed
utterly irrelevant to what had gone on before (this is what Iser 1978: 191-192
calls “cutting”). In this situation the point-driven reader would tend to hold ol
closure, waiting for the chance to integrate the disparate elements into the
single coherent structure being assembled. However, those reading in story- or
information-driven ways process discourse in units smaller than the entire text;
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most likely, in narrative episodes (Haberlandt 1980). Therefore, given a ‘cut’
text. they would tend to seek closure, and to rgject disparate and seemingly
unrclated text elements.

Consider, as an example, the incident involving the “cash-register-watcher”
in the first paragraph of “A & P.” According to a story-based analysis, this is
at best a minor episode. Although it does help establish that Sammy is a
cashier, is young, etc., it is hardly crucial in terms of plot — il would not be
part of a story summary, for instance. However, a reader who is reading in a
point-driven, coherence-seeking way is likely 1o usc ¢ven a throwaway episode
such as this one. In this instance, a poini-driven reading might well notice that
Sammy’s antipathy towards the cash-register-watcher connects with his atti-
tude towards all regular customers (he later refers to them as “houseslaves,”
“sheep,” etc.), and. furthermore, contrasts with his lovingly meticulous descrip-
tions of the three girls [3].

Related to coherence is the question of when one evaluates the worth or
quality of a text. We suggest that 1o read in an inescapably story-driven way is
to suffer from premature evaluation: such readers may “give up’ early. deciding
after only a few episodes that the story isn’t a good one, particularly if there
seem to be a large number of unconnected elements or if the events aren’t
‘interesting’ enough. By contrast, point-driven readers, who tend to view the
text as a single, coherent speech act, are more likely to defer evaluation until all
the evidence is in.

2. Narrative surface strategies. Warrative surface refers to the discourse aspects
of narrative (e.g., point of view, tone, diction, ‘style’), as distinguished from its
story aspects (plot, setting, character) (Chatman 1978). Consider, for instance,
the opening of “A & P”: “In walks these three girls in nothing but bathing
suits. I'm in the third checkout slot....” For a story-based reading, what is
important in these sentences is the serting information (the narrator is a
cashier), and the initiating acrion information (enter three girls in bathing
suits). However, the stylistic features — Sammy’s non-standard diction, gram-
mar, and tense — are relatively unimportant. We suggest that in a story-driven
reading such features either would not be noticed at all, or, if they were
noticed, would be taken as evidence of the author’s carelessness or incom-
petence.

[3] Actually, “A & P does not provide an ideal example of this stratcgy. Even the cash-register-
watcher incident is somewhat problematic: although structurally unimportant, it seems to be quite
well recalled, possibly due to its imagibility or [uvorable serial position. Still, our point is not that
pecple reading in a story-driven way will forget this episode but that they will tend not to connect
it to anything ¢lse. A better example of a text where the use of this strategy might be tested can be
found in Hunt (1982). This study reports that in readings of the Graham Greene short story “The
Second Death™ (1947), in which the salient detail is a caterpillar crawling across a leaf, only a very
small number of readers connected the caterpillar with the story’s other concerns.
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A point-driven reading is likelv to be different in two ways. First, the
nonstandard elements are more likely to be noriced (again, it is important to
stress that noticing, like other strategies, does not necessarily imply conscious-
ness, bul will have consequences). Second, the unusual features are more likely
to be explained as a purposeful and deliberate contrivance: a dramatic device.
A dramatic device, though, is used lor some particular reason. Consequently
someone who is rcading in a point-driven way implicitly imputes a4 motive to
the author, and thus recognizes that there 1s 4 puzzle here (o be resolved.

3. Transactional strategies. Where do texts come from? Our view is that
people reading in a point-driven way implicitly realize that the text is an
artifact, and therefore recognize the existence of an intentional being who is
responsible for it. Because point-driven readers recognize intentionality behind,
or impute it (o, the texl, they realize that what is presented in the text
including the actions and beliefs of the characters — cannot be taken at face
valuc bul instead must be interpreted in light of the fact that the characters are
merc creations of an intentional being. In short, someone reading in a
point-driven way is likely to notice discrepancics — thal is, ironies — belween
the implied values and beliefs of the author as against the values and beliefs of
the characters.

We claim that people reading in story- or information-driven ways do not
adopt transactional strategies. Instead of seeing the text as an artifact they tend
to see it as a natural phenomenon  it’s ‘just there.” These readers take the
actions and beliefs of the characters at face value, without considering the
possibility that everything about the characters can be seen in relation to what
an implied author might be getting at. In one sense, of course, what story- and
information-driven readers do is reascnable: often a text can indeed be
enjoyed (or learned) on its own terms, without making the assumption that it is
the product of an intentional being. Then again, some texts simply don’t repay
the assumption of point. Nevertheless, story- and information-driven readings
have the serious drawback that they tend not to recognize ironies — a
particularly serious problem when deating with *literary’ texts,

What difference would transactional strategies make to a reading of “A &
P”? Someone reading in a point-driven way is more likely to recognize that the
text is an artifact, that it was created by an implied author named *Updike’
who is responsible for inventing a narrator-character named *Sammy.” Once a
distinction between implied author and narrator is made, the way is clear (o
recoghize some possible differences between them. For example, people read-
ng in a point-driven way are likely to infer that Updike probably does not
share Sammy’s blatantly sexist views of women (“do vou really think it’s a
mind in there or just a little buzz like a bee in a glass jar?”). As well, the
point-driven reader is more likely to accept the invitation to see 19-year old
Sammy’s quitting his job from a more mature viewpoint than Sammy himself
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does, and when Sammy comes to his realization of how hard the world is going
to be to him, to see a bit of humor in that.

Making fine distinctions between an implied author and a characterized
narrator is not so important to someone reading a text primarily for its
information value or storyline. Thus it is not surprising that information- and
story-driven readers tend to conflate ‘author’ and ‘narrator’: according to
them, it is Updike who uses bad grammar and Updike who is sexist. It is also
not surprising that when confronted with heavily ironic texts such as Nabokov's
Pale Fire (1962) where there is no ‘story’ 1o speak of — such readers tend to
“miss the point’ entirely, and tend to fecl dissatisfied with the reading experi-
ence. Blame, however, is usually attributed to the text — it is as if they ask it,
witheringly, “So what?”

Empirical questions

We have presented these three reading strategies in a rather informal and
descriptive manner, and thus it may not be immediately apparent that they are
all, in fact, empirically testable (although stll largely untested) hypotheses. In
this section we will try to give the hypothesized strategies of point-driven
reading a firmer empirical base, first, by citing some relevant research findings
in their support, and second, by proposing some methodologies and techniques
by which they could be experimentally tested.

Coherence.  We proposed that the coherence strategies of point-driven reading
differ from those of the other types. There are some findings in the experimen-
tal literature that seem to support this claim. From senmience processing
research, it is known that adult readers encode a sentence differently depend-
ing on whether they are trying to remember it or comprehend it (Aaronson and
Scarborough 1976; Aaronson and Ferres 1984). In the memory lask, extra
processing occurs at phrase boundaries, but in the comprchension task,
processing is dependent on semantic factors and i1s not related to structural
divisions. Similarly, from discourse processing research, it is known that when a
person is reading in order to remember a story, extra processing occurs at
structural (cpisode) boundaries (Haberlandt 1980; Haberlandt et ai. 1980);
moreaver, episodes tend to form cohesive chunks in memory (Black and Bower
1979).

We do not yet know whether, given tasks that promote point-driven
comprehension rather than information-driven memory, discourse processing
is less dependent on episode boundaries. This does, however, seem a reason-
able inference. We therefore hypothesize that point-driven reading uses
larger-sized chunks than do information- or story-driven tvpes. Two specific
predictions follow: first, that point-driven readers should keep seemingly
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irrelevant textual elements in working memory longer; and second, that they
should make more effort to integrate disparate and apparently unrelated
details.

The length of time information is retained in working memory could be
determined by an adaptation of Sternberg’s (1966) * memory probe” technique
(cl. Fletcher 1981). In this task, readers would be interrupted at various places
and asked to verify whether or not a given probe (word, concept. sentence, etc.)
appeared earlier in the text. In a point-driven reading, information drawn from
previous episodes should he more likely to be retained in working memory
because the reader is attempting to create chunks that reach across episode
borders; thus such readers should be faster than story-driven readers at
verifving probes drawn from previous episodes. On the other hand, there
should be no difference between the speed with which probes drawn from the
current episode are verified by point-driven or story-driven readers.

The second prediction — that people reading in a point-driven way make
more effort to integrate apparently unrelated details could be investigated by
means of ‘process tracing’ techniques. From protocol analysis, for instance (cf.
Hayes and Flower 1980), it might be learned that point-driven readers are
more persistent in attempting to integrate unexpected material. Similarly, eve
movement patrerns and inspection times (cf. Rothkopl and Billington 1979) may
help determine how readers process unexpecied text elements.

Narrative surfuce. Previous work in the area of sentence memory lends
support to our hypothesis that point-driven readers should have especially
accurate memory for narrative surface. Keenan and MacWhinney and their
colleagues (Keenan et al. 1977, MacWhinney et al. 1982) have found that when
conversational utterances have rich interactional (pragmatic) conlent, the
surface form of such utterances is recognized belter than equivalent utterances
with neutral content. Analogously, we expeclt that readers who are reading tn a
point-driven (pragmatic) way will be more sensitive to. and thus have better
memory for, narrative surface than will those reading in story- or information-
driven ways.

We are currently investigating memory for narrative surface by having
university students read a short story and then complete a recognition test
containing verbatim as well as paraphrasc and distractor items. We expect that
students reading in a point-driven way will demonstrate better surface memory
than other readers, and also that their errors will tend to be more consistent
with the story’s style (cf. Brewer and Hay 1984). We have also done some work
in measuring sensitivity (o narrative surface. Specifically, we have developed a
‘branching lext’ cxcrcise: this is an ‘in process’ task in which a reader is
offered, at several places during the reading of a story, a set of possible
alternate continuations, and asked to select the one most consistent with the
rest of the story. The continuations are semanticaily similar but vary in point



D Vipond, R.A. Hunt / Literary reading 275

of view and tone; that is. they retain the same srory but vary the discourse. We
hypothesize that people reading in a point-driven way will be more sensitive to
narrative surface, as indicalcd by better performance on this task relative to
story- and information-driven readers.

Transactions.  Social psychologists have known for some time that in context-
uallv-isolated situations, people tend to take information at face value. For
example, people are prone to make the ‘fundamental attribution error’ of
imputing dispositional qualities to a person, even when the individual’s behav-
ior is clearly contaminated by situational constraints (Ross 1977). Recent
evidence suggests, however, that this error is much reduced. or even eliminated,
under conditions that are more ecologically  that is, pragmatically — valid; for
example., when group discussion precedes the assessment of the person (Wright
1682). Similarly, it may be that the more pragmatically oriented, point-driven a
reading is, the less likely a reader is to accept the information presented in a
text at face value.

This could be investipated by having people read an ironically-structured,
first-person literary text, then asking them to assess ‘the narrator’ and ‘the
author’ in various ways. For instance, they could be asked to decide whether or
not certain descriptors {e.g., ‘Uses good grammar *; *1s sexist’) are true, false or
indeterminate with respect to *the author” and ‘the narrator’ (¢f. Stephenson’s
[1953, in press] ‘Q-sort’ technique). The degree of similarity between the two
sets of ratings could be statistically determined, and inferences then made as to
whether the reader recognized two distinct entities. or a single blurred entity.

Experimental poetics

The concept of point-driven understanding appears to be useful in accounting
for oral story comprehension, as well as in generating testable hypotheses
concerning rcading. It should be emphasized that we do not mean the
methodological suggestions given above to be definitive, but rather to illustrate
some of the ways that techniques from cognitlive and experimental psychology
could help answer questions in areas that traditionally have concerned only
literary scholars. Unlike Updike’s Sammy, whose stomach “kind of fell” when
hc contemplated the future, we are relatively optimistic that the future will
bring important developments, both theoretical and empirical, in the study of
literary reading.
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