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POINT-DRIVEN UNDERSTANDING: PRAGMATIC 
DIMENSIONS OF LITERARY READING 

D O U G L A S  V I P O N D  and R U S S E L L  A. H U N T  * 

AND COGNITIVE 

Listeners generally attempt to understand oral conversational stories 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 
point-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 type is associated with a number of cognitive strategies, with 
point-driven reading, specifically, characterized by coherence, 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 to generate 
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 other 
girls very well, and she cou ldn ' 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 
demonstra t ing 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 surprise." 

Not  surprisingly, however, the meaning a reader or listener might attribute 
to 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 narra tor  had told another  anecdote, 
which also entailed a situation in which Susan had underest imated her academic 
ability. In light of this new information,  we might begin to suspect that what 
the second story is really about  is not so much Susan's  getting a high mark as 
her tendency to be too self-critical, 

It is also impor tant  to know that immediately preceding the 'mark" story, 
the narra tor  had recounted an anecdote in which Susan had had a term paper  
(which had been duly 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: apparent ly  the topic of the entire conversat ion is the vagaries of 
academia, and perhaps not nearly so much the part icular  personali ty of Susan. 

We might stop there and consider that the point  that 'me a n i ng '  is 
profoundly  influenced by context - has been demonstrated.  But the results of 
going a few steps further are equally dramatic,  and suggest that a preoccupa- 
tion with 'mean ings '  may not be the most useful or appropriate  stance in an 
a t tempt  to unders tand  stories, tellers, and audiences. The following facts are 
surely not irrelevant for unders tanding  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 mechanic was driving 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 at tended not 
the professor's, but a neighboring insti tution.  

Suddenly we are likely to become aware of an entire range of overtones and 
more or less covert purposes that were simply not available before. Now we 
wonder:  why is the narra tor  telling this story? and the answer seems to lie in 
the fact that by telling it he can accomplish a number  of things simultaneously.  
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 identity 
as a proper father, "proper '  both because his child is receiving a postsecondary 
education,  and because he is taking appropriate  interest in her progress. 
Nevertheless, the mechanic seems to be suggesting that universities can be cold, 
unfair,  and apparent ly incomprehensible  places. Depending  on the previous 
relationship between the two men, one might suspect a covert and possibly 
non-conscious aggressiveness, a reflection of t radit ional  ' t ow n  and gown' 
rivalry. Or the narra tor  may be seeking clarification or unders tanding  from his 
professorial listener as to what universities 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 'm e a n i ng '  or 'gist '  of a speaker's 
narrative, but  rather to determine what the speaker might be 'get t ing at.' In a 
word, the listener tries to construct  an appropriate  point for the story. We call 
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such listening 'point-dr iven. '  Listening to oral conversational stories, we sug- 
gest, is normally of this kind. 

Tellers, listeners, and points 

To say that listeners at tempt to construct points is not, however, to make clear 
just  what sort of thing a ' po in t '  actually is. Despite recent 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 easier 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 "wither ing"  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 
interpersonal move, a pragmatic gesture, or, as van Dijk and Kintsch (1983) 
do, a global speech act, it is clear that a point involves not the exchange of 
information,  but rather the sharing and compar ing 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  o f  the narrative, its raison 
d '&re:  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 fundamental ly 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 ' f rame '  is extended another step. Suppose the conversation 
between the mechanic and the professor were a scene in a play or a chapter in 
a novel. Clearly, in such a case, an entirely 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 author 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 ' real ly 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 c a n  be 'point-dr iven. '  Further, we argue that 
point-driven reading is an important  - arguably, an essential component  of a 
type of reading commonly  thought  of as ' l i terary. '  

In this paper  we examine the pragmatics of literary reading by considering 
them as analogous to conversational story listening. Both reading and listening, 
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then, can be seen as forms of a more general 'point-dr iven understanding. '  
Al though other theorists have proposed analogies between conversational and 
literary stories (among them Pratt 1977 and Watts 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 texts' ' p ro -  
ducers '  (the teller and the author). Second, we maintain that 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 generate predictions about specific reader 
behaviors. Accordingly, in the final sections of the paper we propose a number  
of  hypotheses concerning strategies 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 to 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 point 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 Nor th  
American culture, for instance, such basic cultural constructs would include 
T H E  I N D I V I D U A L ,  F R I E N D S ,  PROBLEMS,  U N D E R S T A N D I N G ,  and 
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many others (see Polanyi 1978 for an extensive list, and for examples of points 
appropriate to other cultures which would fail to render a story 'tellable' in 
North America). This helps explain why people often find stories from other 
cultural traditions difficult to 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 identifies the narrative as a 'parable, '  he or she will 
strongly expect there to be a point, but, equally strongly, expect it to be 
indirectly expressed. 

4. Context. Context here refers to the physical and social setting in which 
the storytelling takes place; it, too, can affect what, if any, point is 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. Cotext. Stories told in conversation 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 variations, 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, paralinguistic, 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 view 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 obviously intend to make a point, but 
the text may fail to support the point he or she intends to make. In that case 
narrator  and listeners might still rescue the situation by 'negot ia t ing '  the point 
of  the story; that is, by debating what the story may properly be said to be 
about  (Polanyi 1979). A second cause of  failure may be that the listener's and 
the narrator 's  sense of cultural or generic appropriateness differ too widely. 
For  example, a ' s tory '  may be told which according to its narrator is pointed 
but which the audience finds to be pointless. The audience then responds, 
overtly or otherwise, with the question Labov (1972: 366) said "every good 
narrator  is continually warding off":  "So what?" Narra tors  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. '  

Point-driven reading 

Listening to an oral conversational story, then, is normally 'point -dr iven ' :  
recipients listen to the story in anticipation that they will be able to reconstruct 
it as a 'p ragmat ic  gesture,' a 'global  speech act. '  Similarly, there is a type of 
reading which may be called 'point-dr iven, '  because in it, 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 to and different from 
point-driven listening. It is similar because in both types the construction of 
point is a function of the text, the comprehender ' s  cultural, and the compre-  
bender 's  generic expectations. Point-driven reading is different from listening, 
though, for several reasons. First, oral stories are generally immediately 
connectable to previous discourse, whereas written stories are relatively auton- 
omous:  the reader has less cotext available to constrain the nature of the point 
constructed. A second difference (which is quite obvious but which has 
not-so-obvious consequences), 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 to the intentions of authors, however, we do not mean to argue 
(h la Hirsch 1967) either that what the author  intended as a point is ascertain- 
able, 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 negotiation among audience 
and producer,  so what is taken to be a point for a written narrative will 
generally be the result of negotiation between the reader and the text. 
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It may seem odd  to call this process ' nego t ia t ion , '  since negot ia t ion  implies  
the poss ib i l i ty  of change, and a l though readers  may  change,  how can a text? 
The answer lies in a d is t inc t ion  between ' text '  as marks -on-a -page  and ' text '  as 
that  which is reconst ructed  by means  of the t ransac t ion  between the reader  and 
the page (this is s imilar  to Rosenb la t t ' s  1978 dis t inct ion between ' t ex t '  and 
' p o e m ' ) .  It is this reconstructed,  vir tual  text that  can, of  course, change, as the 

reader  reconstructs  it again and again. 
Nevertheless ,  this process of negot ia t ion  will fail if the text does not repay 

the a t t empt  to const ruct  a poin t  from it. Here again po in t -dr iven  l is tening and 
reading  differ:  whereas listeners can, by refusing to accept  the story as 
narra ted ,  inf luence the na r ra to r  to change his or her evaluat ion  of the story or 
even the di rect ion of the narra t ive  itself, the o rd ina ry  reader  has very litt le 
inf luence on an author .  On the other  hand,  authors  can ant ic ipa te  this 
p rob lem,  and can therefore  bui ld  into their stories the tools that  a reader  needs 
in o rder  to assemble  a p ragmat ic  f rame in which a po in t  may  be app rop r i a t e ly  
const ructed.  

A second reason po in t -dr iven  reading may fail is that  the person doesn ' t  
a t t empt  to read this way in the first place. Presumably  many  people  have rarely 
or never exper ienced success with this type of reading (even though they are 
rout ine ly  successful at po in t -dr iven  listening), and therefore  have not  learned 
to use it or perhaps  have learned not  to use it, or not  to use it in cer tain 
contexts .  In any case, a reader ' s  failure to assemble  a p ragmat ic  f rame - 
whether  because  the s tory 's  bui l t - in  tool kit is inadequate ,  because the reader ' s  
and  author ' s  sense of generic appropr ia teness  differ  too greatly, or  for some 
other  reason - will lead to the same wither ing "So  what?"  response that  can 

occur  in the face-to-face si tuat ion.  
In fact, we have some evidence suggesting that  this ' so  what '  response is a 

surpr is ingly frequent  occurrence.  In  a series of studies, we had  undergradua tes  
( total  N > 150) read a short  s tory (John Upd ike ' s  " A  & P", 1962) under  
var ious  task condi t ions ,  and  then respond  to a number  of open-ended  and 
leading  questions.  (Some of the s tudents  had,  over a per iod  of weeks, read the 
s tory as many  as five t imes in all.) F rom their pe r fo rmance  on these tasks, it 
appea red  that  a small  number  of the s tudents  - approx ima te ly  5% - were 
aware  that  it might  be possible  to impute  motives to an in tent ional  author .  The 
major i ty  of the readers,  however,  found the story to be incomple te  and 
point less  - jus t  as if they were par t i c ipa t ing  in a conversa t ion  in which the 
na r r a to r  was a known bore  or  social misfit  who told  stories that  no one 
expected to have a point .  It is of course true that  the context  in which this s tory 
was read made  it less l ikely that  a reader  would  expect  it to have a p ragmat i c  
point ;  even so, the number  who exhibi ted  signs of  a t t empt ing  to read in such a 
way seemed s tar t l ingly low. 

Poin t -dr iven  reading,  it should be stressed, is only one type of reading,  
app rop r i a t e  for some si tuat ions but  not  others. It may  be especial ly l ikely to 
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occur in connection with ' l i terary '  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  is that one reads a text 
presumably any text will do (cf. ' f ound '  poetry) - in a literary way. Finally, we 
do not claim that point-driven reading is the 'bes t '  or 'h ighest '  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 types. 

Information-driven reading 

Very different from point-driven reading is a type of reading which we call ,  
' information-dr iven. '  Information-driven reading is especially appropriate  in 
learning-from-text situations where content is relevant. To take an extreme 
example, if one is reading a bus schedule it is hardly necessary to construct  a 
'mode l  of an intentional author '  or to see the text as some kind of ' p ragmat ic  
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-dr iven '  and ' in forma-  
tion-driven'  is merely another way of phrasing Rosenblat t ' s  (1938, 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 
Rosenblat t ' s  model would not distinguish from point-driven reading. Accord-  
ing to Rosenblatt ,  aesthetic reading is concerned with " the  lived-through 
experience" of  reading the text, whereas efferent reading is concerned with 
what  the reader " 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] Whethe r  there is a category of ' l i t e ra ry  texts '  that  can be rel iably d is t inguished from other k inds  
is debatable .  At  best, l i tera ture  is a ' fuzzy '  category,  with a relat ively few pro to typica l  members  
and  a great m a n y  with some character is t ic  features (cf. Rosch 1973). It is unl ikely  that  there are 
any  textual  proper t ies  that  are unequivocal ly  associated with l i terar iness (Pra t t  1977). In any  case, 
we consider  it more useful to regard ' l i t e ra ry '  as a way of reading ra ther  than a proper ty  of texts. 
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cerned with " l ived- through  experience." While ' po in t -d r iven '  reading is obvi- 

ously concerned with that l ived-through experience, so, we would argue, is a 

quite  different kind of reading, which we call ' s tory-dr iven. '  
The  term ' s tory-dr iven '  is based on Cha tman ' s  (1978) dist inction between 

' s to ry '  and 'd iscourse '  in narrative. Accordingly,  s tory-driven readings tend to 

emphasize plot, character,  and event, and to neglect the 'd iscourse '  by which 

the events and characters are presented. Someone reading in a story-driven 

way will be looking for a ' good  read'  - interesting, affect ively-arousing events 

(Morgan  and Seilner 1980), rounded characters, and the like - but will not  

ant icipate  that the narrat ive will, in the way conversat ional  narrat ives are 

expected to, invite and assist the construct ion of a valid ' po in t . '  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  independent ly  of any implied author. 
It is impor tant  to make clear that these three types or modes of reading - 

point-,  story-, and informat ion-dr iven - are not  characteristics of readers, even 

though it seems probable  that some readers only rarely or never engage in 

point -dr iven reading. Nor  are they characterist ic even of whole readings; it is 

likely that on any part icular  reading occasion, depending  on his or her current  

goals, the fluent reader would have the flexibility to use a mixture of different 

strategies. In the following section we discuss some of these strategies in more 

detail. 

Strategies in point-driven reading: an example 

Up to now, we have been discussing the pragmat ics  of oral and writ ten story 

comprehension.  We suggested that people normal ly  listen to, and sometimes 

read, stories in a ' po in t -d r iven '  way, meaning that they a t tempt  to assemble a 

pragmat ic  frame in which a point  can be successfully constructed.  However ,  

this leaves open the quest ion of what someone reading in a point -dr iven way 

actually does. That  is, if reading a literary text is viewed from a cognitive, 

'on l ine '  perspective, what precisely are the differences between point -dr iven 

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 characterist ic ' s t rategies '  (van Dijk and 

Kintsch 1983), with the impor tan t  qual if icat ion that ' s t ra tegy '  does not imply 

del iberate or conscious use [2]. In particular,  we claim that point -dr iven 

[2] Similarly, reader-response critics such as Stanley Fish (1970) have observed that many reading 
events take place below the level of consciousness, but nonetheless are 'real' and do have 
consequences. A distinction can be made (Levelt 1974; Mandler and Goodman 1982) between 
psychological 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 
strategies are psychologically valid but not necessarily psychologically real. 
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reading  is character ized by three types of strategies:  coherence, narrative 
surface, and transactional. To i l lustrate these (par t ly  over lapping)  strategies 
more  clearly, consider  how a poin t -dr iven  unders tander  might  read a short  
story; for example,  Upd ike ' s  " A  & P": 

In walks these three girls in nothing but  ba th ing  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 pla id  
green two-piece.  She was a chunky kid, with a good tan and a sweet b road  
sof t - looking can with those two crescents of white jus t  under  it, where the 
sun never seems to hit, at the top of the backs  of her legs. I s tood there with 
my hand on a box of H i H o  crackers t rying to remember  if I rang it up or 
not. I ring it up again and the cus tomer  s tar ts  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  I know it made  her day  to trip me up. She 'd  
been watching cash registers for fifty years and p robab ly  never seen a 
mis take  before.  

Having  picked up a single can of herring snacks, the girls eventual ly  re turn 
to the narra tor ' s ,  Sammy's ,  checkout  slot. However,  the pur i tan ica l  manager  of 
the store, Lengel, comes over and  berates  the girls for their imprope r  attire. 
Humil ia ted ,  the girls pay  and leave; Sammy protests  by d ramat ica l ly  qui t t ing 
his j o b  and walking out. But the girls don ' t  notice Sammy ' s  gesture, and by the 
t ime he gets to the park ing  lot they have gone. The story ends as Sammy looks 
back  into the store: 

in the big  windows, over the bags of pea t  moss and a luminum lawn 
furni ture  s tacked 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  jus t  had an inject ion of iron, and my s tomach kind of fell as I felt 
how hard  the world  was going to be to me hereafter.  

1. Coherence strategies. Although  ' es tab l i sh ing  coherence '  is a general  dis- 
course comprehens ion  strategy, we suggest it is used different ly  in po in t -dr iven  
as opposed  to in format ion-  and s tory-dr iven readings.  Someone reading in a 
po in t -dr iven  way is t rying to construct  a global  speech act, and  therefore  will 
be a t t empt ing  to establ ish coherence over the text as a whole. Suppose  that  the 
text suddenly  in t roduced  a new topic, or presented  a concept  which seemed 
ut ter ly  i rrelevant  to what  had gone on before  (this is what  Iser 1 9 7 8 : 1 9 1 - 1 9 2  
calls "cut t ing") .  In  this s i tuat ion the poin t -dr iven  reader  would tend to hold off 
closure, wait ing for the chance to integrate the d i spara te  e lements  into the 
single coherent  s t ructure  being assembled.  However,  those reading in story- or 
in fo rmat ion-dr iven  ways process  discourse in units smal ler  than the entire text; 
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most likely, in narrative episodes (Haber landt  1980). Therefore, given a 'cut '  
text, they would tend to seek closure, and to reject disparate and seemingly 

unrelated 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 - it 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 to use even a throwaway episode 
such as this one. In this instance, a point-dr iven reading might well notice that 
Sammy's  an t ipa thy  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- 

t ions of the three girls [3]. 
Related to coherence is the quest ion of when one evaluates the worth or 

quali ty of a text. We suggest that to 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, part icularly if there 
seem to be a large number  of unconnected  elements or if the events aren ' t  
' in teres t ing '  enough. By contrast,  point-dr iven readers, who tend to view the 
text as a single, coherent speech act, are more likely to defer evaluat ion unti l  all 

the evidence is in. 

2. Narrative surface strategies. Narrat ive surface refers to the discourse aspects 
of narrative (e.g., point  of view, tone, diction, 'style'),  as dist inguished from its 
story aspects (plot, setting, character) (Cha tman  1978). Consider,  for instance, 
the opening of "A  & P": " I n  walks these three girls in nothing but  bathing 
suits. I 'm in the third checkout slot . . . .  " For  a story-based reading, what is 
impor tan t  in these sentences is the setting in format ion  (the narra tor  is a 
cashier), and the initiating action informat ion  (enter three girls in bathing 
suits). However, the stylistic features - Sammy's  non-s tandard  diction, gram- 
mar, and tense - are relatively unimpor tant .  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 strategy. 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 favorable serial position. Still, our point is not that 
people reading in a story-driven way will forget this episode but that they will tend not to connect 
it to anything else. 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 leaL 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 likely to be different in two ways. First. the 
nons tandard  elements are more likely to be not iced  (again, it is important  to 
stress that noticing, like other strategies, does not necessarily imply conscious- 
ness, but will have consequences). Second, the unusual features are more likely 
to be e x p l a i n e d  as a purposeful and deliberate contrivance: a dramatic  device. 
A dramatic  device, though, is used for some particular reason. Consequently 
someone who is reading in a point-driven way implicitly imputes a motive to 
the author, and thus recognizes that there is a puzzle here to be resolved. 

3. Transac t iona l  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 to, the text, they realize that what is presented in the text 
including the actions and beliefs of the characters cannot  be taken at face 
value but instead must  be interpreted in light of  the fact that the characters are 
mere creations of an intentional being. In short, someone reading in a 
point-driven way is likely to notice discrepancies - that is, ironies - between 
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 reasonable: 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 dealing with ' l i terary '  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 'Upd ike '  
who is responsible for inventing a narrator-character  named 'Sammy. '  Once a 
distinction between implied author  and narrator  is made, the way is clear to 
recognize some possible differences between them. For example, people read- 
ing in a point-driven way are likely to infer that Updike probably does not 
share Sammy's  blatantly sexist views of  women ("do you 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'  to speak of - such readers tend to 
'miss the point' entirely, and tend to feel 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 still 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 sentence 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 task,,extra 
processing occurs at phrase boundaries, but in the comprehension task, 
processing is dependent on semantic factors and is 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 (episode) boundaries (Haberlandt 1980; Haberlandt et al. 1980); 
moreover, 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 types. 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 
(cf. 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 be 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 
verifying 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 patterns and inspection times (cf. Rothkopf and Billington 1979) may 
help determine how readers process unexpected text elements. 

Narrative surface. 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) content, the 
surface form of such utterances is recognized better than equivalent utterances 
with neutral content. Analogously, we expect that readers who are reading in 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 paraphrase 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 to narrative surface. Specifically, we have developed a 
'branching text' exercise: 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 semantically similar but vary in point 
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of view and tone; that  is, they retain the same story but  vary the discourse. We 
hypothes ize  that  people  reading in a po in t -dr iven  way will be more  sensit ive to 
narra t ive  surface, as ind ica ted  by bet ter  pe r fo rmance  on this task relat ive to 
s tory-  and  in format ion-dr iven  readers.  

Transactions. Social psychologis ts  have known for some t ime that  in context-  
ual ly- isola ted  si tuations,  people  tend to take in format ion  at face value. Fo r  
example ,  people  are prone  to make the ' f u n d a m e n t a l  a t t r ibu t ion  error '  of 
imput ing  d ispos i t ional  quali t ies to a person,  even when the indiv idual ' s  behav-  
ior  is clearly con tamina ted  by s i tuat ional  const ra in ts  (Ross 1977). Recent  
evidence suggests, however,  that  this error  is much reduced,  or even el iminated,  
under  condi t ions  that  are more ecological ly that  is, p ragmat ica l ly  valid; for 
example ,  when group discussion precedes the assessment  of the person (Wright  
1982). Similarly,  it may be that the more  p ragmat ica l ly  oriented,  po in t -dr iven  a 
reading  is, the less likely a reader  is to accept  the in format ion  presented  in a 
text at face value. 

This could be invest igated by  having people  read an i ronical ly-s t ructured,  
f i rs t -person l i terary text, then asking them to assess ' t h e  na r ra to r '  and ' t he  
au thor '  in various ways. Fo r  instance, they could be asked to decide whether  or 
not  cer tain descr ip tors  (e.g., 'Uses  good g r amma r  '; ' I s  sexist ')  are true, false or 
inde te rmina te  with respect  to ' t he  author '  and ' t he  na r ra to r '  (cf. S tephenson ' s  
[1953, in press] 'Q - so r t '  technique).  The degree of  s imi lar i ty  between the two 
sets of rat ings could be s tat is t ical ly de termined,  and  inferences then made  as to 
whether  the reader  recognized two dis t inct  entities, or  a single b lur red  enti ty.  

Experimental poetics 

The concept  of po in t -dr iven  unders tand ing  appears  to be useful in account ing  
for oral  s tory comprehens ion ,  as well as in genera t ing  testable  hypotheses  
concern ing  reading.  It should be emphas ized  that  we do not  mean  the 
methodologica l  suggestions given above  to be definit ive,  but  ra ther  to i l lustrate  
some of the ways that  techniques from cognit ive and exper imenta l  psychology 
could  help answer quest ions in areas that t rad i t iona l ly  have concerned only 
l i terary  scholars. Unl ike  Upd ike ' s  Sammy,  whose s tomach " k i n d  of  fell" when 
he con templa t ed  the future, we are relat ively opt imis t ic  that  the future will 
br ing impor t an t  developments ,  both  theoret ical  and  empir ical ,  in the s tudy of 
l i terary  reading.  
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