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How is the meaning inferred from the text?

Inferences refer to information that is not explicitly stated
in the text, but which is implied and must be worked out
by the reader (Kintsch, 1998). It is important for children
to understand the main points of the text (e.g. main char-
acters, main events, etc) that are explicitly mentioned in
the text and allow them to get sense of what the story is
about. However, understanding at this point is relatively
shallow as these ideas are not necessarily connected with
each other. To get a deeper understanding of the text chil-
dren should combine information that is directly men-
tioned in the text with information from their previous
knowledge (van den Broek, 1997). If we look at the exam-
ple from Oakhill, Cain and Elbro (2014):

Yasmine adored her new pet. Her little puppy was very
cute and loveable.

In order to understand the connection between these two

sentences, the reader needs to infer that they refer to the
same thing, even though they use different labels: the lit-
tle puppy was Yasmine’s new pet. This is achieved by the
reader first activating his/her general knowledge about
pets to note that puppies can be kept as pets, and then
to integrate that information with the first sentence (that
Yasmine adored her little puppy).
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What is the theory behind inference
making and comprehension?

The Construction-Integration Model of
Kintsch (1988) allows us to understand how a
reader accomplishes the task of reading com-
prehension, both at shallow and deep level.
According to this model the comprehension
happens in two main phases: the construc-
tion phase and the integration phase. In the
construction phase the reader identifies the
meaning of words and their syntactic func-
tion in a sentence. As a result by the end of
this phase the reader is able to connect ideas
between different sentences and paragraphs.
This level of understanding may not be al-
ways sufficient to achieve successful compre-
hension as it is mainly based on information
directly mentioned in the text. In the inte-
gration phase the reader integrates the in-
formation from the construction phase with
information, either from their background
or from earlier in the text. By doing so they
build a broader narrative context, known as a
mental model for the text.

How do children use working memory
to make inferences?

Thanks to the mental model, children are
able to understand not only ‘what’ hap-
pened but also ‘why’ it happened. However,
to successfully build this mental model chil-
dren should ultimately rely on their working
memory. Working memory is the ability to
hold and manipulate information in mind
(Baddeley and Hitch, 1974). It plays a cru-
cial role in helping children make inferences
from the text. It allows readers to store and
process information that is directly men-
tioned in the text. Working memory also
provides the means that allow the readers
to retrieve information from their long-
term memory. Difficulties in using any of
this type of information may result in fail-
ure to infer the meaning from the text read.

The important role of working memory in in-
ference making has been demonstrated in a
significant number of studies (e.g. Currie and
Cain, 2015).
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Figure 1 adapted from McNamara & Magliano, 2009.
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What happens in digital text com-
prehension?

Working memory as a means to make infer-
ences may be even more important in dig-
ital text reading. Digital text is defined as a
document written in electronic form and
different from print reading, entails some
specific characteristics which may affect
comprehension in young children. Digital
reading requires additional time from read-
ers and increased navigation skills to search
for information within the document. While
reading a text on screen children also need
to scroll down the page which may occur as
an interference to the construction of their
mental model (Mangen et al., 2012). Some
studies have shown that children read text
more slowly on computers than on paper,
and are more efficient at comprehending the
texts when reading from paper than from
screen (Kerr and Symons, 2006). Children
are also reported to rely on their working
memory to comprehend hypertext (Hahnel
et al., 2017). This issue is even more compel-
ling for younger children who haven't mas-
tered their reading skills yet and who would
need extra time to process the information
they read and integrate it with their long-
term memory.



Practical tips

- Children’s problems with reading com-
prehension can be due to their working
memory skills.

- Children must be encouraged to make
inferences, and teachers can ask them
questions that require an inference to be
made after they have read the text.

- Digital reading occurs more slowly and
requires more cognitive resources than
reading the same texts on paper.
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