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INTRODUCTION

‘It is. well known that speakers and writers cannot make explicit
everything that they want to communicate. Nor do they need to. In-
stead, they rely on-their listeners or readers to fill in whatever gaps
may exist in the message; in other words, they rely on their audience
to.make inferences: " The'question confronting researchers of language
comprehension is¥’“Which inferences can. people be counted on to reli-
ably draw? This quéstion is particularly important for reading research
because the reader, unlike most listeners, is not in a position to ask for
assistance in gap-filling from the author. If we can answer this question
of which inferences are likely to be drawn, not only will writers (like
us):be able to write more comprehensible texts, but we will be well
on our way to:a general theory of language comprehension. And it is
only. when this question is answered that we will be able to solve such
practical probleins as designing machines that we.can converse with.

- The question of which inferences are drawn during reading usually
refers to a class of inferences called elaborative inferences (or forward
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inferences). Elaborative inferences are contrasted with bridging infer-
ences (or backward inferences). The distinction is not based on the type
of information inferred but rather what motivates the inference. If the
inference is drawn in order to establish coherence between the present
piece of text and the preceding text, then it is a bridging inference. If
an inference is not needed for coherence, but is simply drawn to embel-
lish the textual information, then it is an elaborative inference. There
are many possible elaborations one can make in a text. Consequently,
research is needed to determine which, if any, of these many possible
elaborative inferences are drawn.

Research on inferencing is relatively recent in the history of reading
and psycholinguistic research. But despite the infancy of this research,
or perhaps because of it, there are a large number of paradigms in use to
detect inferences. Not only are there a variety of paradigms, but there
are also a variety of times during which inferencing is tested. These
times range from testing while a person is reading, to testing them
immediately after reading, to testing them long after they have read.

Until quite recently, researchers rarely provided a rationale for either
their choice of paradigm or their choice of testing time. It was generally
believed that the main question to be asked is which inferences are
drawn. The methods used to answer that question were thought to be
comparable, or at least sufficiently comparable that one did not need
to worry about them until after the more important question of which
inferences are drawn was answered.

This may have seemed a reasonable approach to take because the
field was in its infancy. Furthermore, if the different methods had yielded
similar answers, the approach would have been lauded for providing
converging evidence across a wide spectrum of methodologies. As it
turns out, however, different methods often result in different answers
to the question of whether an inference is drawn. And with the focus
being on the type of inference drawn rather than the methodology, the
differences between studies are often incorrectly attributed to the types
of inferences drawn rather than to the methods used to detect them.

For example, there is a tendency to believe that people infer the ref-
erents of general terms (e.g., infer that the general term animal refers
to a cow in the statement, she was milking the animal) but that they
do not make instrument inferences (e.g., infer knife when reading he
stabbed the intruder). The evidence cited to support this often comes
from methodologies as diverse as a recognition test given long after the
passage is read for the referent inferences (McKoon & Ratcliff, 1989a)
and a Stroop task given immediately after reading for the instrument in-
ferences (Dosher & Corbett, 1982). Consequently, it is unclear whether
the differences between the studies are due to the type of inference, as
is generally believed, or to the different requirements of the tasks, or
when the test was presented. . e

The use of different methodologies is a problem not only in com-
paring different types of inferences but also within a given inference

type. The result is that it is difficult to say for any single inference type
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as part of constructing the text’s representation. Tasks used to assess
priming include naming, lexical decision, and the modified Stroop task.

There are two ways in which an inference concept can be activated.
One is through intralexical associations as a result of reading related
words in the text; we refer to this as word-based priming. The other is
by actually drawing the inference based on one’s knowledge about the
situation described in the text. Many researchers are not inclined to
consider word-based priming as drawing an inference; so, they control
for intralexical activations and focus on knowledge-based activations in
assessing inferencing (see Keenan, Golding, Potts, Jennings, & Aman,
in press; McKoon & Ratcliff, 1986). :

The decision to use a memory measure versus an activation measure
is often governed by ome’s theory of what constitutes an inference. At
issue is whether one considers simply activating an inference concept
as a legitimate case of drawing an inference. Those who reject an ac-
tivated concept as constituting an inference prefer memory measures
to activation measures. There are two reasons for this preference, and
these correspond to two dimensions involved in defining an inference.

One dimension is the unit of inferencing. It can range from an acti-
vated concept, to a set of concepts constituting a proposition, to a set
of propositions constituting a higher order knowledge structure such as
a schema. Some researchers’ belief that only a proposition or a set of
propositions comnstitutes an inference has led them to reject measures
that test the activation level of a single concept. We wish to point out,
however, that if a subject constructs a proposition, this process will in-
volve activating concepts. Hence, measures of activation can be sensitive
to all units of inferencing.

Another dimension defining an inference is the level to which an in-
ference is processed. This can range from simple activation, to selection
for maintenance in working memory, to incorporating the inference into
the long-term representation of the text (see Kintsch, 1988). Some re-
searchers believe that what should count as an inference is only what
gets incorporated into the final representation of the text. Consequently,
these researchers prefer memory measures that require subjects to ac-
cess their representation of the text over activation measures. We wish
to point out, however, that memory measures are also sensitive to acti-
vation. So, unless the test is sufficiently delayed to allow for activation
to dissipate (and no one yet knows what factors govern the dissipation
of activation in text comprehension), a memory test may be measuring
activation as well as, or instead of, incorporation. SR

In sum, although memory measures have sometimes been preferred
on the grounds that they measure a higher level of inferencing and can
detect incorporation into the text base, these arguments are open to
criticisms. In addition, memory measures suffer from another serious
problem. Namely, these measures do not allow one to determine whether
the inference occurred during comprehension or as a result of the test.
That is because whenever the task requires the subject to go back to the
text and process it, the subject is given another opportunity to draw
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A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF
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