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10.2.  UNDERSTANDING THE READING PROCESS  

Students with SRD (dyslexia) make up 3% to 5% of all students (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 

1998; Ziegler & Goswami, 2005).  This number varies depending on the model of reading used 

to understand the process the brain uses to create meaning with print.  Described in this section 

are two models of reading with differing perspectives related to this process. 

The phonological model.  Research and scholarly articles related to struggling readers 

are often based on the premise that reading is simply sounding out words (Fawcett & Nicolson, 

2007; Kershner, 2016; Roberts, Torgesen, Boardman, & Scammacca, 2008; Shaywitz, Morris, & 

Shaywitz, 2008; Shaywitz, & Shaywitz, 2008; Snowling, 2008; Torgesen, et al., 2001).  This is 

known as the phonological model (Johnson, 2016).  Here, the reading process is thought to 

involve four sub-processes: (a) perceiving the words and letters on the page, (b) putting sounds 

to all the letters in each word, (c) putting the individual sounds together to identify words, and 

(d) putting the words together to create ideas.  This is thought to create a form of speech-in-the-

head with which the reader listens during reading.  According to this model, a proficient reader is 

one who can sound out words automatically and fluently so that the speech-in-the-head is 

uninterrupted.  A struggling reader would be one who has sounding-out-words deficit.   

Since struggling readers have difficulty sounding out words, what is needed (according to 

this model) is more sounding-out-words instruction along with lots of sounding-out-words 

practice.  Preferably, this instruction and practice would occur with words presented in isolation 

so that students would not be distracted by creating meaning with text or enjoying good books.  

The goal of this type of instruction is designed to create good sounder-outers.  The thinking is 

that if students were good sounder-outers, their reading problems would vanish.  Except that is 

not the case.  What usually happens is that students get marginally better at sounding out words 

in isolation in the short term as measured by sounding-out-word measures.  However, these skills 

do not transfer to the reading of authentic texts.  And in the long term, students’ ability to create 

meaning with connected, meaningful text does not improve significantly.  Also, since they are 

not good sounder-outers, students perceive of themselves as being poor readers.  This diminishes 

any sense of self-efficacy and love of reading. 

 The neurocognitive model.  The neurocognitive model defines reading as the process of 

creating meaning with print (Johnson, 2016).  Here, we use what is in our head to understand 

what is on the page.  During the process of reading, our eyeballs fixate on approximately 60% of 

the words.  Of these fixated words, our eyeballs usually stop on only one or two letters.  Since 

we can perceive only those things upon which our eyes fixate, it is clear, that our brain fills in the 

blanks to create meaning during reading. (Neural imagining, psycholinguistic, eye movement, 

and miscue analysis studies confirm this.)  It is clear as well, that the eyes are directed by 

information in the cortex much more so than information on the page during the act of reading 

(Rayner, Liversedge, White, & Vergilino-Perez, 2003). During reading, minimal letter cues are 

used, along with syntactic cues, semantic cues, and the information in our cortex, to confirm or 

revise words as the brain creates meaning with print.  

 According to this model, a proficient reader is one who can orchestrate a variety of 

strategies to construct meaning during the process of reading (Weaver, 1994).  These strategies 

include using knowledge and contextual clues to predict and infer, monitoring comprehension, 

and employing fix-it strategies when comprehension breaks down.  From this point of view, a 

struggling reader is one who is ineffective in the use or coordination of strategies used to create 

meaning with print.  Instruction for struggling readers should include a focus on these strategies 
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along with activities that focus on developing all three cueing systems (phonologic, syntactic, 

and semantic).  

 

 


