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ABSTRACT: Reading comprehension questions may be classified into two broad 

categories: literal and inferential. The first type requires specific details explicitly 

stated in the text whereas the second type asks for drawing a conclusion and giving 

an opinion by citing the evidence in the text. The second type requires inference 

making which is part of reading comprehension process that is beyond simple lexical 

decoding. It requires the reader to go beyond what the author has explicitly stated in 

the text. This study investigated the inferential comprehension of implied ideas of 

two groups of 41 English Department students at a university in Surabaya. The lower 

group consisted of 28 students whereas the upper group consisted of 13 students. For 

this purpose a test of 40 multiple-choice items was administered to these groups, one 

paragraph for one question. Some of these items were preceded a question of implied 

subjects or topics to guide the takers to the right questions of implied main ideas. 

The first finding shows there was a significant different between the achievement of  

guided-items over non-guided items.   The second finding indicates no significant 

difference between the achievement of upper and lower groups. These may imply 

that teaching of inferences of main ideas may necessarily start with identifying the 

topic of a paragraph. Another implication may possibly be test preparation programs 

may start earlier, i.e., with the lower group. 

   Key words: topic, comprehension, main idea, inferences. 

 

Introduction 

 To read is to make meanings from a text for the sake of understanding 

the content of that text. It is a mental process of representing ideas of the text that 

are extracted from processing words, phrases, clauses and sequence of sentences. 

It involves the integration of visual and verbal representation that is determined by 

the interaction of the reader and the text. This process will succeed when the 

reader can decode words and phrases fluently although he encounters unfamiliar 

words. Requires the reader to search the text structure and content by activating 

his background knowledge to make inferences and to confirm the coherence of the 
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content of the whole text. The reader’s comprehension is facilitated by, and 

associated with, his previous knowledge stored in the long-term memory. This 

process will lead to the organization of the content of the text and to an elaborated 

pattern of understanding. The presence of pictures or graphs will facilitate this 

understanding. Greater background knowledge and experiences in using context 

clues for lexical understanding will make reading efficient. Lack of background 

knowledge and a limited level of vocabulary mastery will make reading difficult 

specially in making inferences. 

 Reading is influenced by reader-related and text-related factors. In this 

case, the reader prior knowledge of language and topics plays the key role in 

acquiring new knowledge for the text. This prior knowledge will make it easier 

for the reader to make predictions and a mental model of the text. This will also 

help the reader in self-monitoring, e.g., whether he has identified the right text 

structure of a story by sequencing the events in that story. Pictures or illustrations 

may help the reader to link the reader’s background knowledge to the new ideas 

or events in the story. This perspective emphasizes the importance of the 

interaction of the reader and the text for the reader to synthesize his prior 

knowledge and the information in the text simultaneously. 

A good reader will use meta-cognition strategies, i.e., monitoring his 

reading process. He is likely to make predictions by activating his background 

knowledge that includes memorizing past experiences. He will confirm or reject 

his predictions while reading. The efforts to test his predictions will lead him to an 

overall comprehension of the text. These self-questioning efforts may be 
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promoted by the teacher’s requirement for the reader to make predictions, either 

before or while reading, to mention the evidence in the text. Looking for the 

evidence of predictions imply that his understanding proceeds, develops, and 

changes with the text 

There are a number of factors for reading difficulties, e.g., the language 

in the text is not the language at home, the cultural content in the text is not part of 

the reader’s culture, and the syntactic complexity and lexical density is much 

higher than what is expected.  That is to say that the reader’s cultural beliefs and 

values and his political orientations will influence the way the reader thinks about 

the content of the text. Another factor that may make reading difficult includes 

figures of speech. To be motivating, a text should neither be too difficult nor too  

easy. Reading comprehension requires the reader to have a good motivation and 

attitude to reading, and to use self-monitoring and think-aloud strategies to 

encourages himself to become more efficient and independent in reading. A good 

reader will continually monitor his strategies and revise his predictions. This 

process is effective when the reader has a specific purpose for reading, e.g., the 

instruction for the reader to recall main ideas of the text may result in higher 

comprehension. 

  In summary, reading comprehension requires the reader to be an active 

recipient of information to construct meaning by retrieving his background 

knowledge, monitoring his strategies, and regulating his construction of meaning 

through making predictions and adjusting them in encountering new information 

in the text. 
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As previously stated, reading comprehension will be effective when there 

is a specific purpose. This purpose is the form of a set of questions for the reader 

to answer. The reader’s ability to answer these questions is taken to be a measure 

of his reading comprehension competence. 

 These questions range from the low-order to the higher order of 

thinking. Barrett’s taxonomy of content area reading provides an instrument for 

specifying comprehension questions when a reading is going to be developed. It 

proposes 5 question types, i.e., literal comprehension (recognition and recall), 

reorganization, inferential comprehension, evaluation, and appreciation. The 

question type that is always given in the proficiency tests of reading 

comprehension is the inferential comprehension of implied main ideas.  

This proficiency test is an advanced level test. The students of the 

Department of English at Widya Mandala University who take Reading III course 

deserve taking this test because Reading III is graded as the advanced level 

reading. The ability to answer the inferential questions of implied main ideas is a 

must for them to prepare them for a proficiency test. In so far as the mid-term and 

end-of-term tests have always been to cover a variety of test types and items, it 

must be unfair to administer these tests simply to measure the students’ inferential 

comprehension of implied main ideas. A test of implied main ideas could only be 

administered outside the mid-term and end-of-term tests. 

As there has never been any test specifically to measure the students’ 

inferential comprehension, this study limits the purpose to the measurement of the 

inferential comprehension of implied main ideas of the students who attend 
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Reading III course.  For this purpose, a test should be specified as containing a 

number of questions of implied main ideas should be administered.  

The results of the study will reveal the scores that may provide an 

estimate for the lecturers of Reading III course to assess adequacy of the portion 

of the classroom exercises, i.e., whether this portion has led to a satisfactory level 

of comprehension and whether much more discussion and more classroom 

exercises should be given to train the students in inferential comprehension. 

Reading comprehension questions are classified into two broad categories of 

questions, i.e., in-the-text questions (literal) and in-my-head questions 

(inferential). The first type requires specific details explicitly stated in the text 

whereas the second type asks for drawing a conclusion and giving an opinion by 

citing the evidence in the text (Raphael, 1986). The second type requires inference 

making which is part of reading comprehension process that is beyond simple 

lexical decoding. 

The same categorization is suggested by Gomez (nd.) who distinguishes 

literal form inferential questions: Inferential questions require answers that require 

context clues. Inferential questions are tougher to answer because they can have 

more than one correct answer. In reading comprehension exercises, answers to 

inferential questions cannot be found in the text, but they are supported by 

evidence in the text. Answers to inferential questions shed light on why and how. 

The idea of inferential questions is further clarified by Huggins, (2009) who 

mentions the condition for inferential questions:  
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In some cases, information will not be explicitly stated but will be 

implied or inferred. Inference, or inferring, means that you must go beyond what 

the author has explicitly stated in a passage and look for those details that are 

implied or hinted (thinking beyond the text) and thinking what it means to you. 

Inference is another word for conclusion. When you infer something, you base 

your conclusion on information that is implied, but not explicitly stated. You 

make inferences from clues within a reading passage that lead you to draw certain 

conclusions. A similar categorization is proposed by Irving Lee (n.d) distinguishes 

factual statements from inferential statements in the following way: 

Number A  FACTUAL 

STATEMENT 

AN  INFERENTIAL 

STATEMENT 

1. Can be made after some 

observation. 

Can be made any time 

2. Stays within what can be 

observed 

Goes beyond what can be 

observed 

3. Can be made in limited 

number 

Can be made in unlimited 

number 

4. Provides closest approach 

to certainty 

Shows some degree of 

probability 

 

A reading test of inference making requires one to look at the examples 

and ideas provided in the text. He has to relate the text to his own personal 

experiences. He has to use his common sense of the topic in the text to look for 

some implications about the author’sattitude. Zweirs, (2005) in http:// 

ohiorc.org/adlit/ strategy/ strategyeach. aspx?id=4#what describes making an 

inference as reading between the lines that happens when a reader combines his 

background knowledge or experience with the content of the text. This 

combination results in a new meaning or a conclusion that is not stated in the text. 

Kurland (n.d) in http://www.criticalreading. com/inference process.htm describes 
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an inference as a conclusion based on evidence the text. This evidence is 

authoritative. This “evidence is said to imply” and “the reader to infer” by 

reasoning from the evidence. This inference will be more valid if it is based on 

more evidence in the text to lead the reader to the intended meaning of the text. 

West by (n.d) in http://www.speechpathology.com/articles/oelig-eading-

between-lines-making-1526 proposes an inference equation, i.e., text/picture + 

previous knowledge = inference, as illustrated in the model below. 

 

Model of What Good Readers do When They Inference 

To make inferences, readers should fulfill the requirements such as: 

Comprehend the linguistic  input, have  general world knowledge, have good 

Theory of Mind, particularly with narratives because you have to make inferences 

about the characters,have really good working memory - searching your memory 

and keeping the text in mind as you are doing this. One may also understand an 

inference as an assumption made on the basis of specific evidence. The inference 

is not stated but can be made by using context clues. An inference is, therefore, 

kind of guessing. Pearson and Johnson’s, (1978) as quoted in Chikalanga, (1992 : 

700) classify responses in reading into textually explicit, textually implicit and 

scriptally implicit. Warren, Nicholas and Trabasso, (1979) quoted as contributing 

http://www.speechpathology.com/articles/oelig-eading-between-lines-making-1526
http://www.speechpathology.com/articles/oelig-eading-between-lines-making-1526
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types of inferences: logical inferences, informational references (Chikalanga, 

1992 : 701). Chaffin’s, (1979), as quoted in Chikalanga, (1992 : 699) has 

suggested two categories of inferences as propositional and pragmatic; the first as 

necessarily true and the second only plausible. Nicholas and Trabasso, (1980) as 

quoted in Chikalanga, (1992 : 702) mention types of inferences: lexical 

inferences, spatio-temporal inferences, extrapolative inferences, and evaluative 

inferences. On the basis of these types of inferences, Chikalanga, (1992 : 704) has 

proposed the following types of inferences: lexical, propositional, and pragmatic. 

Lexical inferences are inferences about “the referents of pronominals and 

meanings of ambiguous and unfamiliar lexical items through contextual clues”. 

Propositional inferences involve inferences of people, instruments, object 

(referential), places, times and context of events (spatio-temporal). Logical 

explanatory inferences involve motivations, causes, consequences, and enabling 

conditions. Pragmatic inferences are based on the reader’s prior knowledge 

(schemata). 

 Bowyer-Crane, C., & Snowling, M., (2005) mention six types of 

inferences as quoted in DellaMcGuire and Nancy Bass mention different types of 

inferences in their research, i.e., elaborative inferences, cohesive inferences, 

knowledge-based inferences, evaluative inferences, literal information and 

vocabulary dependent in 

http://red6747.pbworks.com/w/page/8522749/inference%20types: Elaborative 

inferences are not necessary for comprehension but enrich the mental 

interpretation of the text by adding more to the story . Cohesive inferences rely on 

http://red6747.pbworks.com/DellaMcGuire
http://red6747.pbworks.com/NancyBass
http://red6747.pbworks.com/w/page/8522749/inference%20types
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linguistic cues that are present in the text such as repetition or information inferred 

from pronouns. These are necessary for textual coherence and reading 

comprehension. This is the most frequent type of question found on the NARA II.  

Knowledge based inferences rely on the application of the reader’s real 

world knowledge to the text. These are necessary for and reading comprehension 

and are most dependent on the students’ individual experience and exposure to 

ideas. Meanwhile evaluative inferences relate to the emotional outcome of an 

event, like the consequences of actions. This kind of inference is necessary to 

relate and therefore comprehend the text.  

Literal information is found directly in the text and is not an inference at 

all. This category is used for the questions that require no inference since the 

answer is in the text. This is the most frequent type of question found on the 

WORD. Vocabulary dependent questions were rated as such if the answer 

required understanding of a key word found in the passage. Though not directly 

considered an inference, sentence and text level inferences are often needed to 

utilize context clues. Inference has been investigated in reference to reading 

comprehension. Janice M. Keenan and Anh N. Hua (n.d.) have reported that 

“vocabulary is an important predictor of performance on comprehension 

questions. This relationship holds whether questions are literal or inferential). 

Green, (2000) investigated the effects of readability and answer format. She found 

that the participants had better comprehension at lower levels in both multiple-

choice and short-answer formats. Broek et al., (2001) investigated the effects of 

inferential questions on comprehension of narrative texts. The participants who 
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were provided with reading texts were required to answer during-reading 

questions, to answer after-reading questions, and to memorize the texts. They 

found out that improvement in overall recall was observed only in situation when 

college readers received during-reading questions but not from after-reading 

questions. They concluded that questioning could be used to direct attention for 

comprehension. Valentine, (2014) investigated whether there was any significant 

correlation between inferential comprehension and reading comprehension among 

EFL university students. She found out that there was a significant correlation 

between inferential comprehension and reading comprehension. She also found 

out that there was a significant difference among students of different semesters. 

Khansir and Dashti, (2014) investigated the effects of question generation strategy 

on EFL third grade high school students’ comprehension by administering a 

multiple-choice test after the 10-week treatment. They found out that the question 

generation strategy had a significant impact. 

Another investigation has been conducted by McGuire and Bass (n.d) 

who administered the NARA II (Neale analysis of reading ability - revised) and 

WORD (Wechsler objective reading dimensions) tests that relate to inference 

types (elaborative inferences, cohesive inferences, knowledge-based inferences, 

evaluative inferences, literal information and vocabulary dependent). The 

difference between the two tests is that both tests require a high level of inferring 

to answer the questions, but the WORD uses more than double the number of 

literal questions as the NARA II. Only 14% of the NARA II questions could be 

http://red6747.pbworks.com/DellaMcGuire
http://red6747.pbworks.com/NancyBass
http://red6747.pbworks.com/inference+types
http://red6747.pbworks.com/inference+types
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answered by literal information taken directly from the text, whereas 32% of the 

WORD questions could be answered using literal information from the text. 

The finding tells that the test takers had poor reading comprehension 

because of particular “particular inference making difficulties. ”.They also 

administered the second study to analyze the relationship between literal and 

inferential comprehension. The result is that “both groups scored highest on literal 

questions”. The skilled group scored high on the NARA II test whereas the less 

skilled group scored high on the WORD test. They thought that the skilled 

students had difficulty in inferences because they lacked the prior knowledge to 

be integrated with the new information. They suggest that explicit teaching is very 

important for the improvement of inference making. In reference to inferences, 

Keenan and Hua (n.d) in https://www.triplesr.org/relation-vocabulary-literal-and-

inferential-comprehension investigated relation of vocabulary to literal and 

inferential comprehension and found that “vocabulary is an important predictor of 

performance on comprehension questions”.   

Beers, (2003) suggests specific strategies to teachers in helping students 

in making inferences in 

http://ohiorc.org/adlit/strategy/strategy_each.aspx?id=4#what . These strategies 

are: 1. Recognize the antecedents for pronouns  

        2. Figure out the meaning of unknown words from context clues  

        3. Figure out the grammatical function of an unknown word  

         4.   Understand intonation of characters' words  

         5.   Identify characters' beliefs, personalities, and motivations  

https://www.triplesr.org/relation-vocabulary-literal-and-inferential-comprehension
https://www.triplesr.org/relation-vocabulary-literal-and-inferential-comprehension
http://ohiorc.org/adlit/strategy/strategy_each.aspx?id=4#what


CAHAYALINGUA, Volume 07,  Number 1, March  2018.                                    B. Budiyono    

________________________________________________________________________                               

STBA Cahaya Surya- Kediri  12 

         6.   Understand characters' relationships to one another  

          7.  Provide details about the setting  

          8.  Provide explanations for events or ideas that are presented in the text  

          9.  Offer details for events or their own explanations of the events  

          10. Understand the author's view of the world  

11    Recognize the author's biases  

 12. Relate what is happening in the text to their own knowledge of the 

world  Offer conclusions from facts presented in the text  

 There are five steps suggested to make inferences. The first step is to 

recognize inference making markers such as "we can reasonably infer...", “it could 

be suggested that..." and "The author seems to imply that…". The second step is 

“to trust that the passage offers you the truth”. The third step is to look for 

“supporting details, vocabulary, character's actions, descriptions”. The fourth step 

(in a multiple-choice test is to “narrow down the answer choices” and the fifth 

step is to do “inference practice” 

(http://testprep.about.com/od/englishlanguagetests/a/Inference.htm). 

Inference strategies may be operationalized by the following inference question 

makers (http://teacher.depaul.edu):  

• Predict what will happen when _____. 

• What is the main idea of ______? 

• What is the meaning of this word from context? 

• What do you think _____ means? 

• What might have caused this change? 

• Why did the author write this? 

• How would the story have changed if ____________? 

• Which is the best title for this ______? 

http://testprep.about.com/od/englishlanguagetests/a/Inference.htm
http://teacher.depaul.edu/
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• What is the missing part? 

• What was the author's point of view? 

• If ____ changed, what would happen? 

• Which person might have said this? 

• What do you think happened before this story started? 

• What do you think happens next? 

 

METHODS 

This will be a specific case study. It is specific because the test is limited 

to the purpose of measuring comprehension of implied main ideas. It is a case 

study because it is limited to Reading III course students of the Department of 

English at a university in Surabaya. The results will be interpreted in the criterion-

referenced framework. In this method the good instrument, data collection, data 

analysis, findings and conclusion are described below. 

Instrument  

The test consists of paragraphs followed by questions of implied main 

ideas available on line. This renders to 40 paragraphs with the same number of 

corresponding questions of implied main ideas. This great number was intended to 

avoid any topical bias, as to follow from the theoretical insight that reading is 

influenced by the retrieval of background knowledge. The test was similar with 

the section of the reading sub-test of the TOEFL of implied main ideas. 

Construct to be Measured 

The construct to be measured is inferential comprehension as the ability 

to answer questions of which the answers are not stated literally in the paragraphs. 

This is further specified as to consist of inferential comprehension of implied 
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main ideas. Thus, the validity of the instrument is evaluated using 

content/construct validity. The content of the instrument is similar to the 

curriculum used at that time. 

 Practicality 

The practicality quality of the test lies with the multiple-choice format of 

the test items of which the answers can be objectively scored as either correct or 

mistaken. This test was inexpensive, quickly scored, and easily interpreted. 

Data Collection and Analysis. 

The data were the computerized scores of the test administered to the 

students of Reading III and Reading I courses and those students who had finished 

all the reading courses using T test in SPSS. The raw scores were converted to the 

0-to-100 scale to be graded in framework of criterion-referenced interpretation as 

outlined in “Buku Pedoman Akademik” 

 

 FINDING AND DISCUSSION 

       Table 1. Guided vs. Non-Guided Performances 

Group  Mean t-test 

Guided   Non-

guided 

t-stat t critical 

1-tail 2-tail 

Group A 

(28) 

70.48 63.86 2.68 1.70 2.05 

Group B 

(13) 

63.59 66.46 -1.08 1.79 2.18 

 

The table shows that there is a significant difference between the guided 

and non-guided performance scores in group A but there is no significant 

difference between the guided and non guided performance scores in group B. 
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This results may imply that the presence of topic-guided items significantly 

contribute to the total scores in group A and may also suggest that the subjects 

require exercises in topic identification to help them infer  or formulating main 

ideas after inferring the topic of each paragraph in the test.  The non-significant 

difference in group B may indicate that whether the participants are provided with 

topic-guided inference or not, they may perform well. This result makes sense as 

the participants in group B belong to the higher semester than those in group A. 

Table 2. Guided and Non-Guided Performances 

 

Group  Mean  t-Test 

 t-Stat t-Critical 

1-tail 2-tail 

Group A 66.34 0.25 0.40 2.05 

Group B 65.38 

 

The table indicates that there is no significant difference between the 

performance scores of both groups A and B. This may suggest that the 

participants of group B are ready for the TOEFL at least in inferring main ideas 

because the test items resemble and may be judged as more or less  of the same 

difficulty as the items of main idea inferring in the TOEFL.   

 

CONCLUSION  

 The finding points out that there is a significant difference between the 

guided and non-guided performances implies that the topic-guided test items have 

played an importance role in inferential skills. This should recommend the 

presence of classroom exercises to raise the awareness of inferring the topic of a 

paragraph in formulating or inferring the main idea. This should be done in such a 
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way as to move easily from topic-guided inferences of main ideas to topic-free 

inferences. 

The second finding that there is no significant difference between the two 

groups should encourage the addition of TOEFL-like exercises in reading classes. 

This would be very helpful there is an invitation to a student competition that 

requires an above-average performance on similar test items.  
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