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The article describes an interdisciplinary framework which we have developed to study verbal text com-
prehension based on a combination of psychological and linguistic approaches. The comprehension phenom-
enon is considered to be a result of a reversible transformation between verbal symbols and mental images of 
the to-be-comprehended material, with the obligatory condition of preserving its semantic invariance. We 
emphasize a gradual nature of comprehension and its reliance on a coordinated activity of the recipient’s 
cognitive and emotional mechanisms. We pay particular attention to the negative potential of subjective pro-
jections in the comprehension process. We also describe the method of in-depth semi-structured interview, 
which allows for a multi-level explication of the processes involved in building up a mental representation of 
the text’s content. As a model for studying the comprehension phenomenon, we suggest a short story “The 
Invisible Japanese Gentlemen” by G. Greene, which has a complex intrinsic structure of implicit meanings. 
Using linguostylistic and propositional analyses, we described the story’s structure of implicit meanings and 
identified its various elements (87 in total) and 66 key textual propositions. The reliability analysis showed a 
high degree of consistency between the experts’ (ɑ = 0.6 for elements, ɑ = 0.67 for propositions). This indicates 
that this text and the structure of its implicit meanings can serve as an adequate stimulus material for studying 
the comprehension phenomenon. Finally, based on in-depth semi-structured interview data (N = 30), we de-
veloped a set of quantitative criteria for assessing the completeness of text comprehension on a 5-point scale.
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Introduction

In the field of the psychology of comprehension, nu-
merous research strands exist, each varying in goals and 
employing different research methods. Among these, two 
primary directions can be identified. The first one fo-
cuses on the social aspects of comprehension, treating it 
as a feature of interpersonal/intergroup communication 
and a result of such communication.  Here, researchers 

are usually interested in tools that communicants use to 
exchange information, and the main emphasis is placed 
on the impact of various situational, behavioral, and cog-
nitive features on the efficiency of the communication 
process [7; 16]. Typical stimuli in such studies include 
real-life situations, imitations, and video recordings. The 
second major direction is aimed to explicate the cogni-
tive underpinnings of comprehension. The focus here 
is  on the cognitive processes of an individual unfolding 
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В статье развиваются идеи предлагаемого нами подхода к изучению понимания вербальных 
текстов, основанного на совмещении психологической и лингвистической традиций. Феномен по-
нимания рассматривается как результат взаимообратимого перевода осмысляемого содержания из 
вербально-символической формы в образную с сохранением смыслового инварианта. Подчеркива-
ется, что понимание имеет градуальную природу и зависит от слаженной работы когнитивных и эмо-
циональных механизмов реципиента. Особое внимание уделяется описанию психических проекций 
как потенциальной угрозы пониманию, а также метода глубинного полуструктурированного интер-
вью, открывающего возможности для «послойной» экспликации процесса построения ментальной 
репрезентации прочитанного и сопровождающих его затруднений. В качестве модели для изуче-
ния феномена понимания предлагается художественный рассказ Г. Грина «Невидимые японские 
джентльмены» со сложной организацией имплицитных смыслов. Для этого рассказа на основе линг-
востилистического и пропозиционного анализа была описана уровневая структура имплицитных 
смыслов, выявлены 87 ее элементов и 66 ключевых пропозиций. Проверка согласованности эксперт-
ных оценок показала (ɑ = 0,6 для элементов и ɑ = 0,67 для пропозиций), что выбранный текст может 
служить адекватным стимульным материалом для изучения процесса понимания. На основе данных 
глубинных полуструктурированных интервью (N = 30) была разработана шкала количественной 
оценки полноты понимания текста, включающая пять уровней, каждый из которых получил содер-
жательное описание. Новизна предложенного нами инструмента обусловлена тем, что он позволяет 
учесть как особенности структуры представленных в тексте смыслов, так и специфику той когнитив-
ной деятельности реципиента, которая лежит в основе реконструкции текстового содержания.

Ключевые слова: текст, понимание, имплицитный смысл, уровни понимания, лингвостилисти-
ческий анализ, пропозиционный анализ, глубинное полуструктурированное интервью, субъектив-
ные проекции.
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within their mental reality  interiorized interpersonal 
relations and, if successful, leading to the comprehen-
sion and acquisition of new meanings [17; 27; 33]. Thus, 
researchers working in this field are more interested in 
the specifics of mental representations’ build-up and 
functioning, patterns of cognitive processing underlying 
comprehension, and typical cognitive errors reducing its 
efficiency. This type of study usually involves various 
cognitive experiments.

One of specific cognitive experiments is about text 
comprehension  regardless of whether the text is verbal 
[1; 5], iconic [20; 26], or creolized [22]. Any text implies 
an act of communication between its author (who im-
parted certain meaning into it) and its reader (who is 
supposed to extract this meaning). As the author’s ideas 
are present in a text in an encoded form, a reader must 
identify the main information spots in a text and perform 
several intellectual operations that will allow him/her to 
‘unpack’ the author’s ideas, reconstruct them in his/her 
mental reality and, eventually, build up a semantic rep-
resentation of the entire text. The more correctly these 
operations are implemented, the more thorough and 
faithful the text comprehension is.

From the cognitive psychology perspective, cor-
rect and thorough comprehension of a text or any other 
object is subject to two requirements. First, the recipi-
ent must represent the image with both mental images 
and verbal symbols. Second, the reader should be able 
to convert mental images into verbal symbols and vice 
versa without loss of any significant information [11; 
34]. These two operations allow extraction of the most 
meaningful and context-independent features of an ob-
ject, which are usually referred to as meaning invariants, 
which are essential for conceptual thinking as the most 
efficient form of human intelligence.  Since conceptual 
thinking is highly dependent on socialization and target-
ed systemic education, it is not unusual that even adults 
with high psychometric IQ lack it [12].

Underdeveloped conceptual thinking, poor knowl-
edge of the specific subject, a lack of time, and certain 
personal traits might prevent a person from the complete 
comprehension of a text. However, they may achieve 
partial comprehension with varied success. This is why 
comprehension is best described not as a binary (“got 
it”/“did not get it”) but rather a gradual mental phe-
nomenon. The gradual approach to comprehension was 
supported by many classical authors who distinguished 
different levels of comprehension in accordance with 
certain cognitive operations a recipient must perform to 
achieve each of these levels [12; 21; 23]. Noteworthy, cog-
nitive behavior of recipients manifesting different levels 
of comprehension of a text as a string of verbal symbols 
corresponds to different levels of development of their 
symbolic operations that builds up through cultural-his-
torical evolution of higher mental functions from their 
natural to cultural forms [13; 29]. Our data show that 
healthy adults with high education demonstrate all lev-
els of text comprehension – from literal interpretations 

based on superficial facts to highly generalized abstract 
representations based on complex social and cultural 
background [35; 38]. We link it to the specificity of the 
comprehension process per se.

Cognitive and emotional facets 
of comprehension

In contrast to a naïve view of thinking as the most 
abstract and ‘pure’ cognitive phenomenon that has noth-
ing to do with emotional processes, there is a substantial 
amount of data providing clear evidence that thinking 
is not only linked to emotions but directly depends on 
them. In particular, emotions were demonstrated to 
serve as heuristics that direct and regulate thinking as 
well as provide metacognitive judgements on whether 
the task was successfully solved or not even before a per-
son becomes aware of it [10]. Moreover, modulation of 
respondents’ emotional states affects their creativity in 
answering cognitive tasks [39]. Therefore, comprehen-
sion as a result of thinking is also viewed as (at least) 
a two-fold phenomenon that incorporates cognitive and 
emotional aspects [30; 32].

Based on this gradual multifaceted approach, we stud-
ied the comprehension of verbal jokes as specific types of 
texts and described five levels of cognitive comprehension 
and three levels of affective comprehension [35]. Cogni-
tive comprehension results from formal cognitive opera-
tions aimed at decoding the text’s structure. This type of 
comprehension is a result of mental reconstruction of the 
key idea of the text, which is achieved through (1) identi-
fying a polysemic keyword(s) and all its/their meanings, 
(2) detecting all actors/characters described in the text, 
(3) mental reconstruction of all semantic connections be-
tween them, (4) metacognitive control over these types 
of mental activity. Affective comprehension, in turn, re-
quires the ability to develop an emotional contact with 
each character described in the text and depends both on 
(1) the emotional attachment to these characters and on 
(2) a differentiation between the affective reactions of the 
characters and those of the reader.

These two types of comprehension – cognitive and 
affective ones – are considered largely autonomous; 
however, they might still affect each other to a certain 
extent. Notably, in healthy individuals, higher levels of 
cognitive comprehension usually correspond to higher 
levels of affective comprehension. Furthermore, high 
levels of affective comprehension might compensate 
for the lack of cognitive comprehension, and vice versa, 
which results in satisfactory overall comprehension [35; 
38]. Interestingly, psychiatric patients demonstrate not 
only lower levels of both cognitive and affective compre-
hension compared with healthy controls but also lower 
connection between these two sides of comprehension 
which might even lead to mutual decompensation due 
to disintegration of mental operations underpinning se-
mantic processing [18].



34

Subjective projections

Another illustration of the significant role emotional 
processes play in text comprehension is subjective projec-
tions that often hinder the build-up of comprehensive se-
mantic representation and prevent reaching high levels 
of cognitive and affective comprehension in both healthy 
readers and psychiatric patients [35]. Subjective projec-
tions are distortions of the original information present-
ed in a text that a reader is (partly) unaware of. They ap-
pear (1) when the text’s content triggers some domains 
of a reader’s personal experience related to emotionally 
loaded situations (current ones or those that happened 
in the past), values, beliefs, fears, etc., and/or (2) when 
the reader struggles with decoding the text’s cognitive 
structure, which results in multiple gaps in its mental 
representation. To “patch” the mental representation, 
these gaps are filled with subjective projections, which 
significantly distort the text’s meaning by bringing in 
additional, mostly irrelevant, meanings. In our previous 
research, we have shown that subjective projections ap-
pear in both healthy individuals [35; 43] and psychiatric 
patients [18; 25]. Although they are mostly destructive, 
in some cases they can play a more neutral role in seman-
tic reconstruction of a text: particularly, if the reader 
possesses substantial metacognitive resources, which 
allow for monitoring and controlling over subjective 
projections as well as for differentiating them from the 
objective information provided by the text, these projec-
tions do not impair comprehension. If, however, meta-
cognitive regulation is weak, such a control cannot be 
performed; in this case, subjective projections, despite 
being the reader’s own mental production, are mistaken 
by him/her for an external information extracted from 
the text. Cognitive distortions of this type inevitably 
lead to inefficient comprehension [36].

Semi-structured in-depth interviews as a tool 
for studying comprehension

Despite the destructive potential of subjective pro-
jections, their very emergence and their functional 
patterns can provide us with some important insights 
on intelligence. In particular, defining exact ways of de-
ficient representations’ build-up as well as determinants 
of other types of cognitive errors can suggest ways for 
their potential amelioration. This requires a scrupulous 
step-by-step online reconstruction of the reader’s first-
person experience underpinning the development of 
fully-fledged comprehension. In a natural, non-experi-
mental setting, this experience stays hidden inside inner 
reality of a reader and, thus, remains unreachable for an 
observer. However, in purposefully organised research 
setting it can be explicated, at least partially, using spe-
cific research tools, such as semi-structured in-depth in-
terview custom-designed for specific cognitive investiga-
tions. Semi-structured in-depth interview is one of the 

so-called soft methods that have recently gained huge 
popularity in social sciences and psychology. Soft meth-
ods differ from traditional highly standardized psycho-
logical tools by their flexibility and adaptability which 
enable a tight, stable and trusting contact between re-
searchers and participants – the type of contact that can 
never be obtained in conventional experimental settings, 
sterile and impersonal [19]. Moreover, by carefully fol-
lowing a unique subjective logic of each participant’s 
thinking, the researcher can obtain various details about 
their intellectual status, patterns of individual cognitive 
behavior, productive and destructive cognitive habits, 
self-limiting beliefs, etc.

It is only possible to meet these requirements by 
investing a proper amount of time in thorough exami-
nation of stimulus text at the preparatory stage of re-
search. This preparation often includes  expert assess-
ment  aimed at (1) a detailed description of the text’s 
cognitive structure (including the explication of main 
semantic units and semantic links between them) and 
reconstruction of the author’s main ideas and messages; 
(2) compiling a list of cognitive operations a reader has 
to undertake in order to understand these ideas and 
messages; (3) designing a model of an “ideal” compre-
hension which will be used as a reference for assessing 
the interpretations of the stimulus text provided by the 
participants later.

A combination of psychological 
and linguistic approaches

We propose that the most promising approach to the 
expert assessment of verbal texts is a multidisciplinary 
one, combining both psychological and linguistic theo-
retical frameworks. Importantly, both psychologists and 
linguists agree that, first, the comprehension of a text is 
more than just decoding of verbal strings and includes a 
range of complex cognitive operations and, second, the 
process of comprehension as well as its result should be 
considered as layered, gradual phenomena. 

Different researchers have proposed different models 
to describe the gradual nature of comprehension. Most 
of these models agree on using the number of meanings 
(and correspondences between them) extracted by the 
reader as an index of the text’s comprehension level. 
Based on models used in psychology and in linguistics, 
at least four main criteria for distinguishing the different 
levels of comprehension could be posited:

1. Text’s structure and cognitive operations neces-
sary for its decoding.

2. Specificity of the meanings implied in the text by 
the author.

3. Cognitive behaviour of the reader.
4. Specificity of the text’s meanings reconstructed by 

the reader.
It is not surprising that the most detailed models 

based on the text’s structure originated in linguistics 
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[3; 41], although psychologists sometimes also use the 
same logic [21]. Another popular approach in linguistics 
is based on the specificity of the meanings put into the 
text by its author.

Psychologists, in turn, tend to focus on readers’ cog-
nitive behaviour – a behaviour aimed at understanding 
complex relations between external objects and situa-
tions, as well as reader’s cognitive styles and thinking 
patterns [31; 34]. Also, cognitive behavior is (1) aimed at 
the perception and processing of information necessary 
for problem solving; (2) grounded in and navigated by 
an individual’s cognitive needs; (3) a behavioural mani-
festation of both cognitive abilities and personal traits 
of an individual; (4) based not on separate cognitive 
operations but on an integral system of an individual’s 
cognitive resources [44]. Therefore, cognitive behaviour 
includes cognitive habits, heuristics, problem areas and 
other cognitive phenomena based not only on intellec-
tual abilities but also affected by an individual’s person-
ality in general [Ibid.].

Previously, an approach based on readers’ cogni-
tive behaviour and cognitive operations they perform 
was suggested by V.I. Narolina [24]. L.E. Tumina in-
troduced a model of comprehension based on the speci-
ficity of the text’s meanings reconstructed by a reader, 
which includes three levels [31]. Later, O.V. Shcherba-
kova and E.A. Nikiforova combined these two ap-
proaches to develop a psychological technique for 
structured quantitative assessment of metaphorical 
texts’ comprehension [25; 45]. Another promising com-
bination of the above two approaches was devised by 
T.A. van Dijk and W. Kintch, who differentiated levels 
of comprehension in accordance with the text repre-
sentation quality [46]. The important role that seman-
tic structure of a text plays in its comprehension by a 
reader is also highlighted by researchers developing the 
Schema-Assembly theory [42]. This model implies that 
text comprehension is based on both bottom-up and 
top-down processes (bridging text and its reader and 
reader and the text, correspondingly). Indeed, consid-
ering both the specificity of the cognitive behaviour of 
a reader and the specificity of the text’s meanings re-
constructed by them seems to be the most productive 
approach to considering  the role of the reader  in text 
comprehension. 

To sum up, although the various approaches to com-
prehension differ in their theoretical bases and suggested 
methodologies, there are important similarities in their 
view of comprehension as a gradual phenomenon. Build-
ing on this previous research, we argue that the optimal 
approach to comprehension is a synthetic one, which 
should meet the following two criteria: 

1. Taking comprehension as a gradual process involv-
ing various cognitive operations based on different do-
mains of the reader’s experience and knowledge, in rela-
tion to the gradual structure of the text.

2. Considering the specificity of meanings imparted by 
the text’s author and later reconstructed by the reader.

Insights from texts with implicit meanings

As a synthetic theoretical framework, we propose 
studying  implicit meanings  which is relevant both for as-
sessing text-specific factors and for the analysis of readers’ 
psychological traits. Implicitness is a feature of linguistic 
communication that makes the recipient aware of the rela-
tions between the unit(s) of a message that are otherwise 
covert, or even allows the creation of new relationships be-
tween these units [15, p. 21]. Implicit meanings are not di-
rectly represented in the text; rather, they can be explicated 
when a reader uses their background knowledge to match 
certain structures of the text with one another [15]. Some 
authors claim that implicitness is a basic feature of any mes-
sage in natural language [28], which means that explication 
of implicit meanings is a prerequisite for complete compre-
hension of any text. This approach suggests the “possibility 
to use language for expressing meanings to various degrees 
of explicitness” [4, p. 70], and it allows considering (1) all 
types of unobvious/non-literal/metaphoric meanings or 
ambiguity and (2) the gradual structure of comprehension.

Therefore, the most informative model for studying com-
prehension involves  texts with complex multilayered structure 
of implicit meanings. As a text of this type, in our own research 
we used the short story “Invisible Japanese Gentlemen” by 
G. Greene [14], whose Russian translation was subjected to 
rigorous linguistic stylistic and propositional analyses. These 
analyses resulted in a list of 87 independent elements of the 
structure of implicit meanings that were found at stylistic, 
syntactic, lexical semantic, textual, conceptual, and intertex-
tual levels. In addition, we revealed 66 key propositions of the 
short story. Later, the results of both analyses were addition-
ally supported by expert analyses performed independently by 
a sample of professional linguists (n = 8) (see [2]; Cronbach’s 
alpha test confirmed the reliability of experts’ evaluations 
(α= 0,6 for elements and α = 0,67 for propositions). These re-
sults clearly show that ‘Invisible Japanese Gentlemen’ (or at 
least its Russian-language version) and the structure of its 
implicit meanings may be well-suited to be used as stimulus 
material for studying the comprehension process.

Next, we conducted 30 semi-structured in-depth in-
terviews with participants (60% females, aged 24–53, Me 
= 40,5, who read the G. Greene’s short story for the first 
time) in order to to collect a range of different interpreta-
tions of the short story. Based on the results of qualitative 
analysis of the interpretations, we developed a scale for 
quantitative assessment of text comprehension [37]. Cor-
relations between the levels of comprehension achieved 
by readers and various types of implicit meanings pres-
ent in their verbal reports (assessed on a binary scale: 
“present”/“absent”) can be used as a source of additional 
information about the comprehension process [Ibid.].

Texts with complex leveled organization of implicit 
meanings are a promising model for studying compre-
hension due to such features as:

1. Complexity that prevents automatic decoding [3] 
and requires a “slow-motion” mode for examining cogni-
tive operations that underlie meaning reconstruction.
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2. Potential connection between different types of 
implicit meanings and mental processes (both cogni-
tive and emotional, such as comparison and detecting 
similarities, mental spaces build-up [26; 35; 46], devel-
opment of empathic contact [1; 35], generalization [3; 
41; 46], etc.); this allows a quantitative assessment of 
comprehension as well as a qualitative description of the 
reader’s cognitive behaviour that remains invisible when 
using other types of stimuli.

3. A large variety of implicit meanings which differ 
from one another in terms of their structure, content 
and, accordingly, cognitive operations they require for 
interpretation. Such a variety, along with a text’s re-
dundancy, provides an opportunity for a more detailed 
analysis considering a broader spectrum of individual 
differences in text comprehension process. As a result, 
the obtained data allow extraction of the most typical 
patterns of comprehension and a rich description of cog-
nitive strategies readers use for meaning reconstruction, 
as well as of common cognitive mistakes reducing the 
comprehension efficiency.

4. Layered organization of meanings which are to 
be interpreted. Based on this, the cognitive behaviour 
of a reader can be analysed at several different levels 
(micro contextual level, level of horizontal connections 
between various elements of the same text level, level 
of vertical connections between different text levels), 
which opens ways for assessment of both comprehen-
sion depth and dynamics. Through qualitative analy-
sis of the reader’s ability to detect and process differ-
ent types of implicit meaning in texts (as well as the 
analysis of mistakes he/she commits in the process) a 

researcher gets an indirect access to mental operations 
that underpin comprehension.

Conclusions

The combined approach we propose here can help 
to fill the gaps in our understanding of comprehension 
processes. In particular, it can provide more accurate 
operationalization of comprehension and open ways for 
linking individual differences to individual differences 
in choosing certain text structures as starting points for 
meaning explication and specifics of text’s parcellation. 
Additionally, this synthetic methodology allows us to 
view the comprehension process as a successive mental 
processing of the text’s semantic structure.

Finally, it is worth noting that one of the key open ques-
tions in comprehension research is an assessment of com-
prehension dynamics and underlying mental operations in 
real time. This issue cannot be adequately tackled without 
considering the individual psychological traits of a reader 
and the specifics of his/her cognitive behaviour – along 
with various textual factors. Therefore, the most promising 
approach to comprehension should integrate the achieve-
ments of both psychology and linguistics, allowing to study 
simultaneously both sides of this phenomenon. Within 
this approach, we suggest making use of verbal texts with 
complex structure of implicit meanings, as texts of this kind 
open ways for (1) explication of cognitive operations that 
belong to different levels of mental activity and provide the 
reconstruction of text’s meaning, and (2) linking these cog-
nitive operations to different levels of the text’s structure.
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