
Reading Comprehension



AN APPROACH TO COMPREHENSION 

- Comprehension is the decoding and 
understanding of spoken, written and 
visual texts.

- It is the power of the mind to take 
information in and to understand it fully. 

- The skills one acquires is not only for 
use in the English classroom or the 
examination. They are skills that are 
needed for every subject across the 
curriculum.

- They are skills that one acquires for life. 



Basic strategies for reading 

an unknown text

A. Previewing: 

Skim the passage to get an overview of 

the passage:

▪ Read the title – it gives us a hint of 

what the passage is about as well as 

the intention of the writer.

▪ The name of the author gives an idea 

of the era, style and the subject matter.



▪ Look at whatever other clues the 

writer gives – subheadings, 

footnotes, where the text comes 

from, etc.

▪ Read through the passage - ask 

questions about the purpose and 

meaning of the text.



Questions one should ask
• Who is the narrator and who is the audience?

• Where does the text come from? This will 
influence the subject matter and style of the 
text.

• What is the passage about?

• What is the author’s intention in writing this 
passage? This will influence the style of 
writing.

• Where and when does it take place?

• How does the author communicate the 
message – what language techniques (style, 
tone and register) are used?



Finding the main ideas in the passage:

Texts usually have an introduction, 

development and conclusion. 

You need to find the main ideas of the 

text by reading each paragraph 

carefully and deciding what the main 

ideas are. 

Each paragraph usually has one main 

idea. This will enable you to develop an 

understanding of the passage.



Read through the questions

• Read through the questions, as 
these will give clues about where to 
find the answers in the passage.

• It is important to understand the 
questions on the text as much as 
you have to understand the 
comprehension text itself. 

• If you don’t understand what the 
question requires from you, then you 
won’t be able to answer the 
questions. 



• Each question contains an 
instruction word. Identify these 
words and underline them. These 
words will tell you exactly what has 
to be done in order to answer the 
question.

• Also underline key words or ideas in 
the question. These key words focus 
on the content of the text and will 
give you an idea of where to find the 
answers in the passage.



Analyze: Discuss the main ideas and their relative importance

Comment: Discuss, criticize and explain in detail

Compare: Show similarities and differences

Define: Distinguish accurately between what is and what is not

Describe: Give a detailed account of the topic.

Discuss: This calls for arguments in favor of and against the statement.

Evaluate: Discuss the worth, truth and importance of the statement.

Explain: Interpret and clarify, with reasons.

Illustrate: Give concrete examples and comparisons.

Interpret: Use your own ideas and give examples.

Relate: Argue how two or more aspects are related to each other.

Mention: Briefly name what is required.

Outline: Give the main points arranged in the correct order.

State: Give a description of the most important aspects of the topic.

Synthesize: Integrate the information and draw conclusions.

Tabulate: Draw up a table and fill in the particulars needed.

Verbs used in Questions:
The verbs used in the questions give an indication of what is expected:

[Source: Unisa BEDALE8/301/4/2010 - General Tutorial Letter 301, 2010]





Tips on answering comprehension exercises

Answer in full sentences

 Unless the question specifically asks for a 
one-word answer or a phrase, answers 
should be written in the form of a 
sentence.

 Sentences should not begin with 
conjunctions such as ‘because’, ‘and’ or 
‘but’.

 Abbreviations or symbols such as ‘&’ for 
‘and’ should be avoided.

 Numbering should correspond with the 
numbering of the questions



❑Use the mark allocation as a guide.

❑Answer questions in clear and simple 

language. Avoid using big words and 

long-winded ways of saying things as 

this wastes time and the examiner 

may have difficulty in understanding 

what has been said.

❑When quoting from the text, enclose 

the text inverted commas. Quote the 

relevant part of the passage in full. 

Do not use ellipsis.



❑If a question asks for a one-word 
answer, do not give two or three 
words.

❑Use your own words unless asked to 
quote. This shows that the passage 
has been understood.

❑Keep the tense of your answer the 
same as the tense of the question.

❑If you are providing a synonym or 
antonym for a word in the passage, it 
must be the same part of speech as 
the original word. For example, the 
synonym for ‘pretty’ is ‘beautiful’ (both 
are adjectives) not ‘beautifully’ (an 
adverb). 



❑Proof-read to check whether 

questions    have been 

answered correctly. Spelling     

and grammar errors result in 

an unnecessary loss of 

marks.

❑Write clearly and neatly.



Strategies to improve 

comprehension skills

• READ more and to read with 

understanding.

• Practise your comprehension skills 

on a daily basis when listening to 

conversations, instructions or the 

radio; when watching television 

programmes or films; when reading 

books, newspapers or magazine 

articles.



• Expose yourself to different styles of 

writing and comprehension 

passages – gradually progress to 

more complex and challenging texts.

• Practice as frequently as possible 

Work through past exam questions 

and familiarize yourself with 

questioning techniques.



• Set comprehension exercises of 

your own. You will immediately 

become aware of facts and possible 

questions.

• Focus on key instructional words 

used in exam papers.




