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a mystery fit together to create a solution, readers must infer how the central propo-
sitions from each clue connect to the essential ideas of another clue. These connec-
tions need to occur even though the clues may appear at different times in the story. 
Readers vary in the number of such inferences they can create at any one time, and 
the inferences themselves vary in how strongly they connect one piece of informa-
tion to another. Researchers have consistently shown that the number of inferences 
readers make and the strength of those inferences affect how well readers remember 
and understand what they read (Goldman & Varnhagen, 1986; Graesser & Clark, 
1985; Trabasso, Secco, & van den Broek, 1984; Trabasso & van den Broek, 1985). In 
short, inferences of all types, including bridging inferences between sentences and 
inferences that tie more distant parts of a text together, are crucial to how well you 
and I understand what we read.

The role of context in processing language has been extensively documented by 
John Bransford and Marcia Johnson. Read the passage in Box 10.3; then cover it 
and try to recall as much as you can. If you are like Bransford and Johnson’s (1972) 
participants, you might find the task very difficult and your recall might include only 
a few of the ideas. However, if you were first provided with a context for the passage, 
such as the one depicted in Figure 10.7, your recall would be much more complete. 
Bransford and Johnson showed that with the context provided before the passage, 
participants recalled an average of 8.0 out of 14.0 distinct ideas. Without any con-
text, or even with the context provided after the passage, participants recalled only 
about 3.6 ideas.

Box 10.3

An Ambiguous Story

If the balloons popped, the sound 
wouldn’t be able to carry since everything 
would be too far away from the correct 
floor. A closed window would also pre-
vent the sound from carrying since most 
buildings tend to be well insulated. Since 
the whole operation depends on a steady 
flow of electricity, a break in the middle 
of the wire would also cause problems. 
Of course, the fellow could shout, but the 
human voice is not loud enough to carry 
that far. An additional problem is that the 
string could break on the instrument. 
Then there could be no accompaniment 
to the message. It is clear that the best 
situation would involve less distance. 
Then there would be fewer potential 
problems. With face-to-face contact, the 
least number of things could go wrong.

Source: Bransford, J. D., & Johnson, M. K. (1972). Contextual prerequisites for understanding: Some investigations of comprehension and recall. Journal of 
Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 11, p. 718.

 Figure 10.7: Context for story in Box 10.3.

Source: Bransford, J. D., & Johnson, M. K. (1972). Contextual 
prerequisites for understanding: Some investigations of comprehension 
and recall. Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 11, p. 717.


