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Throughout the 1990s, two opposing theories were used to explain how people understand texts, 

later bridged by the Landscape Model of reading (van den Broek, Young, Tzeng, & Linderholm, 

1999). A review is offered below, including a schematic representation of the Landscape Model. 

Memory-based view 

The memory-based view presented reading as an autonomous, unconscious, effortless process. 

Readers were purported to achieve an understanding of a text as a whole by combining the concepts, 

and implications readily afforded, in the text with their own background knowledge (Myers & 

O’Brien, 1998; O’Brien & Myers, 1999). This memory-based view did not include a conscious 

(re)activation of meaning. Arguably, this absence raises the question of how readers could recover 

the meaning if ever distracted while reading.  

Constructionist view 

The constructionist view contended that readers make strategic, time-consuming efforts to access 

prior text and background knowledge (Graesser, Singer, & Trabasso, 1994; Singer, Graesser, & 

Trabasso, 1994). A possible challenge for this view is in leisure reading. If reading is effortful, how 

could it be explained when people become absorbed in leisure reading for hours, and enjoy it? How 

could this activity become as automatic and fast as it often does? 

Landscape Model 

The memory-based and the constructionist views were bridged in a proposal called the Landscape 

Model (van den Broek et al., 1999). With a step-based model, van den Broek et al. argued that 

strategic (re)activations are available to the reader, but need not always be used (see also Converse, 

2018). Figure 1 illustrates the dynamic, often cyclical processes.  

The Landscape Model was applied to the context of discourse analysis by Yeari and van den Broek 

(2011). The authors noted that discourse analysts may find it useful to adopt a top-down, inductive 

approach to their task. That is, suppressing the natural, incremental route of meaning making in 

reading, discourse analysts may want to read through the text to gain a general idea first, before 

tackling a detailed analysis (see also Bell, 2011).  



 
Figure 1. Mindmap of van den Broek et al.’s Landscape Model of reading comprehension. 
Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.1591215. 
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