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ReaHability has been gauged by such nmeans as-:
determining the length of individual words in a passage, analyzing
types of sentences, and assessing numbers of subordinate clausep,
prepositional phrases, modifiérs, and so on. Probably the most
successful formula has been the Dale-Chall .method, which Weasures
readability by determining the percentage of words which are not

included on a basic word list. One criticism of this technique is
that the readability index of a book and the assessed reading level
of a child may not be analogous. A new readability formula, subtested
by Wilson Taylor, utilizes the concept of the.cloze procedure.
Students demonstrate comprehension by £filling, in every deleted fifth
-word in a given passage..Although the use of the cloze test bypasses
the need for standardized testing, the danger of choosing a passage
which is not reflective of the whole work must be noted. The question .
still remains whether any one readability formula may be applied to
the various genres of 1iterature..(KS)
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' Whenever one encounters a title with two words which are as closely A\

'related a% read1ng and readab1]1ty, one's first react1on is, "Nhat is the

ED126472

d1fference?" For this reason some 1nmed1ate def1n1t1ons seem to be in order

To some, reading is the act of getting mean1ng from the printed page.

To others, this is on]y ha]f of the process,ffor they wou]d amp]1fy the f ';“,

RS

A

def1n%§hon by say1ng,\"Read1ng is the act of gett1ng mean1ng from the pr1nced
page o& virtue of bringing meaning to it.# The 1moortant thing about both -
definitions fs that of “getting meaning"; thus, it is comprehensioh or under{:
stand1ng of fhe mater1a] read that 1s fundamental to the act of read1ng |
Readab111ty is'a relatively recent term whose def1n1t1on has expanded
with the passing of time. ,To Rudalf F]esch, mho developed one. of our most
Jwidely puincized formulas 25 years ago, readabi]ity meant "easy or interesting
to‘read‘"? This 11m1ted déf1n1t10n was expanded a decade later by K]are who
pointed out that there are three d1fferent aspects to readab111ty (1) 1eg1b111ty,_
which. 1nvo]ves typography and format (2) ease of read1ng, wh1ch involves the
1nterest vaJue or pleasantness of read1ng; and (3) the ease of understand1ng or

comprehension, which is related to the style of writing.2

- - - : . . e .
! . ~7 . . — S
A paper de]1vered to WOrkshop EF.4, "Teach1ng Reading in the. Jun1or and’

Senior High School," at the 65th Annual Convention of the National: Gouncf] of
Teachers of Eng11sh San Diego, Ca11forn1a, November 29, 1975 SR

‘ 1

Rudo]f F]esch - How: to Test Readab1]1tx_ Harper and Brothers, fiew York, 1951

— 2George K]are.\ The Measurement of Readability. Iowa State Un1vers1ty

Press, Ames, Iowa, 1963, p. 5. . v .;&' :
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And how does the d1ct1onary define readability? It states that readab111ty
means "capable of being read eas11y,",and therefore, "pleasurdble or 1nterest1ng_
to read."3 Even though comprehens1on or understand1ng is not ment1oned in this

' def1n1t1on, it is cTear]y implied. As teachers, we believe that reading without

comprehension is worthless, thus, we are tnterested in a study of readab1]1ty g

as a means_of 1dent1fy1ng those eTements which affect the success that our

- stugents may have in-effectively reading, and understand1ng, the materials that we

—

give them. . ' . . .

Our probTe is.not a new one. MWe are told that hundreds of years ago
euish scnoTars tr1ed to t"*‘1te the TaTmud in a language that their peopTe cou‘d
understand - John Nyc11f had the same idea in the late fourteenth century when ’
,heAyas,responsabTe for transTat1ng.the Bible from the Latin Vu]gate into
.English.. In the preface he bonTy announced° "The Bible is for the governMent
of the people, by the people, and for the people." n“

) As time has passed, many elements have been identified as important to th1s

/¢

f process of promot1ng ease of understand1ng From the very f1rst, vocabu]ary-

,'/

#ZE‘F‘ has been identified as being of central 1mportance."The difficu]ty'of_a word
; | has usuaTTy been determined by its frequency of use. The assumption has been
g{ | that those words which are used most frequently are the eas1est to understand
jﬁi /It was this concept that Ted to the development of the- The Teacher s Word Book
, f'/’ which contains the most common words of the English Tanguage grouped by the1r

I Jg
frequency of occurrence.4 It is now possible through use of more recentLed1t1ons

3w1111am Morris, editor. The American Her1tage Dict onary of the*
English Language. Houghton Mifflin Co., Boston, Mass.,/1971 p. 1085.

4Edward L. Thorndike. The Teacher s Nord Book Teachers College, Columbia
University, New York, 1921. . : RS
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| to 1ocate the relative pos1t1on of the 500 most commonly used words in the

English ]anguage all the way up to those in the th1rt1eth thousand

Since 1 ok1ng up each individual word_1n a passage is a laborious task,

-more simpliffied methods have been suggested. One that is current in several.

readability formulas is that the Tength of a word is an indicator of its

In some cases, syllables are counted while in others, d1ff1cu1ty

is measuyed by the number of aff1xes The assumpt1on here is that a word

~ whicH has both a prefix and a suff1x is more d1ff1cu]t than a word which has

‘resu1t w11 be a decimal fraction ranging “from .00 to -99. Unfgrtunately,

only one affix, and the s1mp1est words obv1ous1y are those without e1ther
prefixes or suff1xes .

As the length of the'word has been Tooked upon as directly related to

ease of understand1ng so has. the length of the sentence. Aga1n the assumption

“has been that the longer the sentence the more d1ff1cu]t it is to understand

Many formu]as have used this measure, and whenever a short but d1ff1cu1t
sentence arises, the explanation is often given that such cases are ré]at1Ve1y
1nfrequent s0, 1f the passage ana]yZed is long enough, the Taw of averlages
will protect one from spurious results <

* The.dissatisfaction with a measure that is pure]y quantitative has

prompted many to strive to discover some measures which are qua]1tat1ve The

‘attempt to determ1ne what the qualitative factors are has brought forth many

different measures Some would analyze the kinds of sentences, that 1s,
determine the‘rat]o of those that are s1mp1e to those thpt are compound to
those that are complex. An adaptat1on of this has been the use of the
Subordi at1on Index, which is computed by dividing_the number of subordinate

c]auses by the total number of c]auses, both dependent and independent. " The

i
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when the gounting has been done, and the computation completed, there has been
’ v

relatiyely Tittle agreement a$ to what .15, .25, or 35 may mean except that

we k ow that a passage with a subord1nat1on 1ndex of .35 has more than twice -
a many subord1nate clauses as a passage w1th an 1ndex of .15. \
S1m1]ar1y, attempts have a]so been made to-determine the number of
prepositional phrases, as well as the number of verbals, such as t
infinitive. The numfer of mou1f1ers, such as adJectnves and adverbst»have
also been\broposed as quaJitative measures. All types of analyses hake
' been made including the number of personai pronouns and euen the ratio of
_ the number of copcrete words to the number of abstract uords

0bv1ous1y» some of.these many measures have prOVed to be more effectnve
than others. The task has not on]y been to find wh1ch ones are most va11d but
also to find if there ;s a' combinatian of two or more of them which will g;ye
“the kind. of precise measure that we need Probab]y the most successfu] |
- formula has been the Da]e-Cha]] which measures the readab111ty of a passagé
by determining the percentage of words which are not included in a basic o \
word 11st of 37000 common]y used words, and, the average number of words per X )
sentence tn several samples of at 1east IOOFwords each. 2 Important to this A
formu]a is the attempt to secure a prec1se rat1o of these two measures, to
each other so that each is cons1dered in 1ts proper proport1on rather than on |
a one- to-one bas1s Cont1nued research has ref1ned the mu]t1p11ers used which \
have made this formu]a increasingly accurate. Studies of 1t and other formu]as

- seem t@ indicate that3wh11e it is not the quickest formyla to compute, it -

3

e '
5Edgar Dale and Jeanne S. Chall. "A Formu]a ‘for Pred1ct1ng,Readab111ty "
Educational Research Bu]]et1n, 27 (January 1948) 11-20, and 27 (Febrgary 1948)
37-54. | . , "
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does seem to give }eSU1ts which are both stable and valid.
, Several cr1t1c1sms have been made of’the Dale-Chall formu]a Oee
,wh1ch is often heard is that it takes too much time to work a s1ng1e sample
of 100 words. Those who have worked with it extensive]y tell us that they e
can complete a sample analysis in less than five mihutes, especially now that
tables have been developed so thet'tomputation is m1'n1'm1'zed.6 'Even 50, if
on2 were to take‘a sample for every ten‘pages of a book, tWthours would

be‘reQuired to compute 24 samples. Such an analysis of a book will not be

_time wasted for one soon finds that books, like students, are a. bundle of

individual differences. Annis found passages in A Tale gf_Two Cities and

Silas Marner ranging all the way from 5th to 16th grade level, wfth‘the e
average for the fermer'at grade 8 and the 1a§ter at geéde 10.7 Such knowledge,
an estimate of éhe range from highest to lowest es well as the average for »
;He book as a whole, may be very useful informa?ion‘for a_teacher to heve.

One of the criticisms that seems to be most vaTid is the fact that if .

one knows the readability level of a book and reading level of a ch11d he

may st111 f1nd that he cannot bring the two together successfyﬂ]y There is -

always the problem that the standardized test used to measure a student's ' .
reading level was standardized on a population which was far different from

that used in standardizing the readabi]ity formula. This may be the reason

that the Dale-Chall formula states readability in more relative terms such

6.Rober't’T Wil "A Table for Rapid Determination of Revised Da]e- - J -
Cha]] Readability Score < The Reading Teacher, 26 (Nov 11972) 158 65.

- 7RusseH Arinis. "An Ana]ys1s of Readability Factors w1th1n Three Nove]s
Commonly Taught in High School."\ Unpub11shed Master s Thesis, University
of Kansas, Lawrence, 1953, pp. 57 60 o ~

e . ‘ 8 ' .
: B . - - 'v . 7 . . B .
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as grades 9-10, for example, rather than someth1ng So precise as 9th grade,

5th month. > | s {‘

0

~ Another-criticism of most readability formulas in use today is that while

they measure certa1n 1mportant factors, none of them come to gr1ps with a

: measure of the difficulty of the concepts that the. ‘passage may conta1n For

example, "The child 1s father to the man"™ is a sentence-of only 7 words, and
all the words are in the basic word 11st consequent]y,\th1s sentence should

be "very easy to read"; but, anyone who has tr1ed to exp1a1n its meaning w1th-

v’out going back to P]ato s theory of divine pre-ex1stence is going to have a

ﬁ]ff1cu1t time indeed. .

A new readab111ty formu]a which is 4 complete departure from any of tnose

ex1st1ng was introduced by N]]son Taylor when he suggested us1ng the "c]oze

LN
procédure" as a measure of readabﬂ1ty.8 As it is used today in many test1ng

situations, a teacher selects a passage from a book and de]etes every fifth word
and then asks the student to fill in the word that he th1nks best f1ts in the
biank Gpace. Some teachers who have used the cloze tést to determ1ne readab1]1ty
1eve1s adv1se g1v1ng the student the f1rst sentence of the passage andqsta;t1ng
the deletion of every f1fth word with the second sentence. Ordinari]y it s "
wise‘to choose a passage of over 250 words so that the student will have to

supply words in at least 50 blanks. Short passages may produce spuhﬁous]y

- high or low scores, so a passage of sufficient Tength is desirable. brdinari]y

-the student is allowed to spend as muehrtime as he heeds, and if he wishes to

read the passage several times that is allowed, for the test' is intended to be a

’

"power" rather than a "speed" test{:}.J c | o . ﬂ,-t\\'

a —

- . N

8W1'1son L. hTay]or "'Cloze Procedure'" A New Too] for Measur1ng
Readab111ty." Journalism Quarter]y, 30 (Fa]] 1953) 415-433

. ’ ’ - 7 V ‘
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Using the cloze test has brought fGrth many questions.-*Why choose every . |
fifth word? How do you score.the answers, as exact words or will synonyms
be’ counted as correct? What does the percentage of the number,of'correct;

b,

answers indicate’as to level of understanding?
- There is no magic in choosing every fifth word as'thé‘number for each

deletion. Experiments have been conducted in wh1ch Var1ous other numbe:ijg
been ‘1ed but every fifth word seems to have worked well in getting vatid
resu]ts Exper1ments have also been conducted in which only the exact word

of the author of the passage has beeh counted as correct and others where a
synonym has been counted as cortcct L IfF on]y the exact words of the author

are. counted as correct the scores will be 19wer, but th1s method has the
advantage of h1gher re11ab1J1ty Then- there is one correct answer and on]y

one, and the scor1ng will not vary from one teacher to another

' Determ1n1ng what. the percentage of correct responsesjsh0u1d,be'has

hrought forth varied results. Bor;:th has suggested that if a student ‘gets

a score of 44%-57% correct, the material is suitable ¥or 1nstruct1ona] purposes,
/and if he gets more than 57% correct he can hand]e the material 1ndependent1y 9
" Ransom has suggested a d1fferent set of standards - 50% and above 1nd1cates

that the student can read the material 1ndependent1y, 30%-49% correct means that
" the material is suitable for instructional purposes, and 20% and below indicates
that the student will experience frustrat1on if he were to attempt mater1a1

on this level of d1ff1cu]ty 10 I | '

» ) - n' . bd,

9John R. Bormuth. "The Cloze Readab111ty Procedure," Readab111ty in 1968
National,Louncil of Teachers of Eng11sh Champaign, 1111no1s, 1968, p. 45,

10Peggy  Rgnsom. "A §¢udy to Determine Regding Levels of E]ementary Schoo]
Ghildren<by Clozer Testing." D1ssertat1on Abstracts, 26, p 3705 : 1

] .
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And just what is_tt that the cloze test measures? . It does come closer
toward'giving the teacher a measure of the student's understanding of thev'
concepts 4xpressed by the author of a passage, for he must insert the words
the author used in expressing his 1deas. But more than this 1s,measured. By
being forced to insert the exact words the student is also’forced to ca]T'
upon his background qt understandtng'not only of the topic being discussed
but also of the 1anguage that is being used. A student who has a gdod ‘
know]edge of how 1anguage operates will do better 1n a test of th1s type, as
he will also be the‘dne wmaébes better in understand1ng the passage ‘when o
he reads it with none of the words de]eted Some teachers have such fa1th.
in the cloze test that they are willing to pse it as a test of comprehension
“after a sélection has been read and studied. |
One of the advantages of using the c]oze test is that it brings tne(if
material to the student and thus by- passes the necessity of giving him a
‘standard1zed test to determine his 1eve] of reading ability. While the
‘three Tevels, independent, 1n§truct1ona1, and frustrat1ona], aréAVery broad,
’they do indicate to the teacher how successfu] the student will be 1n read1ng
the mater1a1 being tested. Furthermore, if the materi 1 read happens to be
in an area where the student has'specia] interests and extensive, background

of information, his competence in reading this type of material will be

ref1ected in a higher percentage of success, even though such a passage might-

: be Judged as too d1ff1cu1t by a formu]a wh1ch uses such factors as word and :

o

sentence 1ength and fa11s to take special .knowledge and background into -
cons1derat1on. 3
But the c]oze procedure does have some Timitations too. Firgt of all,
lwh1ch passages shou]d one choose from a book for the test? There is always

the danger of cQoosing a passage that is too easy or too difficult and thus

9

®

,
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ending with an erroneous conclusion. Some teachers haVé solved this prob1em.-
‘by. usfﬁg one of the other readability formulas over a suff1c1ent1y ]arge
number of passages chosen at random. Then one could 1dent1fy passages which are

*rated as easy., average or d1ff1cu1t, and use one passage of each type as a c]oze
exerc1se While this would enta11 cons1derab1e work .a department with severa] :
‘members could share some of the: ]abors ;nvolved I might add that I know one .
secondary schoo] English teacher who has tra1ned several capab]e students in the
use of the Da]e Chall formu]#’ﬁh1ch ‘has perm1tted her to exped1te her. test1ng "
tremendous]y Also, if a teacher’Tg'cons1der1ng the purchase‘of a textbook or

..

other teach1ng mater1a]s, eV1dence of readab111ty'1eue] of the mater1a1 shou]d

-
. ¥

“be requestedffrom the pub11sher o Aﬂ;"
One of the most 1mportant factors 1n a]] of our research concern1ng
readab1]1ty has not been 1nvest1gated fuT]y enough yet, 1t s one with which '
€he Eng]1sh teacher is part1cu]ar1y concerned Are readab1]1ty formu]as equa]]j{
fect1ve for a]] the vargous genre of ]1terature7 "The authors -of our read-
ab1]1ty formulas nave used expository prose mater1a1s pr1nc1pa11y, thus,

conc]us1,ns drawn should apply to exposition. However, does th1s mean . that

we can- jl.n usé these same formu]as for narrative prose? And what of drama7

«

-

and will. poetic material make an*.d1fference7 . . ) -

It is clear that additional research is needed and we have a]ready begun
to co]%ect evidence to answer some of these questions just: ralsed“’///n found
"that the Dale~Chall formu]a and c]oze test both ranked»narrat1ve and exposftory

‘material“in the same order.ll‘ Apparent]y the fact that both were prose

. exb]ains this similarity in the resu]ts, Thus, it does seem safe_toXUSe:these

-

A“\ 11Judy A Oden. "A Comparat1ve Study of the Dale-Chall Formu1a and the
Cloze Test Procedure for Determining the Readability of Tenth,Grade Literature
Material." Unpublished Master's Thesis, Un1vers1ty of Kansas, Lawrence, 1972{

p.:58.
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two formu]as w1th short stor1es and nove]s eveén though these 11terary genre
"9

.may not have been used in the or1g1na] research _
' ’
Barnes pursued this problem a bit further by using: the Dale-Chall formu]a

and the cloze procedure to test se]ect1ons from Six d1fferent “types of 11terature
1yr1c poetry, narrat1ve poetry, b1ography, essay, drama, and the novel= A2 Neither - .

the Dale- Chall formu]a nor the cloze test gave. & good 1nd1cat1on of the

Sep—

readab1]1ty level of the poetry se]ect1ons. Th1s was not true “for the drama ,

l R

R but this se]ect1on was in prose, and had 1t been a poet1c drama instead, it
‘f is poss1b1e that the resu]ts wou]d have been d1fferent - T

v ; . And where has all th1s research 1ed us? It is obV1ous‘that we have_come

®
1 ¢

' a 1ong way from the days when\}:e best that the teac cou]d do was "

" could not'ﬁTfect1ve1y read the- mater1a1 given him, We have a better-un
now of reading and readab111ty and how they are re]ated And we have begu

"discover some types of ob3ect1ve .measures. wh1ch have ‘given-us mofé ccurate
[

information about the difficulty oT"ater1a1s and how we .can use this 1nformat1on
~ &

to teach our studeni& more effgctively. But we are not yet at the point where

. . i § . B .
we know all the answers for all typ of students and all types of material. We
shou]d take pride in the progress that we have made, for the last 25 years have

been rich indeed in dgscovery Let: us use what we have ]earned thus far and -

cont1nue the search 1n the hope that- 05¥ d1scovenqes about reading and readab111ty

may be as rich in the next 25 years remaining ‘of the ZDth céntury.

Y . R bt e 'f;f

¢ 12Judy A. Barnes. "A Comparat1ve Study of the Dale-Chall Formula and the
Cloze Test Procedure for Determining the Readability of Six Selections from _ -
Different Genre." Unpub11shed Master s Thesis, University of Kansas, Lawrence, _
1973. , e .
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