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ABSTRACT
The variables used in most readability formulas
consist of counts of language elements which highly relate to
comprehension scores on passages of a wide range of difficulty. The
varlables most often used are some measure of word difficulty and
;s an..index score representing the style difficulty of the
passages to which they are applied difficulty at certain times and
—for certain purposes, but not at other times. What is needed, as
indicated by the author, is better specification of when and under
what conditions readability measures are likely to be predictive. The
reader's level of performance, 1nclud1ng his compxrehension, speed of
reading, -and depth of reading, is a function of his level of
competence. These interact with the reader's level of motivation,
which in turn interacts with the readahlllty level of material.
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The Role of Readability OwnER™

During the last 50 years, a number of formulas have been
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developed to predict how readable vrose will be to vrospactive
readers. The variables in such formulas usually consist of
cownts of language elements which correlate highly with compre-
hension scores on passages of a wide range of difficulty. The
variables are usually chosen so that, in aidition to their pre-
dictiveness, they are objective, quick, and easy to apvly. Most
commernily used ars some measure'of word difficulty, sucn as
lengtn or familiarity, and of sentence difficulty, such as length
or ccmplaxity. Occasionallyv, rather unusual counts are tried,
such 2s3: tha percentage of words beginning with the letters W,
H, and 3 versus those beginning with I and E; or, mean word
deptnn in sentences; or, the ratio of structural words rer noun;
ete. -
Whatever the variables used, the formulas are designad to
vield indexz scores representing the style difficulﬁy of +*he vas-
sages to wnizh they are apolied. Most often these scores are

in terms of rs=ading grade levsls or corracted grade levels of
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some sort. enerally streaking, such scores hzave been found
useful in instructional and inforrational apprlications »f lang-

.., in education and mass cocmmunication.

-

Es Y
uag?,

[€)

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eric

LS OC0 S 36




Perhaps bec2use these measurss of reada»ility are presented
as formulas,, enthusiasts occasionally sz2em to assume th2y are
more accurate predictors than they really are--sometimes evan
down to the second decimal point. Or, that they are predictive
of difficulty under all reading conditions. Critics, on the
other hand, seem to know intuitively that this cannot be the
case. Which occasicnally leads them to reject readability mea-
surement altogether--znd sometimes pqintgdly. oz

As usual, truth lies somswhere betwe=an the two views. An
on-going review of the literature clearly shows that readability
measures are predictive of rgading difficulty at certain times
and for certain purposes, but not others. In exgesrimental situ-
ations, for example, a version of matarizl with a more readable
score scmetimes leads to greater comnrehension than one with a
less readable score, but sometimes not. What is needed is better
specification of when and under "hat conditions readability mea-
sures are likely to be predictive. Given the complexity of lang=-
uage and of language-users, this is no easy task. The following

simple riodel is only a first step in this direction.
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to nore, readable--again within certain limits, 2t least.
A compensatory relationshio of svecizl interest concerns

the conditions under which the effects of r
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An old dictum states that subjects shouild te highly motivated
during testing, so most 2xverimesnters do what they can to raise

the level of nmotivation. But certain rublished studizs szem to

shcv, on closer analysis, that the nmore the expesrimentsr has
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on, the greater is the likslihood that
comrnrshenzion differences betue2n mora2 and less readable versions
=72 washad out. Anoth2r "a.s.d." study nhas been the result.
Wnat should be done, it apnears, is to test instead under

Tyzizal motivation conditions, :aich often mz2ans a field test

ratizr thzn a laboratory test. This observation may well apoly to

education=l research mor: gonerall; potentially usefuvl instruc-
£iznal variatlons may scretimes be falszly abandoned 2s nen-3igni-

oczurs 42 »ot _rapresent well the mativ n coanditicns under
hica lazrning €ynically occur

Wnhether or not this is menerallv the case, it decas annzar te
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szires to the probabllity studeants would send in all of their les-

scas {(which is most cften not the case). Surficiant ccurse conm-
pistisn data were available on 17 courses for this analysis (there
wzre insufficient data on '13 new courses). A rank-order corrala-
tion coefficient of .87 (v < .001) was found, hslding length

(2 critical variable) constant. The product-moment correlation

cosfficient on thess seme data yielded a value of .75 (p < .01).

This study suzzests tiat, under the trspical learning condi-

laboratory test of the same material had k2en carried out in-
. The role of readability needs to be further dafined for
cther instructional situations as well, under the varied conditions

suggested by the kind of model vroposed here.
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