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' Readability of Magazines of Interest To Reading-Deficit Students,

a“

Some teachers of high eohool students with reading deficits deory the
.Students' total lack &‘ :lnterest in reading. Other teachers, however, have
. notioad that these students have out-of-gchool reading interests even tlfot_;gh
they have dLfficulty with in-school reading materials. That is, the high
.gchool student who has a tested reading achievement level of third or fourth
grade and who, perhaps, is not at all interested in reading in school \dll.bick
up a magazine 1:.1'5. local store and aftampt to read it. - Up to this time, .
there has been little mention in the profesaional literature of thase students!-
outside-reading intererts or of the diffioulty level of what they read.
If these students do have outside reading interests, it would be appropriate
3 to see whether the difficulty lévels of these ‘reading materials corresponds
with their in-gchool achievement laevels On ,the other han;:l, many pspular
magazines appéar, at first glanoe ,‘ to bs written for an ability level higher
than many of these students possess.
Differences between readability and ability levels have been mentioned
in readability studies with the comment that interest and motivat}ion may
. override the particular grade level of a written passage (Klare, 1976;
Maxwell, 1978; Standal, 1978). Lower ability students who display interst
may oomprehend rassages whicl'; are above their tested achievement levels
(Shnayer, 1969), although some teachers have identified the outside-reading
interasts of reading-deficit atudenta, there has been little research reported
on this topic other than that by Shnayer (1969) and, possibly, studies reviewsd

<

by Klare (1976). ?
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Also, other than the.doméant by Norvell (1973) that beriodical.reading
interests of lower ability students resemhléa those” of their peers who read
adequately, there has been little 1nvestigation of which magazines these -
students are mogzrzz;ely to read. Perhaps this is because studsnts are unwilling
to mantion their interests to those teachers who may view many such migazihes
as "trashy,""dirty," or just tao difficult, The point here is noﬁ't?.dasqribe

T the difference between inter;bts pf';eaQiégbdaficit and norm;I adolesoents,
but to show that these stud;nts do read oﬁtside of schools. '

' Some study of the. readability of high school materials has been conducted.
Ihe situdy by Janz and Smith (1972) is only, one examéie of numarous studies |
1ndicating that oontent-mtter texts are written at higher levels than either
grade assignment ‘or. the atudents' actual ability levels. Schlief and Wodi |
(197() examined several periodicals and found that readability ratingp.also
tended to overasgimate the ability levels of their projected readers, 1he
preaent writera , however, have been unable to locate any report which .
identifies the reading intersts of high school studenta and gauges the
vaadability of those selections in .comparison with the student's own reading
ability. '

Schlief and Wood (1974) point out a notable difficulty wvith this
recomended type of research: the validi.ty of readabllity formulas, which
are usually based on familiar words, sentence length, and word length, may
decrease when applied to non-textual materials., Further, there has been
considerable disocussion questioning the value of any readability-estimating
procsidure (Guidry and Knight, 1976), Harris (Harris and “ipay, 1975) points

out that twoc variables which have been conuistently used in readabllity

.
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formulas are ..ntence 1ength and vb'cabulary. Yot Maxwell (1978) gives .
exanples of nentechnicrl 1anguage that may cause an eaaﬁy read passage to

be rated as diffioult, 'and, a paabaga which contains diﬁ‘icult words or concepts "‘3;
*to be rated as falrly eaay.' A different prooedure, daveloped by Fry (1969),
proposes a more easily computed readability rating based on the number of
syllables .and- word leng'b‘h. This popular prooedure would seem toa:errida . e

_ the voubulary-difficultypoblem; yet Kntachmer (1976) ‘noted that gome .

diffioult words are quite short, while some easy words are polyayllgbic. ' .
* Lacking a well-documented technique for computing the readability of | '

’off-the-sholf magazines, the authors decided to compare two different 0

"readability formilas. The Harris-Jacobaon (Harris and Sipay, 1975) formila'

was picked as an example of a vocabulary-sentence length prpoadure which has

‘the advantage of being easier to0 compute than, for instance, the Spache or

Dale-cﬁall formulas. - The Fry (1969) procedure was selected as a syllable-

sentence 1ez;gth count, primarily because it has been more frequently used than

other -sim:llar procedures. “ '

Magazines read by low-achieving high school students were idartified

by two p ocadures suggested by Klare (1976). In ome large high school an

unobtrusive measure was simply to ask the reading specialist which magazines

had evoked studepta' interest. At-a second high school the readizié specialist

asked students in spesial classes to 41,ndieate magazines of interest in an

informal, field-study, survey., Median tested reading ability of these students

in classes at both high schools was reported as third-fourth grade by the

reading teachers.

<
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At the first high school the reading teacher reported that boys had
Aintarata in wmmm and motorsycle magazine"é and the girls were
interested in Trus Stories and n;odam romance mgﬁzine‘s. In the high school
whére ﬁ:e survey was oondu“oted, results were surprising, and the. number of
: di.ffersnt magazinss libted was heartening. Eighty-nine students were surveyed,
- and eighty-eight magazines were listed at least on.oa.. This indicatad that »
o students did have an intersst in magazines outside of school and revealed quite

an array of interest. Fifty-eight boys listed a total of 66 different magaéines;

o

thirty-ons girls list;d "32' different periodicalai and soms were listed by

) ‘b_oth boye and girls. Students were also asked how often they read ‘these
magazines, and the total count includes some periodicals in‘ which the students
showed only moderate intevst, The most frequently listed magazines fell into
ten dnz_t'ogor.tosz boys '1isted Cars/Motorcycles, Hunting/Fishing, and Men's -

-
~e

Entertalphint; girls listed Fashion, and Womsn's Interest; and both groups
liated-ma;azines in the General Interest'News, Humor, Teen-Adult Interest, |
Sports, and Teen Inta-rut categories. Thus, the survey echoed the observations
of the high school te\ntﬁr yot was more comprehensive, For the present study
'one or two of the most popular magazines in each of the fen oateg-orias ware
selocted. Readability ratings of these magazinés are reported in Table I.
Readabil.i.ty r#tings reported here should be interpmted' with the previously
mentioned csution' about the possible invalidity of using text-based rvadability
formulas with non;-textual material, “eadability ratings above the eigth grade
level were extrapolated when using the Harris-Jacobson formula; this proce'dure
' seemdd acceptable since tre actual r<ading lével of studen.ts was beloQ sixth

grade. Although the Fry formula has rroduced lower ratings than other
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formulas in soms studiea'a (Guidry and Kfight, 1976), fhis was not found in
'this study. | |

Aécor&ng to the Fry and Harris-Jacobson formilas, only thres mgazines
had reading levels of seventh grade or btelaw, making them suitable for the
levels ot-problem readers: Mad, Penthouse, and w. Magazines that

- might be expeoted to-reach the teenager and the student with lower reading
) levela, such as Bit Parader and E_g_g,n, were found to rank above their reading
"~ level, as did all the others,

Thers was some disparity between the two formlas when applied to
hagazinee. Fox: eight magazines the two }'ormlas produced ratings less than one
grade level apa;-t » and, cn these, three were aqual (counting "college" level):
for ?he remaining magazines, the Fry formula gave Q lowsr grade level rating

_than the Harris-Jacobson to three. Of the seven ‘magazines whose ratings
differed by a grace level or more, the Fry formula rated five magazines higher.

| Analysis by category shows that Cars/Motorcycles magazines were within the

upper=-ninth grade to'collega reading levels, yot these ware some of the most.
popular magazines. Another popular category among the boys was Man's Enter-
tainment, Here, mmx was. rated :.t college .level by both formulas, but
Penithouse was rated at mid-sixth to mid-seventh grade level. Sports Illustrated,
a magazine listed as popular with both boys and girls, was rated at beginning -
eigth or beginning eleventh grade level.

It might be expected that at least some of the differences between the
two formulas could be explained by the way popular magazines aré written.

Some seemed to make a deliberate effort to reach a particular grade lgvel, and

somas seemed to have no deliberate control of vocabulary or sentence structure.
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Jarge differences among selactions were also noted. In popular megazines, _
very difficult selsctions are sometimes juxtaposed with very easy pass;gvs. ‘
{hus, one might expect readability ratings of magazines to differ accordin
tc; which selections én rated, causing low reliability bet‘waen ratings.

The readability ratings with these formilas, though, show thst popular
magazines tend to be written at eigth grade level or above. tSe'ver;. of
the more popular mgaiinea ware rataé as ﬁpper-secbudary to &lh@ level, - = ™
One may wonder whether Yhis is the result of a deliberate effort on the part of
these magazines to reach a particular audience, or whether there is x;o effort
at all to stabilice the magazine's readability level.

Whichsver is the case) results of this study reveal that hi_gli schoel
Yatudents with elemsntary-level reading skills are interested in, and do
read, popular magazines written above their reading levels, mdiéa't'ing

.

that teachers could capitalize on these interests when developing reai}‘ng
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Table I. Baadamity ot‘ Magaziaea c.t Intarast to. Reading-ﬁf},”\t S%ddents e
: o 'ﬁl A . X SURSS : i ,

Y "o s? 00.¢ .

U \y\:‘\v' Ve - Harris-Jacobaon L e e
. « Lo k:mmm : ‘ S, R T ., 0:'. N "' o . e . ~-.o "
e 'Y CarOraft ™ “Co ' . . College* j B et

. ' .‘. ) Chop”r [} . ’ ' 9‘9 a’;".... ‘. . 9.? ‘. . ‘: e .
‘ _ Hot ROd ' ¢ 1208 . ) 00113@* LN .7 .s.' - -
: L . . . . L . e f

‘ | " Seventeen o 9.5 - Cooonem (7

1 1004 - el S
o Mad - . ) _ 6.9'*. oot 7;8 - | i = “ :
5¢ Dmtlopfishing . N | . - R

»". / . . . . . . . . \

Outdgoor Life . 8, : 9e5% - . : U ),
. . :’o. -y . T [ e '. :0
-4, Mon's Envertainmept e A

Penthouse - . .75 D bed I
Rlayboy - . College ‘College® . ) L e

. 7. m ' : ‘. , . ) . . . . o .« . « . - .:‘- ;"
. Sporta Illustrated 1.1 -, RS . T .
d, Tesn Interest e A : TR R

.o Teen . B ) C:oilega e, L2.5% _ . : S
- Tiger Beas - o 8.0 . . 7.0 - _ .

9. Teep-Adult Interest ° e | g

- . ‘- -

High Times - College 13,9* . ‘w4
Hit Parader 10.0 L &7 i _

-

10, Women's Interegt , : . ) we
Trus Story C o Jme. 0 &9 -
| Total Means 10.12 9.45 .- .

i

* Extrapolated ' A
% Posaibly 1nva11d due to length ‘of sentences . RN
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