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‘ For years, editors and publishers have disagreed about

B why'yarious media‘continue to lose circulatton and otheﬁq’

\

expand and develop.. From the ]ate 1850's untjl thre 1900'3 the

growth of the newspaper as the nation s qQnly mass medium

1

seemed* to keep pace with increases in. population but with the
.suddqn popularity of the mayazine 1n the earlv 1900's, radio
LI in the 19?0' s, and televidion 1n_the late 1940's the ratio of

newspapers per'housého]d has»continqed to drop and since 1970
‘ . . ,

l'averaréd less than one sub&cription per houséhdld 1 Maga—'/

-zines, on the other hand., have become a. "phenomena of the ?Oth

: century" -as they’ have become gnore speclalized and hgye aimed
Q

themselves at demographically—similar target audiences.2 There ©os
‘J ‘ | - seems to be an ever-=widening gab between population increases

-~ . and the number of individuals in the 21-6U age groiyp whb'utilize

any type of the Brint media.3 ( _ : 'qy : ‘ '
| e‘con-

Obyibusly, competition by th Vapioué ;edia for-th
‘sumer's attention,‘inéreased prodﬁctiqn and\circu;:>&oﬁ‘costs,
economic conditions, Q9§fa1_régu1at;ohs? aqg even newsprint ©
shof%agep have had thelir éffect,.but one area which coqld accodnt,

. in parti for decreases th yhich has had 1little empirical atten- * f

1} . \
_ Wtion is the area of message cqnstruqtion—uits readabiliﬁy—-to

_ seg/if 1ts construction is in a form that can be consumed and

© understood by~a maJority‘of the'potentia; readens.
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Traditionally, researchers conoserned with medium read-
ability have focused,on reader fgterest or demographic variables

_in attempts to explain why media aren't read. Rarely have ‘they

!examiaed structural make-up and resultiné'"reading difficulty"‘

of news 1items. 1In fact{'a 1976 report.by-the American‘Newspaper

Puulishersﬂlssociationu inaiqates'that only 15 of U469 readability

. studles have addressed the structural components of news items\'
l Assuming that.readers are less likely to attend to

- 1tems yrittén in a(style that is»diffitult to comprehend, this

study 1s designed to lpok at the readability of magazines versus

2

that of newspapers in a comparative-historical perspective--to-

see 1f they are more readable today thar in the past or vice-
’ N

-versa. ¢

4
>

A number of sociologists and communicologists have exam- .

I

.

dned the. variable of readability and 1its relationskip to the

' publics' 5cceptability of news. items Researchers have looked

T~

.at the inverted pyramid versus the ‘narrative style of reporting

news events, > the effects of typography and.layout,6 differences

7
“in the writing styles of newspapermen and‘authors, the compara-

tive readability of newspaperg over time, and a look at jour-

nalistic versus“Iiterary styles in 1933. 9

L4

Al- Only four studfes have made a comparative analysis of
7 -

media readability or looked at média readability in a time - '<
.context . | . | - . v

»

. ‘ - . ' '
A 1933 study by Marjorie Fisklo compared the readability

>

of  journalist writing and literary anlish writing for the!

year 1933, Though she did not use any type of readability

A
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formula, she céncluded that there was little difference, overall,

between the readability of Journalistic and. literary materials

In a hiistdrical oomparison of the readability of "PO“DOH—
. D

'stable" newspgpers sinep 1872, Stevensen found that
\ X

the readability of responsive (sens ional) papers had declined

sive" and

since the days of yellow Journalism while the readability of

stable (oonservative) papers had improved. 11
*T TR third study by Sears and/Bourland in 1970 exam ned

b

literary works of journalists a:Z non- Journalists (prominent

American authors with and with-qut Jjournalistic backgrounds)

conoluding they "possess the three qualitiés upon which rhe-

toricians have always insisted; clearness, force and beauty. nl2

Fowler, in a 1978 study combined ‘the attrlbutes of these

studies into one and compared the readability of newspapers and
|

best-selling novels during siﬂilar time periods'and noted that °
"the comparative readability Jf the newspaper front pages was
far below that of sampled beét ~selling novels published in the

same time periods. nl3

. . L

This study wishes to extend that study and compare the
readability of newspapers and magazines during similar time

periods and viewltheir relationships. C Y

: Mere specifically, this study asks: Has'the comparative

readability of newspapers “and thelir style paralleled that of
magazines during the, K 206h century or has the magazine, like that

of the bést- selling novel, been easier for the Amerigan reader
: ) : . ']
to digest and understand? o -
x




Rt

‘ . ‘...“._ N : hd

METHODOLOGY /- .

The samplinp pfocedures and techniqueslused irr this
study were similar to those empldyed in the 1978 newspaper/
best- selling novel study.

The study period consisted of three one- year perlods
selec&ed r'a[n\domlv from the periods 1895- 19;}’ 1930 1945, and
1960- 1975. They were 190“ & year representing the yellow
journalism period @F% a period examined by Stevenson; 1933, a
period mid[may between the yellow jourmalism period and the
present and similar to the sample gathered by Fisk; and 1965,

a year representagive or the era fpllowing the advent of tele-
vision.
’\bNewspapers and maga7ines nere purposively selected

w

because of thelr availability.' The three newspepers were the

Chicago-Tribune, ithe New York Times, and the Memphis Commercial C
. ] e . X v )

Appeal and the three magazines were Cosmopolitan, Atlantie

Monthly, and Harper's Weekly. All media. were publisnediduring

-+ the three sampled time periods.

A ﬁotal of 270 100—wofd samplegMMere analyzed. Magazines
and newspapers were each represented by 135 ramdomly selected
100- word passages, 45 samples per time period. Five 100—word
samples were taken from the front pages of three issues of
each newspaper and from three editions.of each magazine for each = - o
of the three sample years. Photo cutlines and 1tems 1ess than
100 words were eliminated if selected. Readability was based

on the revised Flesch readability formulalu mhieh atilized’

. g "\ ) . - A




-5~ - \ - “ ' ‘ « |
average sentence length and average number‘hf sy}lnhles per 100
words to compute resdability scores. e )
Menns were computed for the thrcs newspapers and the L

';) ) chreé mafazines for each time period and a separate mean was

computed fon the entihe cncemory ag each date. T tests were

used th compare saﬁnlc means’ and the;n'( OS'alpha level-was
N required for statistical sig ificance- |

‘ Coder rellability was obtained/by having an indopendent
-coder re-code 37 randOmly selected passages (10 per cent of the

14

study data). Pearson product—moment borrclations between the -
. ¥ { '

. auythor and the coder were found to be greater than ,95 for’
number of syllables psr 100 ﬁcrds, average sentence:lsngth,
and for the resultant I'lesch readsbility sporcs. Using the f
statistic, all nefe found t¢ be significant beyond the p {.01
alpha level. .. -
FINDI&GS : :
- > _ : \

\ The resulgant readahlllity scores for the three sgnple.
newspspers were fouhd %o be significantly lower than those for-
magaz lnci across all: time periods‘(see-Table’l).

The overall'mean for magazines across time periods of
58.80 corresponds to what Flesch terms "fairly difficult"

-

| . reading ‘(a scoreof 60 would place the material into a "standard"

»

classification)-—a level at which some high schooling would be

b

needed to understand that lewvel of writing. No sign:ficangrf
differences were found between magazines scores across time .
. ” : / ' oo . '

peﬁriOdS . ’ » A‘A‘)
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TABLL 1

A

°

Flesch hedkﬂhlllty Scores for' Newspapers and HMagazinces by Ygar -

. : , N . ®
- | ¥
Time Puriéﬁ “ﬂ&i:lﬂii Ngwspapers ' T-test _ b
) E - —
. 190wy ; _ 58.56 47,00 - 4,08 ~,000
1933 ‘ | '&9.?0 37.38, 7,54 .000 °
1965 : 58,6 .. ww,00 ~5,83 . 0Q0
(N = 2705 45 vper group)
ROTE: the higher the'readabiIity score the casier the
material i§ to read,
. Newspapefs, however, were found to vafy significantly

L d -
between sample perlods. Newspapers were significantly more

' . .-- . - . ~ . ‘
difficult to read in 1933 than in 1904 (t = 2.08, p = ,0U7)

but then somewhat easier to read in 1965 as compared to 1933
(E\s 2.34, p = .022). Readab}lity scores for the years+41904

—=and 1965 were somewhat comparable. Readability levels corres-

, ponding to the 37 to 47 Flesh value# received by ﬁewspapers
| h : :

* EA

- * are termed "di{?icult". lAlthough it 1is debatgble whethenr the
' _resgltant reading 1e§els‘are equivalent dt- these three tiho
perlods, Flesch estimateq that some col]epo would be n;cessary -
» b0/ dee;:}hnd maf@rial writtén at this difficulty level. ) ’
\ No significant dtfferences were found between the three )
pekgpapers at any of the timé periods. | r
As ﬁitﬁ readability, the average number of syllables per
106 words and the average sentence lengéh for newspapers and’

ﬁagaéines‘were found to differ significant for all three time

‘periods (see Tables 2 and 3). . ,
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. TABLE 2
Average' Number of Sy]léb]es Per 100 Words

-
for Magazines and Newspapers by Year

Time Period . Magazines Newsﬁépers ' T-teét *ﬁE_;
1904 — W93 . 1su.e1 ¢ 3,96 .000
1933 " 146,07 - © 166,56 7.43 . 000
1965 147,71 " 1e7.78 - 7,10 Lo000

(N = 2703 45 per gx‘o.up)

[} LW

TABLE 3

L]

Averape Sentence Leéngth in. Number of Wards / 4,

for ﬁzaﬁzinos and/Newspapcfs by Year

Tine Period . Magazines Ncﬁspépers ~ T-test P
1500 25,uY : 28,17 1.9y .05
1333 23,609 28,..82 . 3.70 .000

N . . s .
. . ) o . . e . N [
2 : ‘ ¢ i " M /.
v * » ™

E‘/ 1965 C 22,89 _ 21,8%\ T8 385
| (N = ?70'-WS jcr fou ) : // ) | -
C1Y TS per group '
£ _
- v .
- For newspapers, the average number 9f syllables per 100

words increased significantly from 154,91 to 166.56 (t ='H.34,
p = .000) between 1904 and 1933 but leveled off in 1965. The
average number of,wdrds per sentencq was found to §Q§i\11Et1e
‘between léoh and 1933 but decregSed‘significantly (t Sﬁg:?ﬁQ

p = .000) by.séven words per-sénténqéfin 1965. )
o NoJSignificant d1fferences were found in the averape

number of syllables per 100 words or in the average number of

" ' v ’ g /
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- ~words per sentence for magazines durinp the three sample periods.

-

oomewhat llke newspapers though, the average number of syllables

per 100 words increased sliphtly between 190“ and 1966 while

*

average sentence length h1zﬁgmer of words decrcased for the
. . .

same perlod. _ |
> . i , - .
It was also noted that although there was not a signifil-

B

cant difference between the average number of words per sentence
. ' for neﬁépapevs and magazines 1n {965, the anenage number of
syllables per 100 words for newspapers was significantly greater
than that for magazines.(167.78 to 147.71) and thus the more
difficult the materlal.

~_ b
~

CONCLUSTONS AND DISCUSSION

-

In general, one finds that while the readability of the
magazine has remained falrly constant durlng the 1904, 1933,
and 1965 time perilods, the readabllity of newspapers has changed.
In botk 1904 and 1965 the newspaper was somewhat easier.tb read
than in 1933 evgn though that level, acéofding to Flesch, 1s
significantly more difficult to understand than the level attained
b& magazines. ) - < s
One might explailn tne différences in newspaper‘feadability

‘by the types of reporting and/or audlence-awareéness during the

v, particular time periods sampled. Readabllity levels wouild
] .

-~

seemingly be simple and easy-duriny the yellow Journalism era

.when sensationalism was almed at mass audiences but why the X

~

newspaper was more difficult 1in the 1930 s when times were hard

and audiences,and their 1ncome would be greatly-appreciated is

. unclear.

10



;fénncnntrﬁtions'of hard news on -the fromt papes of the -
sample newspapers c¢ould have contributed to thé éiffénsnces in : (
readling, difficulty; Smaller differences might have occurreq
had inside-pape material (featury or soft news) beenucompared
but the purpose of this study was to cxamine tne newspaper's
'front_page—~thé\cover which first.catches the rsaders‘ atteftign.

o l

Magazines, unlike newspapers,'conSistently attalned ar

. 10th grade readabllity. level and did not.vary significantly in
-~ : .

.elther average sentence'Iéngth on in éverage pumber of syllables

per 100 words--both functions of the'readability score.. It .

W - .
appears that both media have taken steps (though not necessarily -

intentionally) to simplify theirgwritin& by decreasing sentence’

lengths, but the increase in multi- syllable words, part}Q'larly

on the part, of newspapers, has partly negated those efforts.

\

It is.posfible that an increase indlanguage complexity and a

»

need for precision has occurred since the early 19GQ'S and those
"

efforts now require more complex terminology. SN N \:
At a time when students are reportedly being gséguated B 1

-

from high school unable to read or write and when medila Feahing
is decreasing by.the year, newsMipers and magazines alike

take a closer look at readability and its relationship tbj

culation and mass acceptance. It 1s recognized that magazine

\
\

1

the media on their owg outside of class Attempts must be made

to insure that when interest 1s kindled that the student can

11
R | R

#
Do - +
EO S




viewed as talking down to 1ts_audience? The 1@duqtry has

- — ’ [ . ’ - . . .
10 o | . R gu
* . ’ :

access the medla for fupther detai;-and understand or at least
be. able to read what 1nformatjon It contains.

One cannot "say that readabllity 1s the only means of
increasing circulation-or that & more readable (easier)«item LN
cbuld cause people to read }t. The 1ndus€ry‘mugt, however, ’
contemplate the consequences of producing prodﬁcts that larpge,
segments of the population find ayfffcult to use and understaﬁ

It.-1s possible that there 1s a point of diminishing returns where

high readability 1s bad and where[fhe newspaper or magazine 1is .

apparently“not” tried to isolate such a common denominatpr.

Although no attempt was made to classify sampled materials
. B

1into content types, a more sccurate plcture of this situation

might be seen i1f the present study were replicated using news<

type.magazines (1.e., Time or Néﬁqweek) to see if in fact,

of the language 1t uses has increased. The magazine, on the

-

.other hand, 1like the novel 1s significantly more readable than

.that of sampled newspapers published in the same time periods{' <

magazines and newspapers differ in the presentation or re&dability
of similar types_of content matter,
The findings of this study. 1nd1cape thét the newspaper

1s as readable today -as 1t was in 1904 although the complexity~
. >

7

|
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