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FACTORS INFLUENCING THE READABILITY:
OF STUDENT—GENERATEQ TEXTS

N In 'classr‘ooms where reading and writing are integrated
in meaningful literacy preograms, such as writing process )
classrooms and lanquage éxgerience classrooms, much of what
students read has been composed by other students.
Researchers have become increasimgly interested in .
connections between reading and writing processes_ -
(Calkins, 19833 Goodmgp & Goodman, 19833 Graves % Hansen,
198%; McBGee, Ratliff, Sinex, Head,. & LaCroin, 1984). They
are observing connections between writing for someone else to
understand and understanding what someone else has written.
Young .writers develop a sense of option about stating or
implying information, which enables ¥them to "understand

‘'stories when authors write implied mésqgges" (Graves %

Hansen, 1983, p. 180). )

Qoncurrently, much dgrk is being done to look at various
factors ipfluencing text readability. Easily measured text.
characteristics.such as sentence length gand syliables per
word arg still (although debatably) employed by some.
Howevet, other text factors such as structure (Baker % Stein,
19813 McGee et al. 1983, Whaley, 1981), cohesion (Freebody &
Anderson, 1983%), ¢ aphoric devices and cognitive density
affect text homprehen51b1lity. Perhaps more importantly, we

Tare 1earn1ng that no teuxt % easy or. difficult in and .of

itself. 1t is the 1nterplay‘bétween reader and text that
determines comprehension. Reader/text %ariables that have
been studied inciude the match between the reader’s schemas
for both content and structurg and the author’™s schemas

(Durkin, 1981: Freebody % Anderson, 19833 Hansen,. 19813 Stein

% Trjabasso, 1981)3 purpose for writing and for'feading;‘the
reader’s prior knowledge of the topic (Marr, 1982% FPearson,
Hansen, % Gordon, 1979): and.the reader’s interest in the
text (An%frson, Mason, % Shirey, 198J). ' -

In & study presented earlier (Allen, 1984), I reported
that children in first, second, andy third grades drew more
text-based, relevant inferences on their own stgries and on
pergr stories than on adulﬁ—wr1tten stories. THE purpose of
the present investigatién wes to examine—tMEse student-
generated texts in terms of both traditional and more
theoretically valid readability. What factors influence
comprehension, specifically inferential ‘~omprehensicn, when ”
children read their own, peer-, and adult-written texts?

4 : <

Method
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In the original study (Allen. 1984), 70 children

rep. esenting a range of dQCDdlng abilities dictated stories.
Thev were 1nstructed to;_“Tell me something i1nteresting that
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happened to you, that your friends might like to read.” :
These 70 student-generated tewts, along'with four first—grade ¢

(Ber ke, 1977), served as the pnol for various analyses.

Words per sentence, characters per wged, syllables. per word, .
and Spachp.readabil1ty were determined using a computer, S
‘program. Interest was assegsed by having 21 sacond—graade
students not otherwise involved in the study'rate pairs of:
aduit/child stories. Stories were read aloud in pairs with
oFBer of presentatian rotated.. Studen@s were insticucted to

mark the title of the story‘they thought. more 1nt2§3§t1ng on

a sheet containing corresponding pairs of titles. Adain, the
order effect was controlled. For analysis of story

structure, *four children s stories were chosen randomly to
compare.with the four adult stories using van Dijk’s (1977)
macrostructure of exposition, complication, and resolution.
Schema was explored theoretically, based on information- '
gleaned from children during thé interest assessment. A5 part-
of this 'exploration, the -children who did- the rnterest

ratings were asked.which of the stories were “"real. ’

L4 . P

Results

IEQQLEAQDEL_CQQQQQLLLSX- Accgrding to the Spache (1933)
readability fgrmula, the. adult-writtenstexts were at the 1.3
level and the ch11d-be erated texts were at the 1.8 level,
for half a grade-level {difference. Characters per word,and
syllables per word were almost identical for the.two sources.
The most dramatic differepce was for words per sentence:

adults averaged S.25 words per sentence, while children

~averaged 9.6 words per sentence.

£

) ) .
Interest. Secpﬁ% grade children found the child-

e S ————— ——

authorpd stories more interesting thén ‘the adult-authored

stories four to three.

Sgggz_ggggg;g;g' Each adult-written story had a clear .
structure in the expected order. Each began w¥th an ¢ v~
exposition that introgduced setting, character(s), and/or
background information; proceded to complication through
samething "surprising, remarkable,, of at least 1ntarest1ng

(van Dijk, 1977, p. 8)3: and ende { with resolution of ‘the X
problem. In contrast. of the four child-generated stories, -
there was-only one such complete series. There were five '
incomplete structures: for exumple, Mary said, YI went to
Colorado and I saw horses. We went up these big mountains. , °

My dad had to go to the bathrooem, and there wasn’t no

bathroom. We found this big thing that was a bathrpof, but

there was a big, long line. And we went down to Z‘fs one- _
Rlace and there wgs a whole lot of people who camped there." .
There were five s tlSF that were simple e;poszt1og.,

Children. tended to ude several episocdgs in their stories, .

- while adult authors told single-episode stories. Qq\
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.. Reality. Second grade childreh knew with 92% accuracy
that'tha\chxld~generateJ stories yere "real." They knew with
' 98% accuracy that the adult-written stories were not "real.”
. " They had not been given any information about the authors of
' ' any of the stories. - ' ’

. : ‘ Discussiop L

— ’
.

. Factors of traditional readability, interest, story
structure, and reality wegfe examined in.prder to get a
t cle§rer picture of‘why children infer better an student-
. generated ‘texts than on adult-genefated texts. Just as
' comprehension Jépends on varied interactions of reader an
v, text, studying readability demands that compley interactions
i ' .be ifcluded as part of any meaningful explanation. As each
area of investigation is considered separéte}y iny the
following discussion, it is important t remember that- they
did not'occur-in isolationi rather, thej are some of the.
threads woven intficately between reader amrd text .which
provided the fabric of 70 reading éxperiences.

r

' AY
v Traditional _readability. While readability formulas have
. frequently been subject to heated debate (Anderson % Fry,
1’ 1983), they are still widely’used (Lange, 1982).! Their
: popularity is due in part to how aasiiy they can be appliled
(especially with the use of computer programs), and the. fact
that they are_ familiar measures (Davison, Lutz, % Roalef,
.o 1981). . Opponents, stress that they are theoretically unsound,
: *  have gquestiomnable empirical base, and have: had & "baleful"
Y influence on theywriting and editing of schaool, texts
n
’ ”

98Z: Bruce, Rubin, % Starr, ﬁ?BlO. ,

» (Anderson % Fry,
, In the presgn't study, traditibnal measures of
v readability provided no clue tb why subjetﬁﬁ might have

inferred better on student-authored texts when interpreted
traditionally. Accordimg to the Spache, formula, the

] . adult-writted teuts were half a grade easier. Sentences weye
nearly twille as long in the student”s tents, which should
have made student-generated texts more difricult. However,
the children’s Stories may have been easier to comprehend
because they had longer sentences. Children may have left
empty slots less often than adults. Pearson (1976) and
others have argued that artificially constructed "low -
weadability" materials, such as the Reader’s Digest series
usaed in this study., leave out imbortant connectives to
produce shorter sentences. The following gxamples illustrate
the point: )

Adul t Sto%&: The squirrel pushed. It pulled. The pancake
. would not move. ;he pancake was too bi1g.
he ™S . ¢ .
Chi1ld 3tory: My uncle heard that the trailor court had got
hit by the tornado. And we were worried
! 4 , because that's where my mom lived and she was
) there at the time.

-~
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w In the present inveEtiqation, the use of ‘the rgadability

_“affect and interestingness exist bFesently only - in common

o=

formula was not helpfuli however, awareness of one
ontrasting surface featfire, “words per sentence, *led tp a’
closer examination of thé text sources. It deems quite . e
probable, from examining the previously mentioned examples,” §
that sentence length did contribute to readability:. longer

sentences probably made thd texts easier to understahd< o
. . ) ] oy N . . .
Interest. Sadoski (1984) noted t "the concepts of

sense. form and are in neéd of further thought and clarifi-

cation" (p. S2).. His study failed to support the positive ' e
effect of interest on récall. However, in an extensive study . °
of various factors-~influencing recall, Anderson, Mason, and
Shirey (1983) found that. "jnterest accounted for 33.8, times

as much variance in sentence regall as readability" (p. 48). ) A
When interactive and derivative effects were reEmcved,

interest i11 explained four times as much variance as. the ) e -~
traditiqﬁgf—measunes‘of reédability! . ' e ' :
SN ‘ ' ' - . -

The children in the present £tudy found student-= § .
generated stories more interesting than- adult-generated o
stdries by a margin of four to three. It is important to
keep 1n mind that these judgements were of inherent interest:
tre listeders did not ¥now that they were hearing stories '
written by other children. In the first part of the study
(Allen, 1984), interest was heightened by the knbwl edge that A
children were reading their own stories, and stories of -
identified classmates. During_testing, it was commpn for (O ¢
children to great the examiner with, "Did you get my story ‘
typed?" or "Whose story am }_gqing to read?" v

.

. L
'

*One explanmation of why the.children found student- . a
genefated texts more interesting is'that topics may have been

‘more familiar to the qeaaer.. Freebody and Andersoqy . '

!

not occur, spontaneously for any‘adult-writ

(198 founa that when other fextual factors were.,”
controlled, "the more famililar version was better’ -
recalled” (p. 293). Marf (1982) found that familifrity “was
the strongest-eredictor of the student®s ability to draw. -
infelences” (p.89). This hypothesis w3gs not tdsted in the T
present study;: however, some spontaneous comments support the ’
wplanation. When reading about the Agquahawks, one boy
remarked, "My sister is on the swim team, tgp." Spch o7,
comments were common on student-generated ngries, but did
n story.
: : // J
Story_structure. Basic story structure was also
1nvestigated as a possible factor. /Researchers have showh — /
that young ch¥ldren seem especially affected by chang&s in /
e.xpected story structures (Baker % Stein, 1981)°. Mandler '} .
(1978) and Stei1ds (1975) found that primary grade children’s .-
correct recalls were reduced when story sequence was B '
disrupted 1nfsome way. Examination of the two story sources
1n the present.1nves§1gatibn revealed that student-ggnerated
te:ts were very poorly structured, at least in terms of

A4 3
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. ) van Dijk’s (1977) macrostructure. ' Lt
. .. ' o ' t .
. . whilé :* is.possible that story stfucture was .

outweighed & other factors, an- alternative explanation .
is.that readers accepted structures used in
student-generated storiss. Although several researchers have
~ found that younger children do not mave.stofry schema as well
. . developed as do upperygrade children {McGee, 1.82; McGee et
al., 19843 Whaley, 1981), McGee and her associates _
’ hypothesizgg that younger childremr may "Helieve that some
. . nonnarrative forme are appropriate organizational forms for
! stbries” (MaGee et @l., 1984, p. 270). If so, -hildren in
the presenmt study may have read their own and each others’
stories as if they were appropriately st uctured (and who are
we to say thesy are not!?» Further credé&ce'is given this
explanation by work Kintseh and Greene (1978k reported. Thev
found that rReaders are more likely to comprehend when stories
, match familiar cultural patterns. Surely the reporting of .
. interesting events in Z;g}r’lives is a familiar cultural form
> for primary grade chil n. ° . co a ~ .
Schegé. .In her dist¥ussior of inference, Hansen (1981)°
explained that "in order for an’'idea in a text to be .
"+ understood, it has to instantiate a schema (a‘'general
. ' . knowledge structure) in the reader’k‘long-term memory"' .
o (p., 393). A zchema intludes all previously—-accumulated
* ) I kgowledge about a topic,as well as an prganiiaticnj or 1
’ connecting network, of the knowledge. Rather than consider
both ex'isting topic knowledge and its organization in memory
9&’ as' a wholey 1’ may be h&€lpful 'to an understarfding of
. textrsource differences to thynk about various fatets of
schema. ' .

L

[
* [

I ’ Adams 'and Bruce ¢1982) made'fhree.diﬁtinctions about ¥,

. the reader’s accumulated knowledge that seem esplecially .
- helpful in describing the role schema played in ‘the present

, o investigakipn., They described concdbtual knowledge,'soéial o
> . knowledge, and story knowledge as being necessary for ,/
\ successful communication between aut®r and reader. 'They //.
state that "a major determinant’of g3 .ext’s comprehensibflity
is the goodness of the match between the knowledge the author
has presumed\of t ez réager and that actually possessed by the

readers” (p. ). , o “
/ ' * . ‘.

g AT g Y

Although background Hpowledge and schema are not
always interchangahle terms, it may be helpful for the ‘
present digcussion to co sider~theccatego#is of Adams and
Bruck as facet’s of &chema. Conceptual schema includes

- —— —— - - — . — — > -t w————

'y
-~ 9

knowledge about the topic gathered from previous reading. P

conversations. and esperiences. §gg;g;iggngm§ is the conteuxt
of the written communication, including the author’'s purpose
. and the knowledge of fhe writer’s intentions on the pert of
N the reader. Story_&chema includes knowledge about the ‘

—_—E L A TS o

. expected structuring of information, such as narrative.
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-  When ch:ldren in the present study read their own
stdries. they had complete schemas in every sense. They wefe
familiar-with the concepls, remembered thetr reason for
telling the story, and could follow the structur because

they had more complete repﬁesenﬁations in their 1s..
When they read the adult-authored stories, twe - Ptle
facets were incomplete. .Children probebly ha- eneral '\

conetptual schema for a parade; however, there was not the”
same one—-t0-one match as when they read their own stories.
There was only a vague notion of the social schema, or wny

the author wrote the story, ‘4s dermonstrated by one Slbgect’ .
question before reading the adult-authored stcyry: "Did he
write about something that really happened to him like we
did?"*. Children probably did havé a well-developed story
schema (Mafdler % Johnson, 1977), espeXially for the
highly-structured stories;used.

¥ Children had more difficulty 1nferr1ng on peer
stories than on their own, althoudh not quite sognuch
difficulty as.pn*he adult storiés. Story schema was
distusseed in & grev1ous section: if there was a mat&h .
between the reader’s schema for story structure and the
peer—wrlter s structure, it was because children were _

fapiliar with the unstructured narratives of other children.
Certainly there was no formal: narrative structure. '
Conceptual schemas may have been better matched, as will be

-argued, but they certainly were not one-to-one mapches.

In spite of questionable story schem@ match and
imperfect conceptual schema match, children inferred
somewhat better. on peer stories than on adult stbr;es.q As’
children’ read their classmates’ stories, they knew the ‘
context in which the stories’had been.produced: the social
s:hemas matched. Feer authors Nere telling about personal

uperiences, just as the readers had done. It ps at this
poLnt that the reaiity ratings repartea earlier provide
insight. Since children knew-they were reading about real
events, theYy were able to instantiate more specific ‘schemas.
Rather than a general gtchema.for parade in the adult story,
they had a specific schema for) Show Biz Fizza in Jennlfer s
story. For fhese readers.,fhere was the "dynam1c g1ve and
take between author and reader" (Harste % Carey, 197%9) that
enables comprehengion. . * 9

-

QQDELL—ELQD . .

It appears ghat interest, natural language ltading to
loanger sentences .and social and conceptual schema matches
hold higher exblanatory paower than traditional measures of
readabili1ty and story structqie. Teaghers who may have beén
reluctant to use studentsygenerated te:its because they are not
"controlled" can be assured that there” are sttrong factors

' supporting €he readability of such texts. When children have

a real-1life connection with the author of their text, when
they read Lnteﬂ‘stlng(mater1a. written in the language of
children, they have ‘a better chance.of getting the whole

‘messagr. including the part written between the lines.
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