
Unit 8  : Judging the reading level 
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Introduction 

Much of an editor's time is spent working on language, omitting, changing 
and addin g words . Attentio n t o languag e ca n tur n a n unattractive , 
difficult tex t int o a  clear , easy-to-read one . Ho w ca n we tel l tha t a 
text i s to o difficult ? Uni t 8  explains ho w t o asses s readin g levels . 
What makes a text difficult or easy? I n Unit 9  we shall consider changes 
to make in both language and style. 

If you ask several teacher s t o assess th e level of a text, you will get 
several different answers. W e are all unreliable judges of the difficulty 
of written material. Readabilit y tests can help us assess texts. 

When you have completed this unit, you will be able to: 

* prepare , administer and score two kinds of readability test; 
* asses s the significance of the results; 
* describ e the functions of each test; 
* explai n the uses and limitations of readability tests • 

The uni t introduce s tw o tests , the Cloz e procedur e an d th e Fo g Index . 
Many others are available, which you may already know, and prefe r to use. 
All have limitation s a s well a s uses , and these are discussed. Th e unit 
will take about 1  hour, and th e assignment 4 5 minutes. Informatio n about 
the educationa l backgroun d o f you r student s wil l b e helpfu l fo r th e 
assignment. 

Units 8  an d 9  refe r t o th e Englis h languag e throughout . I f yo u edi t 
material i n anothe r language , try t o work out how each poin t relate s to 
that language. I f you edit material in English for people who use it as a 
second language , not e that , wherever a  potentia l difficult y occurs , it 
will be more acute for second-language readers. 
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1. Difficul t text 

When we have difficulty with reading, we tend to blame ourselves for not 
concentrating. Ver y often, the fault is actually in the text itself. Th e 
exercise that follows will demonstrate this. 

EXERCISE 1 

The passage below is printed with several words missing. Writ e one 
word only in each of the spaces in the text. Gues s the word that you 
think is in the complete text. Rea d the passage as often as you like 
and spend as long as you want on the exercise. Whe n you have done as 
much a s yo u can , look a t th e answer s an d count how many you have 
right. 

What kind of distance-teaching institution do we need? 

The strengths and weaknesses of distance teaching, which we have 
discussed above, to a large extent determine the nature of an 
institution set up to teach at a distance. I t must find ways 
(1) combinin g the three approaches (2) print , 
broadcasting and occasional (3) -to-fac e tuition, which 
(4) it s staple methods, into (5) effectiv e teaching 
system. I t (6) come s into being in (7) t o provide for 
rapid (8) o f educational opportunity at (9) cost . A s 
far as (10) ,  it has to achieve (11) b y using existing 
media, (12) an d personnel. It s students (13) usuall y 
scattered and part-(l4) Ofte n its teachers - its 
(15) ,  its tutors, its broadcasters - (16) part-tim e 
too. I t (17) it s students through the (18) -tim e use 
of other (19) 

For this reason an (20) featur e of most distance-(21) 
institutions is their organised (22) wit h other organisations: 
broadcasting (23) ,  government departments, schools, colleges, 
(24) services . Thes e can vary from (25) dependenc y on 
others, through (26) share d use of resources, (27) th e 
provision of specified (28) t o them. Bu t very (29) 
distance-teaching agencies are (30) self-contained . Decision s 
about (31) degre e of interdependence or (32) tha t they 
maintain in (33) variou s aspects of their (34) ar e 
vital for their (35) ,  and must be constantly (36) 

Linked to these decisions (37) other s about the balance 
(38) th e employment of full-(39) an d part-time staff 
(40) writ e and teach the (41) programmes . Ther e ar e 
economic (42) sometime s qualit y advantages to (43) us e 
of part-timers; (44) ar e control and speed (45) i n 
favour of full-(46) Th e decisions any institution 
(47) var y from programme to (48) ,  from department to 
department (49) fro m time to time. The y are - or should be -
made in the light of educational quality, resources available and 
expected student numbers. 
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Comment 

Did you find that exercise difficult? Mos t people find it very demanding. 
I will explain your score shortly. Th e test you have just done is called 
a Cloz e test . I t i s a  reliabl e wa y o f predictin g whethe r reader s wil l 
understand th e complet e tex t fro m which extract s ar e taken . I t ca n be 
used in other languages besides English. 

The test works on a simple principle. I n a piece of text, it is groups of 
words that convey the meaning. Whe n we read, we actually look at words in 
groups rather than individually. I f some words are left out, we can often 
guess what they are from the context, from the meaning of the rest of the 
sentence. I n a Cloze test, words are omitted on a regular basis. I f the 
passage i s one which, when written i n full , the reader coul d understan d 
easily, the n ther e i s a  hig h chanc e h e o r sh e wil l gues s th e correc t 
words. I f the language of the passage is too difficult, the meaning will 
elude the reader, and he or she will make numerous mistakes. 

Your score i n the exercise was probabl y over 50% . (D o not worry i f you 
have a lower score; sometimes an individual gets a freak score on a single 
test. ). Wha t doe s tha t scor e mean? I t indicates that you would rea d the 
complete text with understanding. 

I made my predictio n o f you r scor e for two reasons. First , I selected a 
passage whos e subjec t matte r wa s likel y t o interes t you . (I t i s fro m 
IEC's manua l Th e Administratio n o f Distanc e Teachin g Institutions) . 
Second, I have done a further analysis of the text which suggests that it 
is only suitabl e fo r skille d readers . ( I shal l explai n thi s analysi s 
later.) S o I deliberately selected a text with a reading level you would 
find manageable but not too easy. 
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This is the scoring system: 

over 50 % -  reader understands 
35 - 50% -  reader needs some help (sometimes called 'instructional 

level') 
under 35% - frustration 

These are rough and read y measures , but quit e adequate . Nobod y would 
expect to guess every word correctly, but if a reader has over half right, 
he or sh e i s strugglin g bu t with som e help will make sens e o f it . Wit h 
less tha n a  thir d right , th e passag e i s to o difficul t an d th e reade r 
cannot make any good sense of it. 

2. Level s of difficulty 

I suggeste d tha t th e tex t i n Exercise 1  was onl y suitabl e fo r a skille d 
reader. I  was implying th e text was difficult. What  makes it difficult? 
In English, there are two factors which have a profound effect: vocabulary 
and sentenc e structure . Th e mor e uncommo n word s an d complex  sentence s 
there are in a passage, the more difficult i t will be to understand. Th e 
passage in the exercise contains severa l long words; about one in five of 
the word s i s thre e o r mor e syllable s i n length . Th e sentence s ar e 
complex, too; most of them are about twenty words long. 

The difficult y lie s within th e passage . People , however, vary in their 
ability t o dea l wit h difficul t passages . Thos e wh o hav e reache d a n 
advanced level in their studies can usually make sense of difficult texts, 
although they may have to concentrate hard. Thos e with less experience of 
study ma y hav e a  restricte d vocabular y an d lac k th e skil l t o follo w 
complicated syntax . Poo r reader s wil l b e quit e unabl e t o follo w th e 
meaning of a difficult text. 

We therefore need to match the level of difficulty of texts to the reading 
ability o f ou r students . T o d o thi s w e nee d som e wa y o f classifyin g 
levels o f tex t an d level s o f readers. Thi s is rather difficul t a s most 
existing scales have been developed fo r schoolchildren, while most of you 
will b e working wit h adults . I  suggest a  classification belo w which is 
not perfect , bu t ha s bee n foun d usefu l b y editor s an d writer s I  hav e 
worked with. 

level of text leve l of reader 

1. ver y easy poo r (literate , bu t wit h ver y littl e primar y 
schooling, or its equivalent) 

2. eas y averag e (has several years primary schooling, or 
its equivalent) 

3. quit e difficult goo d (ha s studie d a t secondar y leve l o r it s 
equivalent) 

4. difficul t advance d (ha s som e post-secondar y o r highe r 
education or its equivalent) 

Can you imagine what it feels like to be an average reader struggling with 
a difficult text? I t is important to make sure that the level of the text 
matches th e leve l o f th e student . Cloz e test s ar e a  usefu l wa y t o 
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discover i f yo u have a  good match, and we will now discuss when and ho w 
you could use them. 

3. Whe n to use a Cloze test 

There are three ways you may find Cloze tests useful. 

a. Genera l information : your institution may lack information about the 
reading abilities of its students, and research using Cloze tests can 
fill this gap. Selec t several passages at different levels and grade 
them fo r difficult y (se e sectio n 8  below) . Identif y a  numbe r o f 
students, randoml y selecte d s o the y ar e representativ e o f you r 
student body . Eac h studen t complete s on e test , a n equa l numbe r 
completing test s a t eac h level . A n analysi s o f th e results shoul d 
suggest the level that is most suitable for your students. 

b. Assessin g a  course : yo u may want  t o fin d ou t whethe r a  particula r 
course -  a  ne w on e o r a n existin g on e -  i s a t a  suitabl e readin g 
level. Yo u ca n as k student s t o complet e test s o n a  numbe r o f 
passages. Yo u will probabl y onl y us e Cloz e test s fo r thi s purpos e 
when there is some doubt about a course, as it would be too laborious 
to conduct the tests as a matter of routine. 

c. Trainin g writers: you can use a Cloze test to demonstrate to a writer 
that students will have reading difficulties. Writer s seldom believe 
that wha t the y hav e writte n i s to o difficult , and th e result s o f 
Cloze tests can be a startling revelation. 

4. Ho w to prepare and use a Cloze test 

First, selec t thre e passage s fro m differen t part s o f th e text . Th e 
passages should be about 25 0 words long and should, as far as possible, be 
continuous prose . Eac h passag e shoul d b e able t o stand o n its own, and 
the subjec t o f i t shoul d b e reasonabl y familia r an d interestin g t o th e 
readers. Avoi d passages that contain many proper names. 

Give each passage a title. The n delete words regularly, leaving the first 
and last sentences complete. Coun t words joined by a hyphen as two words. 
Surprisingly, it does not matter exactly how often you make the deletions, 
but every fift h word i s a common choice. Delet e ever y sevent h word fo r 
second-language readers . Whateve r yo u choose , th e deletion s mus t b e 
regular. 

Have the passage retyped with equal spaces where a word i s missing. Mak e 
sure th e space s ar e bi g enoug h t o accommodat e handwriting . Giv e eac h 
space a number, to make checking easy. 

Find severa l student s t o d o th e test . The y shoul d b e simila r i n 
background, educatio n an d interest s t o you r targe t audience . Yo u nee d 
about 1 0 readers fo r eac h passage . Giv e th e instruction s fo r th e tes t 
very carefully . Emphasis e tha t yo u are testing th e passag e and no t th e 
readers. Explai n tha t the y must writ e one , and onl y one , word i n eac h 
space, and point out that they can take as long as they like. 

I have already explaine d ho w t o score. Yo u may have wondered why I only 
allowed th e same word a s tha t i n the original and no synonyms. I t makes 
marking quicker , and avoid s argument s ove r whether on e word i s identica l 
in meaning to another. Allowin g synonyms makes very little difference to 
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the score. I f you prefer, you may allow them in your tests. 

The Cloze test can be used in other languages. I f you want to use it, you 
will have to seek local advice on the recommended rate of deletions. 

5. Th e limits of its usefulness 

A Cloz e tes t provide s reliabl e guidanc e o n whether student s wil l follo w 
the meaning of a text. Ther e are, however, several drawbacks : 

a. Yo u nee d t o fin d suitabl e reader s t o d o th e test . Thi s ca n b e 
difficult and time-consuming . 

b. Preparing , administering an d scorin g th e tests involve s a good dea l 
of work. Sometime s that work is out of proportion with the value of 
the results. 

c. Student s may get discouraged if they find a test difficult. Ther e is 
a risk that such students will abandon their studies. 

These drawback s shoul d no t dete r yo u fro m usin g Cloz e tests . The y 
suggest, however, that we also need tests of a different kind which do not 
display these disadvantages. Th e next sections of the unit introduce one 
such test. 

6. Applyin g a readability formula 

A readability formula allows you to calculate a score which indicates the 
readability level of a text. 

A formul a check s tex t i n a  mechanica l way . I t doe s no t offe r an y 
guarantee tha t tex t wil l b e understood , bu t i t give s roug h an d read y 
guidance on whether it is at the right level. 

Many formula e hav e bee n develope d an d severa l ar e i n commo n use . Thi s 
section introduce s th e Fo g Index , bu t i f yo u alread y kno w an d us e a 
different formula , there i s no need t o change. Th e Fog Index is no more 
reliable than several other formulae; I prefer it because it is remarkably 
quick to apply. Th e version I use contains some adaptations and is called 
the Modified Fog Index (MFI for short) . 

Like mos t othe r formulae , th e MF I look s a t th e crucia l variable s i n 
English vocabular y an d sentenc e structure . I n orde r t o measur e th e 
difficulty o f vocabulary, we coun t al l words of thre e or more syllables. 
Most uncommo n word s i n Englis h ar e long , s o thi s i s goo d enoug h a s a 
measure. I n orde r t o estimat e th e difficult y o f sentence structure , we 
find th e averag e lengt h o f sentence s i n a passage . Lon g sentence s ar e 
likely to be more complex and difficult than short ones. 

We shall now calculate the readability score of the text you used for the 
Cloze test. 
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EXERCISE 2 

Here i s th e text. Yo u do not eve n need t o read i t through . Follo w 
the instructions below. 

The strength s an d weaknesse s o f distanc e teaching , whic h w e hav e 
discussed above , t o a  larg e exten t determin e th e natur e o f a n 
institution se t u p t o teac h a t a  distance . I t mus t fin d way s o f 
combining th e thre e approache s o f print , broadcasting an d occasiona l 
face-to-face tuition , which are its staple methods, into an effective 
teaching system. I t usually comes into being in order to provide for 
rapid expansion of educational opportunity at minimum cost. A s far as 
possible, it has t o achieve thi s by using existin g media, facilities 
and personnel . It s student s ar e usuall y scattere d an d part-time . 
Often it s teacher s -  its writers, its tutors , its broadcaster s - are 
part-time too . I t reaches it s students throug h th e part-time use of 
other Institutions. 

1. Count 10 0 words fro m th e beginnin g o f th e passage . Coun t word s 
joined b y a hyphen as two words. Pu t a vertical line after the 100th 
word to mark it. 

2. Find th e averag e lengt h o f complet e sentence s i n th e text . Th e 
quickest way to do this is as follows: 

a. Find th e las t ful l sto p before th e 100t h word. Ho w many complete 
sentences occur up to this full stop? 

b. Count the number of words between the full stop and the 100th word. 
Subtract this number from 100, and you will know the total words in 
complete sentences. 

c. Divide thi s tota l by the total numbe r of complete sentences , and 
you will have average sentence length. 

3. Find the total number of words of three or more syllables. D o this 
by underlining each word and then counting the total, up to the 100th 
word. W e will call these 'difficult words'. 

Write the total here: 

4. Now calculate the formula: 

2 (ASL + DW) 
+ 5 

5 

Where ASL = average sentence length 
and DW =  tota l number of difficult words. 

Write the answer here: 

This is the readability score. 
(10 minutes) 

99 



Answer 

The strength s an d weaknesse s o f distanc e teaching , whic h w e hav e 
discussed above , t o a  larg e exten t determin e th e natur e o f a n 
institution se t u p t o teac h a t a  distance . I t mus t fin d way s o f 
combining th e thre e approache s o f print , broadcasting an d occasiona l 
face-to-face tuition , which are its staple methods, into an effective 
teaching system . I t usually comes into being in order to provide for 
rapid expansion of educational opportunity at minimum cost. A s far as 
possible, it has t o achieve thi s b y using existin g media, facilities 
and personnel . It s student s ar e usuall y scattere d an d part-time . 
Often | its teachers - its writers, its tutors, its broadcasters - are 
part-time too . I t reaches it s student s throug h th e part-tim e use of 
other institutions. 

1. Th e 100th word is 'Often'. 

2. a . complete sentences :  5 

b. total words in complete sentences :  99 

c. average sentence length :  99/5 « 19.8 

3. Word s of 3 or more syllables :  20 

4. 2  (19.8 + 20 ) 
+ 5 

5 

2 (39.8 ) 
+ 5 

5 

79.6 
+ 5 

5 

15.9 +  5 

20.9 Thi s is the readability score. 

Comment 

If you r answe r i s slightl y differen t fro m mine, do not worry. W e shal l 
see shortly th e reasons fo r this . I f it was very wrong, check your work 
against my answer carefully. I  have set down each stage in my calculation 
to help you . Onc e yo u understand ho w t o do thi s test , it will tak e yo u 
only 5 minutes each time. 

7. Wha t does the score mean? 

You will generally arrive at a score between 1 0 and 30. Yo u can interpret 
the scores as follows, using the levels defined in section 2. 
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12 and under 1 ver y easy 

13-16 :  2  eas y 

17-20 :  3  quit e difficult 

over 2 0 :  4  difficul t 

You will see now that our text is a difficult one. 

The scor e o n one passag e alon e is , however, of doubtful value. T o get a 
reasonably reliabl e score , you should chec k at leas t thre e passage s fro m 
different part s o f a  text , and fin d th e averag e score . Th e figur e yo u 
arrive a t give s yo u roug h guidanc e o n th e level . A s ther e ar e certai n 
difficulties i n counting, there are often two or three slightly different 
possible score s fo r a  passage . But , more importantly , th e scor e onl y 
means tha t a  tex t i s likel y t o b e a t th e righ t leve l fo r a  grou p o f 
students, not that it definitely is. I t is only a mechanical measure and 
does no t conside r whethe r student s wil l b e abl e t o follo w th e meaning. 
Provided tha t yo u ar e awar e o f thes e limitations , yo u wil l fin d th e 
formula useful. 

8. Whe n to use the Modified Fog Index 

You can use the formula frequently during the development of a course, and 
you ca n als o sho w th e write r ho w t o us e it . I t will quickl y indicat e 
whether a  tex t i s unsuitabl y difficult , and will provid e a  check that a 
writer i s sustainin g a  desire d level . Yo u ca n als o us e th e tes t t o 
establish the level of any passages you use for Cloze testing. 

The tes t ma y not b e of much us e t o you in languages othe r tha n English, 
although I  hav e hear d o f case s wher e i t ha s bee n use d wit h apparentl y 
satisfactory results. 

9. Ho w to apply the Modified Fog Index 

You already know the basic procedure, but there are a few minor points to 
consider. 

a. countin g words :  count abbreviations as a single word; count numbers 
written i n figures suc h as 2000 , as a single word; count a repeated word 
each time it occurs. 

b. sentenc e lengt h :  a sentenc e divide d int o part s b y a  colo n (: ) o r 
semi-colon (; ) remain s a  singl e sentenc e and , howeve r long , shoul d b e 
counted as one sentence. 

c. difficul t words :  if in doubt about the number of syllables, say the 
word t o yourself . Pronunciatio n varies , s o score s inevitabl y var y 
slightly. Mos t peopl e sa y 'different ' a s tw o syllables , not three . I 
counted 'media ' i n our passag e as thre e syllables . Yo u might have it as 
two. Thi s makes very little difference to the score. 

d. Ther e are several versions of the Fog Index. I f you know and prefer 
another version, use it. Do not, however, mix together different versions. 

10. Ho w useful are readability tests? 

Since it is unsatisfactory t o guess the reading level of texts, we need a 
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reliable means of diagnosis. Th e Cloze test is the most reliable, because 
it check s whethe r student s ca n understan d a  text . I t is , however, o f 
limited us e i n a  bus y cours e productio n departmen t a s i t i s rathe r 
laborious t o apply. Formula e are les s reliable as they provide no check 
on understanding, but they are quick and easy to apply and therefore worth 
using judiciously. 

There i s on e proble m tha t neithe r kin d o f tes t addresses . Distance -
teaching texts contain much that is not continuous prose , and readabilit y 
tests can only be used with prose. W e need further checks on the language 
of lists, instructions, exercises, and on the clarity of presentation. 

Finally, tests indicat e whether a  tex t i s at about th e right leve l or at 
the wrong level . I f th e level is wrong, the test does not tell you what 
is wrong with the language, nor what t o do about it . Tha t is the subject 
of our next unit. 

Summary 

This unit has shown you how to use a Cloze test and the Modified Fog Index 
to assess whether texts are at the right reading level for your students. 

ASSIGNMENT G 

This i s a  shor t assignment , t o provid e mor e practic e i n usin g th e 
Modified Fog Index. Simpl y select three passages from your own course 
units and calculat e th e readability score . Thi s shoul d no t take you 
more tha n three-quarter s o f an hour. D o th e scores you get indicate 
that th e text s ar e eas y enoug h fo r you r students ? Jo t dow n a  fe w 
comments on the scores; you will use these in your next assignment. 
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