Ways in which the language of school teaching materials can impede learning
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School teaching materials are seldom couched by design in a language which impedes learning. In practice, however, with the best intentions, the medium may unwittingly obscure the message which it purports to convey. Factors affecting the comprehensibility of text are legion. Some research distinguishes over 150 different linguistic variables correlating with reading difficulty (Fatt 1991). Fortunately, they are interrelated and may be grouped under several broad headings.

Word difficulty
Text difficulty begins at the word – or semantic – level. The following GCSE German reading comprehension test item (Northern Examining Association, June 1989) is classed as ‘Higher Level’. ‘Gebirgsforellen’, meaning ‘mountain trout’, is a specialised piece of lexis and defined as such in the prescribed vocabulary list.

	You are staying with your Austrian penfriend.

While walking through town you see this notice.


	
	Gebirgs-
FORELLEN
	

	What can you eat here?



Ironically, this question would qualify as a low-order task under the National Curriculum because a lone lexical item is being tested and dictionary use would be allowed.

Unfamiliar vocabulary, which some regard as the biggest barrier to understanding course materials, falls into two categories:

· abstruse verbiage which can be simplified (Peter 1992);

· indispensable subject-specific terminology, including ‘naming words’, for instance ‘burette’ or ‘resistor’, and ‘abstract concept words’, for example ‘ratio’ or ‘temperature’ (Long 1991); 

In the former case, words of higher frequency ought to be substituted. In the latter, the technical expressions should be glossed or explained and set in the context of an activity.

Usage of even familiar vocabulary may lead to confusion. Currie (1990: 138) proposes that the second part of the worksheet instruction ‘Your teacher will show you a demonstration of condensation – Describe what happens’ should read ‘Write down what happens’ instead. In her opinion, this substitution makes plain that pupils should complete the description not by word of mouth but on paper.

According to Alexander (1991: 53), ‘it seems a pity (in poetry lessons) to deprive readers of lexical challenge when it is often out of the struggle for understanding that real learning and appreciation arise’. Although metaphor is the very stuff of creative writing, this device often proves an obstacle to comprehension in non-fiction. Swann (1992: 40) cites the example of a History worksheet representing the problems of Elizabeth I’s reign as boulders blocking the queen’s path; many pupils attempting the assignment interpreted the image literally.

Sound- or look-alike words, e.g. ‘consistent’ and ‘constituent’, baffle some students, who may plump for the exact opposite of the accepted meaning of difficult words, by confusing, for example, ‘contract’ with ‘get larger’. As a sixth former I recall telling the German Language Assistant that I was ‘entzückt’ (delighted) about President Kennedy’s assassination when I had intended to say ‘entsetzt’ (horrified).

Anglo-Saxon monosyllables, e.g. ‘make’, appear easier to understand than Latin polysyllables, e.g. ‘produce’. Latinate verbs seem in turn to pose fewer problems than their noun equivalents, for example ‘construct – construction’, perhaps because the latter suggests a higher degree of abstraction. Longer words tend to tax readers more than shorter ones.

Sentence complexity
Steve Bell’s cartoon ‘Call that a sentence??’ cogently lampoons elaborate sentence structure (Gravell, 1995: 5). According to Klare (1974-1975: 97), ‘sentence complexity is probably the real causal factor in difficulty’. The two simple variables of word length and sentence length are good indicators of reading difficulty: the higher their letter, syllable and word count, the greater the demands sentences make upon readers. A computer is an ideal tool for measuring these variables, which merely predict difficulty; shortening words or sentences per se cannot guarantee better readability.

Another contributor to sentence complexity is syntax. I am composing the present assignment on Microsoft’s popular word processing package Word for Windows. Word’s file readability statistics includes a count of passive sentences, which are now known to affect text comprehensibility adversely. I recall being instructed by my science teachers in the 1960s to invariably use the passive voice – ‘the crucible was placed on the tripod’ not ‘We placed the crucible on the tripod’ – because experiment write-ups required impersonal language. I demonstrated this Word feature a few months ago to a group of teachers of subjects other than English, one of whom was heard to observe ‘That’s really only for English teachers’: plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose!
Negative or interrogative constructions are often confusing. Long (1991) recommends a short stand-alone question, for example ‘Why is this?’, instead of a long question. The natural speech pattern of ‘subject ( verb ( object’ and ‘main idea ( subordinate idea’ should govern the sequencing of words, phrases and clauses. Sentences containing subordinate clauses with their multiplicity of verbs and logical connectors – when, if, although, because, which and so forth – may reduce text comprehensibility too. German clauses beginning with subordinate conjunctions and relative pronouns send their verbs to the end, which challenges the language’s native speakers and foreign learners alike. In English too, an accumulation of words before the main verb can place an undue strain on a reader’s memory (Swann, 1992). 

Danger lurks in the use of compression devices in general and pronominal usage in particular. In the sentence ‘Place the residue in the crucible on the balance: how much does it weigh?’ the pronoun ‘it’ may refer to the residue, the crucible, or even conceivably the balance! As a sentence increases in density – the amount of information it contains –, the more it is likely to confuse pupils. Modal verbs, for example could, may and should, are also known to be troublesome to readers.

Rhetorical opacity
A text’s rhetorical – or discourse – structure refers to the way in which its parts interconnect – local structure – and relate to the whole – global structure (Swann, 1992). Discourse-level phenomena affecting text comprehensibility include ‘coherence, cohesiveness, the flow of topics and comments, and propositional density’ (Carrell, 1987: 35).

Rhetorical organisation must be both implicit and explicit within a text otherwise readability suffers. Classical drama, with its three unities – action, time and place –, its predictable plots, its stock characters and its regular metre, once proved a reliable vehicle for conveying abstract ideas and complex emotions. To be transparent, the internal logic of non-fiction prose has to be backed up with a variety of different discourse conventions such as subheadings, frequent paragraphing, bulleted or numbered sections, an abstract or an advance organiser at the start and a summary at the end.

The author of a text must have clarified its structure first and then devised the most effective way of presenting it so that this structure is obvious to the readers. Having identified the purpose of the text, the content should be broken down into main sections and sub-sections. The sequence of these sections must be determined with an eye to the local and global structure of the piece.
Measuring intelligibility

‘Readability formulas’ have been developed to predict a text’s potential difficulty level. These typically take into account variables such as the average number of sentences per paragraph, words per sentence, syllables per word, characters per word and the percentage of sentences written in the passive voice. Rudolf Flesch, whose The Art of Readable Writing appeared in 1949, devised a convenient and widely used formula which scores ‘reading ease’ on a scale of 0 to 100. Standard writing averages 60 to 70; the higher the score, the greater the number of people who can readily understand the text. The related ‘Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level’ computes the grade-school level of a text’s potential readership. For example, a score of 8.0 means that an eighth-grader (equivalent to Year 9 in this country’s school system) would understand the text. Standard writing approximately equates to the seventh-to-eighth grade level. Both these readability indexes are included with Microsoft’s word-processing package Word 6 for Windows and a ‘screendump’ of the readability statistics of the present assignment are to be found in an appendix.

Readability formulas have their staunch defenders, who argue that they are fast and economical to implement (Klare, 1974-1975; Fry, 1989). Their critics complain that they merely consider a text’s surface characteristics and ignore its rhetorical organisation. More seriously, they lack an underlying theory of reading or text comprehension and neglect a text’s interaction with its readers, their interests, aims, experience and linguistic competence (Ballstaedt/Mandl, 1988). Alternative measures of text comprehensibility involve reader participation and include:
· reading speed procedures, which assume that a subject can read easy texts faster than hard ones;

· rating procedures, which require a subject to assess his own comprehension of a text on a scale of 1 (=low) to 5 (=high);

· recall procedures, which invite a subject to reproduce orally or in writing the content and structure of the whole or a part of a text;

· cloze procedures, which omit every fifth word in a text and expect a subject to fill in the missing words, amounting to one-fifth of the text;

· question procedures, which use subjects’ answers to questions about a text’s content to gauge their understanding of the text;

· action procedures, which require a subject to read a text with instructions and then to carry out the prescribed actions;

· thinking-aloud procedures, which expect subjects to verbalise the process of decoding a text’s meaning;

· eye-movement procedures, which register the number, position and duration of eye fixations over print.

Although these procedures afford subtle and valuable insights into reader-text interaction, they are often complex, time-consuming and costly to implement and interpret.

Schema theory
In my school I support a pupil who is at stage 5 of the SEN statementing process. Although his subject teachers unanimously classify him as a poor reader, he is able to read aloud with enthusiasm and understanding from a linguistically difficult book about tropical fish, which he happens to keep as a hobby. 

A reader’s background knowledge – prior knowledge, world knowledge or school knowledge – is known to impinge upon his understanding of a text just as much as his linguistic knowledge. Schema theory has been developed to help explain how readers – and indeed listeners – interact with text to arrive at comprehension using these knowledge structures. Kitao (1989) distinguishes between content schemata and textual schemata. Content schemata comprise general or specific information on a given topic, while textual schemata comprise information about how rhetoric is or ought to be organised.

I once presented this reading comprehension test item to a German class which had received thorough practice in direction-giving vocabulary:

	You see this cartoon in a newspaper.


	
	[image: image1.wmf]
	

	What does the sign above the road say?



The key vocabulary – ‘links’, ‘geradeaus’ and ‘rechts’ meaning ‘left’, ‘straight ahead’ and ‘right’ respectively – had been well drilled, yet the item still caused a lot of difficulty. Many pupils assumed that the three words on the road sign were the names of German towns. The zany, vaguely surreal, culturally unfamiliar humour, which typifies many German cartoons, had raised a barrier to comprehension.

Concluding observations

In the ‘reading recovery’ scheme operating at my school, pupils are reckoned to be working at a frustration level unless they can cope with over 90% of the words in any text which they are asked to read. Other factors, however, come into the equation too and bear upon textbook selection and worksheet design.
· Layout, e.g. incorporation of plenty of ‘white space’, and lettering features such as fonts – here serif for body text and non-serif for headings –, font styles – bold and italic – and character spacing must be chosen with care and consistency, otherwise they will distract readers from interacting with the text.

· Poor readers may find it hard to sort out the meaning of a sentence until a teacher or another pupil reads it aloud to them with the correct intonation (Johnson and Smith, 1988).

· More difficult readings may be tackled inside the classroom where the teacher is there to guide and support.

· Because a written text may be re-read but a spoken text may not always be re-heard, the latter must contain a higher degree of ‘redundant’ information to allow the listener time to process meaning.

· Texts are normally studied for a purpose and pupils may be set a concrete reading task relating to a small, easily locatable portion of a long and abstract passage.

· ‘Hypertext’ on the computer adds another dimension to teaching materials; clicking the mouse pointer over a keyword in screen text to find out more can bring up a window containing explanations, examples, diagrams and even sound or video (Slatin, 1989).
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Appendix

Readability statistics for my assignment, computed by Microsoft’s word-processing package Word for Windows 6.
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The Flesch Reading Ease and Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level scores indicate a higher degree of difficulty than standard writing, which averages 60-70 and 8.0 respectively.
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