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Intended Benefits

· The Short Passage Readability Formula is designed to work on passages from 40 to 99 words long that contain at least 3 sentences.  It can also be used on passages between 100 and 300 words long.

· It utilizes the book The Living Word Vocabulary (Dale & O’Rourke, 1977), which assigns a grade level by meaning to 43,000 different items.  For example, the word convention meaning “a meeting” is at the 6th grade level, convention meaning “custom” is at the 10th grade level, and convention meaning “a diplomatic agreement” is at the 12th grade level (3 items).

· It is most useful for judging the difficulty level passages from 4th grade through 12th grade.

· Knowing the readability of a piece of prose aids in the teaching of reading because it helps the teacher select an article or book or content text passage that can be read by the student with greater understanding, fewer oral errors, and a greater inclination to continue reading it silently.

Using the Short Passage Readability Formula (also see attached)

1. Look up each key word by its particular meaning in the passage, and assign it a grade level.  A key word is defined as a word necessary for understanding the passage, usually the most difficult ones.

2. The average level of the three hardest key words is the key word difficulty measure and the first input for the formula.

3. Next, obtain a sentence difficulty measure for each sentence from the chart provided.  This chart is based on the median sentence difficulty of the Readability Graph (Fry, 1977).  The grade levels of all the sentences in the short passage are averaged.

4. Then, average the sentence difficulty and key word difficulty measures to obtain the Readability Grade Level.  Both a semantic and a syntactic measure are necessary for a readability formula – neither measure alone is sufficiently accurate.

Short Passage Readability Formula, (Fry, 1989)

Rules

1. Use on a passage that is at least 3 sentences and 40 words long.

2. Select at least 3 key words that are necessary for understanding the passage.  You may have more key words.

3. Look up the grade level of each key word in The Living Word Vocabulary.

4. Average the 3 hardest key words.  This gives you Word Difficulty.

5. Count the number of words in each sentence and give each sentence a grade level using the sentence length chart below.

6. Average the grade level of all sentences.  This gives you Sentence Difficulty.

7. Finally, average the Sentence Difficulty (step 6) and the Word Difficulty (step 4).  This gives you the Readability estimate of the short passage.

Formula

	Readability
	=
	Word Difficulty + Sentence Difficulty

	
	
	2


Cautions

A. This method should be used only when a long passage is not available.  With anything 300 words or longer, use the regular Readability Graph (Fry, 1977).

B. This method was developed on passages at least 3 sentences and 40 words long.  With anything shorter than that, use the formula at your own risk.  it may be better than nothing, but certainly has less reliability.

C. Be careful when looking up the grade level of the key words that you get the grade level for the same meaning as the meaning of that key word as it is used in the passage.

D. The range is grade levels 4-12.  In reporting any score 4.0 or below, call it “4th grade or below” and any score above 12.9 call “12th grade or above.

Sentence Length (Difficulty) Chart

	Words per sentence
	Grade level estimate

	6.6 or below
	1

	8.6
	2

	10.8
	3

	12.5
	4

	14.2
	5

	15.8
	6

	18.2
	7

	20.4
	8

	22.2
	9

	23.2
	10

	23.8
	11

	24.3
	12

	25.0
	13

	25.6
	14

	26.3
	15

	27.0
	16

	27.1 or above
	17


A Sample Readability Estimate of a Short Passage

Sample Short Passage

These record-smashing feats were accomplished at the 39th annual convention of the International Jugglers Association, held in San Jose, California.  In that contest, Anthony competed against the world’s best jugglers.  Many were more than twice his age, but there was no doubt who was the best.

	Sentences (all)
	Key Words (3 hardest only)

	
	
	
	

	Length (# of words)
	Grade Levels
	Key Words
	Grade Levels

	21
	8.6
	feats
	6

	10
	3.0
	convention
	6

	15
	            +6.0
	contest
	              +8

	
	17.5 ( 3 =
	
	20 ( 3 =

	5.8 average sentence difficulty
	6.7 average key word difficulty

	
	5.8 sentence difficulty

                  +6.7 key word difficulty
	

	
	              12.5 ( 2 = 6.3
	

	
	6.3 readability score (in grade level)


	


