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ABSTRACT 

 

The Flesch-Kincaid Readability Scale was used to assess the readability of abstracts from peer-reviewed 
articles randomly selected from journals in Communication Sciences and Disorders (CSD). It was 
postulated that the abstracts from professional journals, because of their peer-review or refereed 
standards, could serve as exemplars for students to model in trying to improve their scholarly or 
professional writing performance. The Flesch-Kincaid (F-K) was also used to evaluate writing samples 
from two groups of students: 1) freshmen communications students, and 2) graduate CSD majors. The 
results suggest that journal abstracts from CSD journals do reflect readability standards that are 
appropriate for a college-educated audience. Also, the results suggest a need to introduce 
scholarly/professional writing skills training to prospective CSD majors prior to their entry into graduate 
training programs where heightened writing performance is expected.  

 

KEY WORDS: Writing performance, readability measures, preliminary CSD training, teaching and 
learning
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INTRODUCTION 

The transition from undergraduate to graduate 
study in Communication Sciences and Disorders 
(CSD) can be a challenging process for many 
students.  Unlike undergraduate studies, where 
courses outside the discipline are designated as 
general education requirements and courses 
within the CSD major are offered as overview 
courses (e.g., voice and fluency disorders), 
graduate CSD students must complete an in-
depth study of one discipline (i.e., speech-
language pathology or audiology), and 
simultaneously enter an extended clinical 
training process supervised by faculty members.  
Additionally, graduate study in CSD demands 
more reading and writing---both academic and 
clinical. Moreover, much of the required reading 
and writing assignments in graduate school are 
exacting and challenging.   

In our experience and in the words of others, 
among the many goals of the required reading 
and writing assignments at the graduate level 
are: (a) to familiarize the student with the 
scholarly literature of the profession of CSD and 
related disciplines; (b) to instill in the student the 
content, vocabulary, and methods of inquiry in 
the profession; (c) to foster in students the 
ability to communicate their knowledge of the 
profession in an intelligent and effective 
manner; (d) to offer a foundation for students to 
begin to translate “book knowledge” into 
clinical, evidence-based practices; and (e) to 
help CSD students become critical thinkers, both 
as students and later as practicing professionals 
(Finn, Brundage, & DiLollo, 2016).  It is also 
possible, in our opinion, that the textbook 
chapters and journal articles CSD students are 
required to read and interpret could serve as 
exemplars to model when trying to improve their 
scholarly and professional writing. Given the 
competitive nature of admission to graduate 
study in CSD and the challenges associated with 
eventual success, in the form of degree 
attainment (Boles, 2018; Troche & Towson, 
2018), it is incumbent upon CSD students to 
develop the writing skills they will need to 
become effective speech-language pathologists 
or audiologists, and well-versed contributors to 
the disciplines’ bodies of knowledge. 

 

Assessing Scholarly Text Readability 

Assessing the readability of text to determine its 
clarity or intelligibility for a particular audience 
has been an endeavor of scholars dating back 
several decades. Of historical note are the 
Gunning Fog Index Readability Formula 
(Gunning, 1952), the Dale-Chall Readability 
formula (Dale and Chall, 1948), and 
McLaughlin’s SMOG grading (McLaughlin, 
1969). One of the more enduring measures and 
one conveniently assessible in many 
contemporary word-processing programs (e.g., 
Microsoft Word) is the combined Flesch-
Kincaid Readability Scale (Kincaid et al, 1975).  

The original Flesch Reading Ease Scale was 
developed in 1948 by Rudolf Flesch, an English 
professor and consultant with the Associated 
Press. His work was to help publishers improve 
the readability of newspapers. Later, Flesch’s 
research moved to the education sector to help 
teachers choose texts appropriate to the reading 
level of their students (Comer, 2011). Now, the 
Flesch Reading Ease is used by digital 
marketers, research communicators, policy 
writers, and others. The scale is based on a 
formula that computes the average number of 
syllables-per- word and words-per-sentence. 
Syllables-per-word is a measure of word 
difficulty, and words-per-sentence is an 
indicator of syntactic complexity (Flesch, 1949).  

In 1976, J. Peter Kincaid, a scientist and 
educator, along with a team of researchers, 
reformatted Flesch’s formula to develop an 
equivalent grade level scale. This was in 
consultation with the U.S. Navy, which used this 
scale principally to measure the comprehension 
level of naval training manuals. The new 
approach was named the Flesch-Kincaid Grade 
Level Scale and has become a standard measure 
for the U.S. Department of Defense, the Internal 
Revenue Service and the Social Services 
Administration (Wylie Communications, 2018).       

Reading Ease Scale 

The reading ease scale is a measure that uses 
scores ranging from 0 - 100. The higher the 
score, the easier the read. Low scores indicate 
text that is more difficult to read or more 
complex for the average reader to understand. 
For most business writing, a score of 65 is 
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considered a good target, and scores between 60 
and 80 should be understood by most 5th to 10th 
graders (WebFX, 2009).  Reading ease scores 

for professional or scholarly writing are 
generally lower (e.g., 30 -50 range), reflecting 
more writing complexity (Wright, 2012). 

 
The formula for the Flesch Reading Ease score is: 

206.835 – (1.015 x ASL) – (84.6 x ASW)  

where: 

ASL  = average sentence length (the number of words divided by the number of sentences) 

ASW = average number of syllables per word (the number of syllables divided by the number of words) 

 

Table 1 shows how reading ease scores align 
with readibility and educational levels.

Table 1. Reading Ease Ratings. 

Reading Ease Score Readability Level/Category                         
(re: average reader) Educational Level 

0 - 29 Very Difficult College Graduates 

30 – 49 Difficult College 

50 – 59 Fairly Difficult High School Senior 

60 – 69 Standard 13 to15 year-olds 

70 - 79 Fairly Easy 12 year-olds 

80 - 89 Easy 11 year-olds 

90 - 100 Very Easy 10 year-olds 
 
Equivalent Grade-Level Scale 

The equivalent grade-level scale presents a score 
as a U.S. grade level (i.e., 5th grade, 6th grade, 
etc.) equivalent. This is done to make it easier 
for teachers, parents, librarians, and others to 

judge the readability level of various books and 
instructional texts. It also suggests the number of 
years of equivalent education generally required 
to understand the text (My Byline Media, 2019).

The formula for the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level score is: 

(.39 x ASL) + (11.8 x ASW) – 15.59  

where: 

ASL = average sentence length (the number of words divided by the number of sentences) 

ASW = average number of syllables per word (the number of syllables divided by the number of words) 

The information shown in Table 2 aligns grade 
level scores with the level of reading difficulty, 
syllable/word and words/sentence structure, and 

estimated grade level completed (Clarkson 
College,-2018).
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Table 2. Flesch Grade Level (Flesch, 1949). 

Grade Level 
Score 

Level of 
difficulty for 

average reader 
Average number 
of syllables/word 

Average number 
of words/ 
sentence 

Estimated school 
grade completed 

< 4.0 Very easy 1.23 of fewer 8 or fewer   4th 

5.0 Easy 1.31 11   5th 

6.0 Fairly easy 1.39 14   6th 

7.0 Standard 1.47 17   7th 

8.0 Standard 1.51 19   8th 

9.0 Standard 1.55 21 HS freshman 

10.0 Fairly difficult 1.67 25 HS sophomore 

11.0 Fairly difficult 1.67 25 HS junior 

12.0 Fairly difficult 1.67 25 HS senior 

13.0 Difficult 1.92 or more 29 or more College Freshman 

14.0 Very difficult 1.92 or more 29 or more College sophomore 
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Table 3 was constructed by the authors and 
shows an index aligning the reading ease scores 

for various text examples with equivalent U.S. 
grade levels. 

 

Table 3. Flesch-Kincaid Readability Index. 

Reading Ease Score – U.S. Grade Level 
 100 - 1  
Comics 96 - 2  
How the Grinch Stole Christmas 92 - 3  
 88 - 4  
 84 - 5  
Consumer ads 80 - 6  
Newspaper article 76 - 7  
 72 - 8  
People Magazine 68 - 9  
Reader’s Digest 64 - 10  
 60 - 11  
Forbes Magazine 56 - 12 High School Diploma 
 52 - 13  
Relativity by A. Einstein 48 - 14  
Harvard Business Review 44 - 15  
 40 - 16 College Degree 
 36 - 17  
Harvard Law Review 32 - 18 Masters Degree 
 28 - 19  
 24 - 20 Ph.D. 
 20 - 21  
 16 – 22  
 12 – 23  
Complex Legal Document   8 – 24  
   4 – 25  
   0 – 26  

Computer Application 

Computers with word-processing programs, for 
example, Microsoft Word, give users convenient 
access to the Flesch-Kincaid Readability Scale. 
The program provides a word count measure, it 
averages sentence length, calculates reading ease 
and equivalent grade level, and notes the 
percentage of passive-voice sentences. Chart 1, 
below, illustrates how these and other data are 
displayed (Stockmeyer 2009).  

Accessing the Readability Statistics in Microsoft 
Word: 

• Click the File tab, and then click 
Options. 

• Click Proofing. 
• Under When correcting spelling and 

grammar in Word, make sure the 
Check grammar with spelling check 
box is selected. 

• Select Show readability statistics. 
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After you enable this feature, open a file that 
you want to check, and check the spelling by 
pressing F7 or going to Review > Spelling & 

Grammar. When Word finishes checking the 
spelling and grammar, it displays information 
about the reading level of the document.

 
Chart 1. Data table from Microsoft Word. 

                              

Writing to inform, to persuade, to entertain, etc., 
requires the writer to use talent and skill to make 
his or her point. Yet, no readability formula can 
predict the impact the text will have on the 
reader. A readability formula’s true purpose is 
only to give the writer an estimate of the reading 
difficulty of text with reference to a general 
audience (My Byline Media, 2019).  The present 
authors are part of a collaborative team 
investigating applied knowledge in students and 
professionals through a scholarship of teaching 
and learning perspective. One of our goals is to 
identify ways of developing and strengthening 
the academic skills (reading, writing, critical 
thinking, etc.) of communication sciences and 
disorders students to assure their success as 
undergraduates, enhance their prospects of 
admission to graduate school, and prepare them 
for the world of professional practice. 

The purpose of this study was to find writing 
samples that could serve as exemplars for CSD 
students to model when trying to improve their 

scholarly/professional (e.g., academic and 
clinical) writing skills. Articles appearing in 
discipline-related, refereed journals were 
targeted because they would have gone through 
a rigorous peer-review process to assure their 
suitability for a targeted professional audience.   

METHODS 

A decision was made to assess the readability 
(e.g., reading ease and equivalent grade level) of 
journal article abstracts rather than the entire 
articles themselves. This was based on research 
conducted by Hartley and Benjamin (1998) and 
Hartley (2003), where they found that abstracts 
for scientific manuscripts are repeatedly 
rewritten during the submission process to 
improve their readability to the “academics” 
who subscribe to the journals. As such, the 
abstracts, or better yet, their readability ratings 
should be able to be modeled by students trying 
to improve their scholarly/professional writing 
performance. 



Journal of the National Black Association for Speech-Language and Hearing 

 
87 

First, a readability analysis was conducted of 50 
abstracts selected from articles appearing in five 
peer-reviewed journals in communication 
sciences and disorders (10 abstracts each). Each 
journal had an online publication presence. 
Three of the journals represented Speech-
Language Pathology and two represent 
Audiology.  They included the following: 

• Language, Speech and Hearing Services 
in the Schools (LSHSS)  

• The Journal of the National Black 
Association for Speech, Language and 
Hearing (JNBASLH) 

• Journal of Speech, Language, Hearing 
Research (JSLHR) 

• American Journal of Audiology (AJA) 
• The Journal of the American Academy 

of Audiology (JAAA) 
Articles along with their abstracts, were 
randomly selected from current or recent online 
issues (i.e., January 2016 to July 2017) of the 
five journals. Articles with abstracts less than 
300 words in length were excluded. The 
abstracts that were selected were digitally 
copied, converted into a Word document, and 
subjected to the onboard Flesch-Kincaid 
Readability Scale analysis (e.g., counts, 
averages, readability) program. Only the F-K 
scores for reading ease and grade level were 
tabulated and averaged.  

The Flesch-Kincaid Scale was also used to 
assess samples of students’ writing. This was 
done for the purpose of determining just how 
close the readability scores of student essays 
aligned with those of the journal article abstracts 
(postulated to be able to serve as targeted 
writing standards). 

The writing samples were digital essays (300+ 
words) solicited from two groups of students. 
The first group consisted of 66 college freshmen 
who were enrolled in an Introduction to 
Communications course taught at a local state 
college. The students had been required to write 
a series of short essays in response to TED Talk 
video presentations on various communication-
related topics.  Those who participated were 
given bonus points in the course for volunteering 
the submission of their best or highest graded 
essay (with a minimum 300-word count). No 
effort was made to randomize the samples. The 
second group consisted of 65, 2nd year graduate 
students enrolled in a Communication Sciences 
and Disorders program at a state university. 
These students had completed a digital essay 
assignment (minimum 300-word count) for their 
capstone course. They also received bonus 
points for volunteering their submissions. Again, 
no effort was made to randomize the samples. 
All students received a copy of their Flesch-
Kincaid Readability results and information on 
how to improve their writing performance. 
Although, syllable/word counts, sentence length, 
and passivity ratings were also calculated, only 
the reading ease and equivalent grade level 
scores for each group’s samples were averaged 
and reported in this study.  

RESULTS 

The data obtained were subjected to descriptive 
analyses. Figures 1 and 2 show the reading ease 
and equivalent grade level averages, 
respectively, for 50 abstracts randomly selected 
(10 each) from five refereed and peer-reviewed 
CSD journals. 
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The data in Figure 1 show a range of averages 
for reading ease for abstracts from the selected 
CSD journals. Reading ease scores for the 
American Journal of Audiology (AJA), the 
Journal of the National Black Association for 
Speech, Language and Hearing (JNBASLH), and 
the Journal of the American Academy of 
Audiology (JAAA), 24.1, 28.1, and 22.5, 
respectively, were notably higher, than the 
reading ease averages for abstracts from 

Language, Speech and Hearing Services in the 
Schools (LSHSS), and the Journal of Speech, 
Language, Hearing Research (JSLHR), which 
were 12.9 and 10.8, respectively. According to 
the information shown in Table 1 (above), the 
average reading ease scores for each of the 
targeted journals fell within the “Very Difficult” 
to read category, identifying them as being 
suitable for a college-level audience. 
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The data in Figure 2 show the average 
equivalent U.S. grade level for each of the 
selected CSD journals. The Equivalent grade 
level averages ranged from 13.2 for the Journal 
of the National Black Association for Speech, 
Language and Hearing (JNBASLH) to a grade 
level of 17.1 for the Journal of Speech, 
Language, Hearing Research (JSLHR). The 
equivalent grade level averages for the other 
journals fell within this range. According to the 

information shown in Table 2, these averages 
show each of the journals’ articles (abstracts) to 
be suited for a college population. 

Figures 3 and 4 show the reading ease and 
equivalent grade level averages, respectively, of 
writing samples from two groups of students--- 
66 Freshmen communications students and 65 
graduate CSD majors. 
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The data in Figure 3 show different findings for 
the reading ease of undergraduate and graduate 
students’ writing samples. Undergraduate 
students’ average reading ease score was 61.8 
points, while the graduate’s reading ease average 
was 47.6 points.  This means that the reading 
ease score for undergraduate writing samples 
fell within the “Standard” category shown in 
Table 1, identifying the samples as being 
suitable for a 13-15 year-old audience. The 
reading ease score for graduate students’ writing 
samples fell within the “Difficult” category, as 
shown on Table 1  and identified them as being 
suitable for a college-level audience. 

The data for equivalent grade level (Figure 4) 
reveal that freshmen student’s average grade 
level was 10.5, and the graduate students’ 
average grade level was 11.6.  According to the 
information shown on Table 2, these grade level 
scores characterize the students’ writing 
performance as that suitable for sophomore and 
junior high school students, respectively. 

Figures 5 and 6 show the reading ease averages 
and average equivalent grade levels, 
respectively, for the freshmen and graduate 
students’ writing samples compared to the 
readability averages of the selected CSD 
journals.
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Figure 5 shows the reading ease averages for 
freshmen communications students (61.8) to be 
notably higher than that of the graduate CSD 
majors (47.6), with both being quite disparate 
with the reading ease average of the CSD 
journals (19.6). According to the information 
provided in Table 1 these findings suggest the 
reading ease of  the CSD journals is “very 
difficult” to read but suitable for college 
graduates, with the reading ease of writing 
samples from the graduate CSD students (47.6) 
characterized as “difficult” to read by college 
students. Table 1 information suggests, further, 
that the reading ease of the freshmen students 
writing samples (61.8) is at a “standard” level of 
difficulty, but suitable for a 13-15 year old (7th -
9th grade) reading level. 

Figure 6 shows the average equivalent grade 
level for students’ (e.g., Freshmen 
communications students (10.5) and graduate 
CSD majors (11.5)) writing samples to be 
comparatively lower than the average grade 
level measure for the selected CSD journals 
(15.6). According to the information posted on 
Table 2, the equivalent grade level scores for 
writing samples from both cohorts of students 
(freshmen communications students and 
graduate CSD majors), rate the samples as fairly 
difficult to read for high school sophomore and 
junior students, respectively.  However, the 
average equivalent grade level for the CSD 
journals, 15.6, exceeds the limits of the 
information shown in Table 2. This suggests that 
the CSD journal’s grade level performance is 
beyond the college sophomore grade level. 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to determine if 
abstracts from articles appearing in professional 
CSD journals could serve as examples for 
students to model when trying to improve their 
academic and/or clinical writing skills. It was 
postulated that because such articles routinely go 
through a “peer-review” or refereed process, 
which subjects them to a rigorous examination 
of their content and professional writing quality, 
that they could serve as exemplars for students 
to emulate when trying to improve their writing 
performance. The results of this study show that 
journal abstracts can be easily evaluated for their 

“reading ease” and “equivalent grade level” 
using a readability scale like the Flesch-Kincaid. 

The finding that each of the journals used in this 
study was suitable for a college-level audience 
was not surprising. The audience targeted by the 
journals are graduate and post graduate career 
professionals. But, that some variability was 
shown for the average reading ease scores (e.g., 
between 10.8 to 28.15) suggests that some 
articles in some journals are more difficult to 
read than articles in other journals. The 
differences are likely contributed to by the 
different research orientations of the respective 
journals (e.g., applied or empirical research vs. 
descriptive analytical research vs. case-study or 
narrative reporting). Knowing that there are 
differences in reading ease, and for that matter, 
equivalent grade level can be important, 
particularly, when authors are considering which 
journals to submit their manuscripts. 

What was surprising were the readability results 
of the students’ writing samples, specifically, the 
equivalent grade level findings.  Grade levels for 
undergraduate students’ writing samples, would 
be expected to be at least at the 13th grade level 
(college freshman). Instead, the undergraduate 
equivalent grade level was at the 10th grade; a 
relatively low performance.  Graduate student 
writing samples fared little better, with an 
average at the 11th grade; well below an 
expected 15th-16th grade level. This raises the 
issue, that if undergraduate and graduate 
students are expected to become familiar with 
the scholarly literature and then be able to 
communicate their knowledge of the profession 
in an intelligent and effective manner; then how 
can they when their writing performance, as 
represented by these results, is as deficient as it 
appears to be?  

With regard to the reading ease averages for the 
two groups of students---Freshmen (61.8) and 
graduates (41.6)), they differed substantially, 
and proportionally more so, from the average for 
the CSD journals (19.6). Arguably, writing for 
the reading ease of a targeted audience is more 
of an art than a science. There are variables such 
as using familiar technical terms, conventional 
phrasing, formulas, etc., which can lengthen 
words and sentences that impact reading ease. 
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Learning how to incorporate these and other 
features for scholarly or professional writing 
may require training. There is evidence here that 
such training is warranted and should be 
incorporated into the undergraduate curriculum, 
well before students pursue graduate education. 

Limitations 

This study examined a limited number of writing 
samples (50 journal abstracts and 131 essays). 
The essays were solicited from two relatively 
small student populations (e.g., 66 freshmen 
communications students and 65 graduate CSD 
students). Additionally, inferential statistical 

analysis was not performed which limited us to 
describing observed differences between the 
groups as opposed to delineating differences of a 
statistically significant nature. At best, the study 
can be considered a preliminary approach to 
finding methods for helping to improve 
students’ scholarly/professional writing 
performance. The study does provide a starting 
point, though, for course instructors and students 
to initiate a writing training program.   A more 
robust examination of the subject, to include 
other readability programs, might prove more 
effective. So too a more critical analysis of the 
writing samples, to include subjective measures.  

 
Recommendations 
 
First reading… 

In his book “The pleasures of reading in an age 
of distractions” Alan Jacobs (2011) explains that 
many students approach required reading filled 
with a sense of reluctance. For them, reading is 
something they “endure” in order to achieve a 
desired grade for a class or assignment. To be 
expedient, they memorize what they read instead 
of trying to learn the information for future 
application(s). Jacobs goes on to say that such 
students may be willing to read one or perhaps 
two textbooks for a course; but, in the instance 
that a professor requires multiple texts to be 
read, those most reluctant will likely drop the 
course rather than devote the amount of time 
they will need to increase their capacity to read, 
much less to learn to read well. 

Students entering graduate or professional 
programs are presumed to have progressed 
beyond this reluctant or immature approach to 
reading. Mere memorization of facts is not 
sufficient. Their reading must take be more 
detailed or critical. They not only must be able 
to understand what was read, they must also be 
able to convey their knowledge to others. This is 
referred to as conversancy. 

In their book How to Read a Book, Adler and 
Van Doren (1972) link the process of reading 
(for understanding) with an intention to develop 
conversancy (i.e., speaking and writing about a 
subject). Accordingly, students, particularly, 

graduate students must move well beyond strict 
memorization and develop the habit of reading 
to become more conversant in an area of 
scholarly inquiry, as well as to increase their 
knowledge base. 

To approach required reading with the intention 
to develop conversancy, the authors suggest the 
following: 

• Read the text or article as if it is a 
prescription for actual professional 
practice. That is, what is the literature 
telling you to do in actual practice? 

• Decide whether the text or article is 
theoretical or practical in its intent. That 
is, what is the author's intent? To 
theorize? To prescribe? 

• Classify the text or article according to 
the major strands of intellectual history.  
That is, does the literature give primary 
emphasis to general ideas that authors 
argue about? 

• Decide whether the text or article is 
about general issues or about more 
specific problems. That is, does the 
literature have as its objective to orient 
the reader and the reader's subsequent 
practice to deal with global issues or to 
provide tools to solve specific 
problems? 

• Identify the author's perspective. That is, 
what is the implicit philosophy 
embedded in the text or article? 
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• Specify what the text or article 
advocates you to do.  That is, ask 
yourself, “What does the author want 
me to do?” 

• Identify the purpose for which this is to 
be done.  That is, ask yourself, “Why 
does the author want me to do this?” 

• Make an informed judgment about the 
validity of these matters for actual 
practice.  That is, ask yourself, “Do I 
believe that what the text or article 
suggests is a good thing? Is this better 
than what I am doing at present?” 

 

Then writing… 

There is a wealth of information on the Web that 
explains how to improve writing performance or 
the readability of text.  It is the opinion of these 
writers that the information provided by My 
Byline Media (2019) at 
Readabilityformulas.com and Perles, (2009) at 
Brighthubeducation.com are excellent starting 
points. That information has been summarized 
and is presented below (with permission):  

“How to Improve the Readability of Anything 
You Write.”   
 

Suggestion #1:  
• Use one and two syllable words if 

and when appropriate.  
• Avoid using too many 3-syllable 

words, unless that word is familiar 
to your readers. 

 
Suggestion #2:  

• When possible, write short, simple 
sentences.  

• Introduce one idea in a sentence.  
• Restrict the number of new ideas on 

a page.  
• State the main idea at the beginning 

of each paragraph so the reader 
immediately knows the idea.  

 
 
 

Suggestion #3:  
• Use connective words (‘firstly,’ 

‘initially,’ ‘lastly,’ ‘however,’ 
‘therefore,’ etc.) to help guide the reader 
through sentences and paragraphs. 

 
Suggestion #4:  
• Use the active voice. Active voice 

makes your writing style and voice more 
concise and succinct.  

• Too many instances of passive voice 
will trouble poor readers and make 
sentences longer. 

 
Suggestion #5:  
• Define difficult words by context clues, 

such as using parentheses to elaborate 
on a word, or using a footnote or citation 
to further explain the word. 

 
Suggestion #6:  
• Summarize important points in short 

paragraphs, perhaps with subheadings to 
break up bulky paragraphs.  

• This helps the reader skim the material 
or to refer back to a specific paragraph.  

 
Suggestion #7:  
• Illustrations, speech bubbles, bullets, 

photos, graphs and different typefaces 
can add appeal to your material and 
increase reader retention. 

 
Suggestion #8:  
• Readers like “lists” because they can 

easily read sequential information or a 
series of events or ideas in narrative 
form.  

• Good writers lead readers from point A 
to point B to point C and so on, without 
skipping around or zig-zagging around 
multiple ideas.  

• Readers will quickly lose interest if you 
have them jumping around trying to 
make sense of things.  
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Suggestion #9:  
• Choose a writing style that is easy to 

follow.  
• Two popular writing styles include: 1) 

the “question-answer” style in which the 
author asks a question and then answers 
it in detail; and 2) the “sharing-
experience” style in which the author 
describes an experience in personal 
terms.  

• You can also use the “list” style (as 
mentioned above) to emphasize main 
ideas in sequential order. 

 
Suggestion #10:  
• Print size and style affect both 

readability and reader retention.  
• Select typeface and paper that attracts 

readers and works in harmony with the 
purpose and tone of your message.  

 
Suggestion #11:  

• Add greater interest to your writing 
by using personal words, pronouns, 
names of people, etc.  

• You can further connect with your 
readers by using personal sentences, 
such as quoted dialogue, spoken 
sentences, questions, commands, 
requests, exclamations, etc. 

 
Suggestion #12:  

• Depending on what you are writing 
and for what reason, it may be 
suitable to use a short slogan to 
convey information in a memorable 
way.  

• The former statement also uses 
“basic sight words” and can be read 
by anyone with a primary-grade 
reading ability.  

 
Suggestion #13:  
• Break up long stretches of narrative 

passages with bold or italicized subtitles 
and/or captions.  

• Captions and subtitles allow the reader 
to comprehend major points and digest 
your material more easily. 

 
Suggestion #14:  
• Highlight important ideas and terms 

with boldface type, italics or sentence 
indentions.  

 
Suggestion #15:  
• Leaving plenty of white space around 

black text is inviting.  
• Crowding a page with blocks of text 

makes it look more confusing to a low-
level reader. 

 
Suggestion #16:  
• Make technical terms look easier to 

read.  
• You can do this by adding a phonetic 

pronunciation or a similar-sounding 
word in parentheses to help the reader 
familiarize himself with the word. 

 
Using Flesh Kincaid Grade Level in Microsoft 
Word to Help You Write at an Appropriate 
Grade Level: 
 

• Try to combine sentences whenever 
possible, using commas and 
conjunctions or other methods. 
Remember that Flesch Kincaid Grade 
Level is partially based on sentence 
length, so this is one of the easiest ways 
to raise the grade level. 

• Do not waste your time combining 
sentences by inserting semicolons. 
Flesch Kincaid treats semicolons as 
breaks between sentences, just like 
periods. 

• Try to insert as many longer words as 
possible, especially words with three or 
more syllables. Keep in mind, however, 
that Flesch Kincaid does not take the 
suffix –ed into account when calculating 
syllables, so the word “corrected," for 
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example, would only count as a two-
syllable word. 

• Remove long strings of one syllable 
words whenever possible. For example, 
if you have a sentence that reads “The 
squirrel scurried up the tree, searching 
here and there for more nuts to fill his 
cheeks with” in your text, try shortening 
the text to read “The squirrel scurried up 
the tree, searching for more nuts.” This 

will remove some of the one-syllable 
words, which will lower your Flesch 
Kincaid score. 

• To lower the grade level of your text, do 
the opposite of each bullet above. Break 
sentences into two whenever possible, 
replace longer words with shorter ones, 
and insert additional one syllable word 
strings. 
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ABSTRACT 

To examine previous findings that AAE use is related to complex syntax in spoken language, this study 
examined the relationship between AAE, complex syntax, and lexical diversity in adolescent African 
American English-speaking students in spoken and written language. There were no significant 
differences in syntactic complexity, type token ratio, and vocabulary use as a function of AAE use. The 
only significant correlations between AAE use and these measures were in the low moderate range (r = 
.32-.36). The findings of this study were thus inconsistent with previous studies by Craig and Washington 
(1994, 1995), but were consistent with the more recent study by Jackson and Roberts (2001). Future 
studies should continue to examine how AAE changes over time and how AAE use may influence 
syntactic and lexical aspects of language. 
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