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TEACHERS' ABILITIES TO JUDGE THE
DIFFICULTY OF READING MATERIALS
John W. Miller

WICHITA STATE UNIVERSITY

One issue confronting any teacher of reading is the critical problem of
the “match.” Placing students into an appropriate difficulty level of reading
material seems to be an important antecedent of effective reading in-
struction. Chall and Feldman (1966) explain that teachers’ abilities to select
appropriate reading materials for children vary and that the accuracy of
these selections has a definite effect on achievement.

How Well Do Teachers Judge The Dafficulty Level of Materials?

Studies of teachers abilities to assess the difficulty level of reading
materials have been conducted, but the conclusions from these studies
appear to be somewhat mixed. Reports by Chall (1958) and Carver (1974)
indicate that teacher ratings of materials tend to be quite accurate and
reliable. On the other hand Rakes (1973) examined the abilities of 43
randomly selected Adult Basic Education (ABE) teachers to assess the
reading difficulty levels of 29 frequently used ABE texts compared to a
criterion established by readability formulae. He concluded that “there was
no evidence to indicate that subjective ABE teachers’ estimates of
readability were accurate means for readability assessment.”

Jorgenson (1975) conducted a study on teachers’ abilities to judge the
difficulty of reading materials. The judgments from this sample of 84
elementary teachers were compared to a criterion of publisher placement in
a leveled set of informal reading inventories from preprimer to fourth
grade. In general the teachers’ judgments were not particularly accurate.
For example, only 21 of the teachers accurately judged the fourth grade
passage, while 33 teachers felt that the fourth grade passage was sixth grade
difficulty level or higher. Jorgenson attributed what little accuracy was
found to teacher expectancy based on the reading ability of the students in
their own classroom. He also noted that teacher experience was potentially
one significant factor affecting accuracy of judgment.

Teachers' abilitics to place students into materials appropriate to their
reading ability are at least somewhat suspect based upon past evidence.
Even if the teacher is able to accurately assess the students’ reading level, he
or she must still be able to assess the difficulty level of the materials to be
read in order to make the appropriate match. Finding the appropriate level
of reading materials for any student is confounded by at least three
problems. First, many studies, such as those reported by Roe (1970) and
Rodenborn and Washburn (1974), suggest that the material in leveled texts
often differs significantly from estimates of difficulty based on readability
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formulae and other measures. This indicates that even if a teacher is able to
make an accurate assessment of a student’s reading ability and places a
student into the corresponding level of a basal reader the critical match
may not be made. Second, much of the reading required of students is not
done from leveled texts. Sources such as newspapers, trade books.
magazines, and comic books do not have predetermined readability levels.
In fact, most of the functional and recreational reading done by children is
from non-leveled sources. Therefore, the teacher must necessarily make
judgments about the difficulty level of many reading materials. Third. in
trying to make judgments about the difficulty level of reading materials
teachers occasionally use readability formulae. However, the formulae are
generally too time consuming for use by the teacher, who is confronted with
the need to make numerous judgments about reading matenial daily. and
the formulae themselves often yield differing results. McLeod (1962), Rakes
(1973), and Guidry and Knight (1976) represent three of the numerous
studies in which the inconsistency of the formulae is noted.

Teachers need to make a great number of relatively accurate judgments
about the difficulty level of reading materials. The ability to make thesce
judgments is necessitated by inconsistent placement of materials by
publishers in leveled texts, the great amount of reading done outside of
leveled texts, the time-consuming nature of readability formulae. and the
lack of consistency in the results of such formulae. Unfortunately. the
ability of teachers to make judgments of difficulty is sormewhat suspect.

What Factors Affect A Teacher's Ability To Judge Materuals

Based on results from the previously cited Jorgenson (1975) study, it
seems both possible and plausible that teaching experience has an effect on
the teacher’s ability to accurately judge reading materials and thus make
the critical match between student and material. Another factor which may
affect the teacher’s ability to make judgments about reading material is the
amount of training the teacher has had in the area of reading instruction.
Hopefully the teacher with more training in reading will be more
knowledgeable about reading and thus will be more able to judge the
difficulty level of materials. While this relationship between training and
knowledge cannot be assumed to be absolute, results of studies reported by
Kingston, Brosier, and Hsu (1975) and Koenke (1975) indicate that the
generalization does hold. In the Kingston study undergraduate elementary
education majors without reading training, undergraduate elementary
education majors with reading training, elementary classroom teachers,
and reading specialists differed significantly in their performances on the
Inventory of Teacher Knowledge of Reading (Artley & Hardin, 1971). The
mean scores of undergraduates with reading training and elementary
classroom teachers were very similar (54.45 and 54.11) respectively; but
undergraduates without training scored significantly (p .001) lower,
while reading specialists scored significantly (p .001) higher. Koenke
(1975) found similar results using the same instrument to assess the
knowledge of undergraduates and experienced teachers.



rh-—153

Considering the suggested relationship between training in reading,
knowledge about reading, and the ability to judge the difficulty of reading
materials; and considering that there appears to be some relationship
between amount of teaching experience and the ability to judge the dif-
ficulty levels of reading material: the present study was conducted to answer
two questions:

1. Do individuals with more training in teaching reading and more cx-
perience in teaching reading make more accurate judgments about the
difficulty level of materials than do individuals with less training and
experience?

2. Do individuals with more reading training and teaching experience
differ from those with less training and experience in the criteria used
for making judgments about the difficulty of reading materials?

METHOD

Materials

Six reading passages were selected to represent difficulty levels from
grades one through six. A passage sclected as “representative’” of a grade
level met three criteria. First, it was found in a leveled basal reader text.
Second. the Fry (1968) readability estimate agreed with the publisher
placement. Third, the Spache (1953) readability formula for passages at
first through third grade level or the Dale-Chall (1948) for passages at
fourth through sixth grade level agreed with both the Fry estimate and
publisher placement. Each of the six passages was duplicated and
assembled in booklets which were counterbalanced to control the effect of
order of presentation.

A fifteen-item questionnaire was also developed. It contained items
pertaining to the importance of various criteria for judging difficulty of
reading materials. The fifteen items were constructed to reflect three
factors:

1. The difficulty of individual words in the passage.

2. The syntactic complexity of the passage.

3. General stylistic patterns of the author.

Each of the three subsets contained five items, and considering the limited
number of items the subset reliabilities were adequate (r = .67tor = .81).

Subject responses were scored on a lickert scale format. For example:
The number of complex clauses in the passages was,

1 2 3 4 5
Not Of limited Of some A valuable [ A very valuable
considered vaiue value consideration | consideration
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After the subjects had rated the passages and assigned a reading level to
each passage, they were given the questionnaire. Both the passages and the
questionnaire were administered to the subjects in groups  All work was
completed during the administration session

Sample

Subjects (n = 100) were selected and placed into one of four groups (n
= 25). Group I was comprised of undergraduate students having no
training in elementary education and no teaching experience. Group 1l was
comprised of certified elementary school teachers having one three-hour
reading methods course and one to three years of teaching experience.
Group I1I was comprised of certified elementary school teachers having one
three-hour reading methods course and four or more years of teaching
experience. Group IV was comprised of elementary reading specialists
having twelve or more graduate hours of reading training and more than
two years of classroom teaching experience. It was felt that these grouping
patterns would reflect a combination of the reading training and teaching
experience variables.

Data Analysis

Two different dependent measures for accuracy of judgment were
computed. The first measure was the number of correct or “on-level.”
judgments made, with a total possible score of six correct judgments for
each subject. A one-way ANOVA by groups was computed for this
measure. The second measure was the total difference between the judged
difficulty level and the actual difficulty level for all six passages. This
measure was viewed as more “forgiving” than the first because a “near miss”
was differentiated from a response which was “way-off.” For example a
third grade passage judged as a fourth grade passage resulted in a score of
one, while a third grade paragraph judged as sixth resulted in a score of
three. On this measure a low score reflected greater accuracy. A one-way
ANOVA by groups was also computed for this measure. Responses on each
of the three subsets from the questionnaire were analyzed with one-way
ANOVA's by groups.

RESULTS

There were no significant differences in the mean number of correct
judgments for the four groups. An examination of the means presented in
the table under “factor one” indicates that there was very little actual
difference between any of the four groups.

Group I, undergraduate students with no training or teaching experience,
were the most accurate judges while Group III. classroom teachers with
four or more years experience were the least accurate judges. The results on
difference scores between the judged difficulty level and actual difficulty
level of the paragraphs also yielded no significant differences. Once again"
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Means and Standard Deviations for number of correct judgments
(factor one) and for difference scores between judgments and actual dif-
ficulty levels (factor two).

factor one factor two

X SD X SD
Group1 2.40 1.35 516 2.48
Group 11 2.12 1.27 4.80 2.12
Group 111 2.04 1.37 5.12 2.18
Group IV 2,32 1.15 488 2.28

there was extremely little actual difference in the mean scores for the four
groups (see table, factor two).

Responses to the questionnaire yielded the following information. The
four groups did not differ on their perception of the importance of the
difficulty of individual words as contributed to overall difficulty of the
passage. The difference in the four group means on subset two, the im-
portance of the syntactic complexity, was significant (p < .05, F = 3.65, df
— 3.96). Group I viewed syntactic complexity as less important than did
group IV. The difference in the four group means on subsct three, the
importance of general stylistic patterns of the author, was also significant
(p < .01, F = 4.54, df = 3,96). Group IV viewed author’s general style as
more important than did the other three groups.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Results pertaining to accuracy of reading difficulty judgments are
discouraging. It is disconcerting to note that there was no difference bet-
ween the judgmental ability of experienced reading teachers with 12 credit
hours of graduate training and undergraduate students with no reading
training or teaching experience. This lack of difference was demonstrated
in both the number of correct judgments measure and the degree of dif-
ference between judged level and actual level measure. It may be concluded
from the present data that the combination of years of teaching experience
and course work in reading instruction did not have an observable effect on
the ability to estimate the difficulty levels of children’s reading material.
These results tend to support previous findings of Russell and Merritt
(1951), Jongsma (1972), Rakes (1973), and Jorgenson (1975).

There is little solace found in the results from the questionnaire.
Although there were significant differences in the importance placed on
two of the three criteria for judging difficulty these differences must be
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interpreted cautiously. It appears that experienced teachers and reading
specialists simply placed higher values on all the factors than did less ex-
perienced teachers and undergraduate students. In effect there was no
differential strategy applied for judging based on the importance of any ane
of the factors. This is particularly evident in that the differences in per-
ceived degrees of importance did not translate into any differences in actual
judgmental ability. From the results of this study it appears that teachers
may have a great deal of difficulty making the critical match between
student and reading material due to a lack of ability to estimate the dif-
ficulty level of materials. This problem would persist even if the teachers
had accurate information available about student ability. These findings
raise even more concern in light of two previously cited factors: the in-
consistency of leveled texts in terms of difficulty, and the fact that much of
the reading done by students is not from leveled texts. Therefore. teachers’
inability to make these judgments becomes all the more critical.

Considering the evidence (Kingston, et. al., 1975 and Koenke, 1975)
that individuals with more training in reading are more knowledgable
about reading, it would appear that this knowledge did not facilitate the
ability to judge the difficulty of reading materials for the subjects in the
present study. It is possible to infer from this that the additional training in
reading received by group IV, and to a lesser degree groups II and 111. did
not prepare these teachers to judge difficulty levels of reading material. If,
as is suggested by Chall and Feldman (1966), the ability of the teacher to
make these judgments is important to student achievernent then it would
appear that some modification in teacher training would be helpful.

It is our contention that training in estimating difficulty levels of
reading materials is deficient in reading training programs. We feel the
training that does exist generally centers on the use of readability formulae.
It is doubtful that teachers can practically transfer this skill to the applied
situation of making numerous judgments of difficulty on a regular basis.
Two suggestions for modification in teacher training programs would seem
helpful. First, teachers nced to become familiar with factors which #n-
fluence difficulty rather than with formulae that estimate difficulty.
Learning to recognize differences in vocabulary, sentence structure, idea
density and author style, would seem to facilitate this judgmental ability.
Second. the approach as to estimating reading difficulty reported by Singer
(1975) and Carver (1976) might prove useful. These techniques involve a
rapid comparison of a passage of unknown difficulty to a set of passages at
specified difficulty levels. These techniques hold particular promise,
because they are both quick enough for teachers to use and they seem to
build a “model” of varying difficulty levels in the teacher’s mind.

Teachers need to improve their ability to estimate the difficulty level of
reading materials. This ability should be fostered in both preservice and
inservice reading training. It is hoped that teachers will be better able to
match students to appropriate learning materials if they are able to make
judgments about the difficulty of the materials children read.
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