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1 The information in this report is based on and adapted from a study conducted by Dr. Norma Inabinette in
2005 and a subsequent unpublished report of her findings. 

Readability and the Champion Reader
Educators spend a great deal of time selecting texts that their students can read. The

“readability” of a text is determined in several different ways. A common method for assigning
a reading level to a text is through the use of a readability formula.
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Readability Formulas
Readability formulas are mathematical equations
that determine the difficulty of text. These
formulas are usually based on calculations made
from three text samples that are 100-150 words
each. As a rule, these calculations include factors
such as the following:

• number of sentences in the passage
• number of syllables
• number of multi-syllabic words 

(three or more syllables)

Formulas vary in grade indication depending
upon the level of comprehension the formulas
assume. For example, the SMOG formula, which
is frequently used to indicate the difficulty level 
of upper-grade texts, assumes a 90-100%
comprehension level. In comparison, the Fry
formula assumes about a 75% comprehension
level. The formulas assume that a long sentence or
a three-syllable word is more difficult than a short
sentence or a single-syllable word. However,
consider the following sentence examples:

Example 1: It is little. It is red. It is round.
It is a ball. 

Example 2: It is a little, red, round ball.

While reading formulas would score Example 1 as
easier to read and Example 2 as harder to read, in
actuality the second example is much easier for
readers than the first one. In Example 2, the
combination of words makes the information
much more coherent, although the 

readability formulas would calculate the sentence
as more difficult.

Readability formulas also assume that multi-
syllabic words are more difficult than one-syllable
words. This assumption in readability formulas is
misleading. For example, the words America and
American have four syllables, yet trying to convey
these concepts in words of lesser syllables would
be confusing, complicated, and less
comprehensible. Words such as America and
American, while multi-syllabic words, are readily
known by most readers. 



Readability Formulas Ignore Many Factors
While readability formulas are useful in
determining an approximate level of reading
difficulty, they do not consider many factors that
make texts reader-friendly. For example,
readability formulas do not consider the
following features: 

Physical Features of the Text

• Whether the columns are reasonable with
large margins and ample white space.

• If the text is in a font that is large enough
for comfortable visual input and clear
enough to avoid undue eyestrain.

• If the paper on which the text appears is of a
high quality that allows the print to remain
crisp without blending into the paper.

Text Content

• Whether the text has visual interest with
colorful and attractive pictures, maps,
tables, diagrams, and other visuals that aid
in reading comprehension.

• Whether the text has useful sections such as
a table of contents, appendixes, indexes,
glossary, and other reader aids.

• Whether the text includes a statement of
the main idea at the beginning of each text
section and features headings that help the
reader identify the content and organization.

• Whether the text contains information that
will allow the reader to identify with the
text, e.g., references to cultural groups,
gender, age, and experiences.

• Whether the text introduces new concepts
slowly enough to avoid frustrating or
confusing readers.

• If the text includes definitions on the page 
or context clues to reveal the meanings of
difficult or unfamiliar vocabulary.

• How sentences relate to one another and
whether the text features a clear and
coherent writing style with ideas well-
developed in a sensible sequence and
sensitive handling of the subtleties of
language (e.g., clear pronoun referents,
explicit comparing and contrasting, and
organized listings or information).

• Whether the text emphasizes information
based on prior learning so that the new
learning is comprehensible.

• If the text content refers to practical, real-
life situations to which students can relate.

• If the text includes summaries that review
and emphasize the critical information in
the text.

Environment in Which Text Is Used

• Whether the text is used by teachers who
will motivate and instill interest in the topic.
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Special Book Features: The book contains a simple table of contents that is easy to read. Also
included are appendix sections: pre-reading checklist; overview of the writing process; description of writing
genres; reference sheets for writing conventions, verb tenses, irregular verbs, prefixes, and suffixes; and
maps. The book also contains an easy-to-read index. The introductory section of the book provides explicit
information about the layout of the book. Each text selection is 3-13 pages, with an appropriate amount of
text on each page for Intermediate ELLs in middle and high school. Titles and headings are intriguing 
(e.g., “What Is English?,” “Call Me Romeo,” “The Hunt for Treasures and Truth”) and subheadings are
clearly marked in bold type.
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Call Me Romeo
By Kevin Adkins

Ever since he was a little boy, 
entertainer.  He loved movies and
of the actors on the screen.  Some
favorite movies for his family.  His
they also told him that the life of a
work,” they said, “and you may fa

In high school, Santiago joined
Mrs. Philips, used to be an actress
Santiago asked.  “In New York C
the most famous stage actors in Am
train the same way they do.”  Mrs
students to use their voices and th
That’s what acting is all about, she
same things as the characters.

� Santiago dreamed of b
entertainer ever since h
little boy.

The Champion Reader includes special features 
to help you understand what you are reading.

Pictures show you the people, places, or things you are reading about. 
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Santiago Correa dreamed of becoming an
d television, and imagined himself as one

times he would act out scenes from his
s parents said he was very talented, but
an actor can be difficult.  “It takes a lot of
ace a lot of rejection before you succeed.” 
d the drama club.  The drama teacher,
s on Broadway.  “Where’s Broadway?”

City,” she told him.  “Broadway is where
merica perform.  And you’re going to
s. Philips trained Santiago and the other
heir bodies to communicate emotion.
e said—making the audience feel the

being an
he was a 

1. Why did Santiago’s parents think that being an actor can be difficult?
2. What does the expression “break a leg” mean?
3. How are being an actor and being a musician alike?
4. What is the plot of the play Romeo and Juliet?
5. What did Santiago and the character of Romeo have in common?

Kevin Adkins is a writer, actor, and director.  He
earned degrees in theater arts and screenwriting, and
founded two theater companies in California.  He
currently lives in New Jersey and is actively involved
in pursuing a theater career in New York. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

1. We all face rejection at one time or another.  Rejection is a part of life.  
Santiago faced a lot of rejection before his dream came true.  Have you ever
faced rejection?  What happened?  Did you persevere?  Why or why not?

2. Santiago joined a drama club because he was interested in becoming an actor.
What club do you belong to or want to join?  How does that club relate to what
you want to become later in life?

3. Santiago was nervous about performing in front of a large audience.  What
makes you nervous?  What can you do to overcome your nervousness?

47Call Me Romeo

The Make Connections activities
encourage you to relate what you are
reading to your own life.

Questions test your understanding 
of  what you read.
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Readability Formulas and the Champion Reader

The Champion Reader includes text selections that the authors deemed appropriate for students in middle
school through high school. Specific reading levels have been assigned to text selections based on the

Flesch-Kincaid formula and Lexile Framework, two commonly used tools to measure text readability2. As the
previous discussion indicates, however, readability formulas have limitations because many critically
important ways in which text is rendered more readable (and more comprehensible) are unacknowledged by
the reading formulas. The following is a summary of the text elements that make the Champion Reader easily
readable no matter what grade level the readability formula may indicate.

2 The Lexile Framework is an educational tool designed to measure reading comprehension and text difficulty by
placing readers and text on the same scale. Although Lexiles do not equate to grade levels, the measure that a
student receives helps connect the reader with a database of books, periodicals,  and other resources optimal for
the individual’s reading success. Source: http://www.tea.state.tx.us/curriculum/lexile/



Text Presentation: The print in each book is
clear, an appropriate size for comfortable eye
movement and has spacing that makes the text
very readable. Margins are very large and the
quality of the paper is good. The text is placed on
the page so that it is not overwhelmed by the
visuals that amplify it. Headings and subheadings
are clearly marked in bold type. The length of the
passages is appropriate (often no more than 
150-200 words), surrounded by supplementary
and support material such as maps, pictures,
diagrams, comprehension questions, and critical
thinking questions. 

Vocabulary: The vocabulary incorporated into
the reading selections is appropriate for the grade
level and the content of the text. Difficult words
are often defined in context. The visuals on the
page reinforce the new vocabulary students are
reading in the text. The vocabulary builds upon
itself throughout the text so that words are often
repeated in order to assure their mastery. Many of
the new words are image words that form pictures
in the reader’s mind. A reasonable number of new
words are targeted in each selection.  

Visual Support: Each chapter includes visuals
that help the reader place the content in
perspective. Pictures, graphs, maps, charts, boxes of
significant information, and questions are all
clearly labeled and visually appealing. Images are
varied and include original photographs, colorful
illustrations, and primary sources. Visuals include
images that will intrigue the reader. These visuals
enhance reading comprehension and make the
material very appealing to the middle school or
high school reader. The visuals include diverse
ethnic images so that middle school and high
school English learners can identify with the
material easily.
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Prose, Poetry, and Drama

PART 1: PROSE

Prose: The Language of Everyday Speech

Prose is writing that tries to mirror the language of everyday speech.  It consists of

sentences grouped into paragraphs that together form a meaningful piece of writing.

There are two main types of prose: fiction and nonfiction.  Fiction refers to any story

that is created from an author’s imagination.  Nonfiction is a story or account of

something that is based on fact.

Nonfiction: Based on Fact

Some subgenres of nonfiction prose are textbooks, essays,

news stories, and biographies.  These types of writings argue

for an idea.  They try to convince readers to do something or

explain and analyze information.  For example, essays are

short pieces of prose that discuss a subject from the author’s

point of view.  Biographies give detailed accounts of a person’s

life story.  Bettina Ling’s book Maya Lin is a biography about

the woman who designed important national memorials in the

United States.  This is an excerpt, or part, of Ling’s book:

Maya was born in Athens, on October 5, 1959.  Her

parents were Chinese immigrants (people who move to

another country to live permanently).  Maya’s mother,

Julia Chang Lin, was born in Shanghai, China.  Her

father, Henry Huan Lin, came from a very distinguished

family of anti-Communist politicians and thinkers in 

Beijing, China.

Nonfiction authors like Ling frequently use literal language.  This is language that is

accurate, truthful, and direct.  In comparison, fiction writers commonly use figurative

language—such as simile, irony, and symbolism—to create images that appeal 

to readers’ imaginations.

� This photograph, taken in 1989,

shows Maya Lin working in her

studio.  One of her most famous

designs was for the Vietnam

Veterans Memorial in

Washington, D.C.

1. What are the three main genres of literature?

2. Why do some authors use imagery?
3. What is personification?  4. Name two examples of novels.

5. Who was William Shakespeare?

Michelle Chew grew up in Singapore and Australia 

where she began a lifelong love affair with literature.  Her

formal academic training in the U.S. and the U.K. is in

English literature, film studies, and anthropology,

specifically indigenous and world religions and rituals.

She currently lives in Oxford, England where she works at

the University of Oxford and also writes and makes films.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

1. Why do people read literature?  What can we learn from literature?

Which genre or subgenre described in this article is most interesting to

you?  Why?2. Why do you think authors use allegory to teach what is right and wrong

rather than just saying what is right and wrong?

3. The author of this article said symbolism is using one thing to represent

another.  Look around the classroom and make a list of five things that

you see.  Then discuss with a partner what each item could symbolize.

Prose, Poetry, and Drama
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Tissues: Cells Grouped Together

Although cells are very good at what they do, no single cell

is capable of performing all of the complicated tasks

necessary to keep an organism alive and healthy.  What

happens is that similar cells are grouped together to form

tissues.  Tissues are like a well-coordinated athletic team in

the sense that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.

By working together within a tissue, cells are much more

productive than if they acted independently.

Four Tissue Types

There are four distinct animal tissue types, and each type

accomplishes a specific goal or set of goals.

Epithelial tissue. Epithelial tissue serves as an interface

between our bodies and the environment.  An interface is

like a boundary or barrier.  The most obvious barrier

between our bodies and the outside world is our skin, so if

you guessed that our skin is made up of epithelial tissue, you

are right!  The skin acts as our first line of defense, keeping

our bodies safe from disease.  Occasionally, a bump or

bruise may appear, but that just means the skin is doing its

job.  A less obvious interface between our bodies and the

environment is the gastro-intestinal (GI) tract.  Essentially,

the GI tract is a hollow tube, and the inner layer of that tube

is lined with epithelial tissue.  In addition to protecting us

from any harmful elements that we might have consumed,

the epithelial tissue within the GI tract absorbs nutrients

from the food we’ve eaten and therefore plays a major role

in digestion.� The GI tract begins at our

mouth, continues through the

esophagus, stomach, small

and large intestines, and ends

at the anus.  The epithelial

tissue within the GI tract

absorbs nutrients from the

food we’ve eaten. 

esophagus

large
intestines

anus

stomach

small

intestines

Headings and
subheadings are clearly
identifiable.

Visuals are 
linked to the text, 
helping to provide 
context to the reading.

Critical thinking
questions encourage
students to make
connections and
share their opinions.



Text Content: The text has a recent publication
date with current information included. The
content covers a broad range of interesting topics,
including language, literature, entertainment,
economics, history, culture, and science. The
information is presented so that the middle school
or high school reader can relate to the content.
The selections include diverse ethnic groups so
that middle school and high school English
learners can identify with the material easily.

Writing Genres and Style: The text includes
many different writing genres, including an
editorial, a question and answer article, short
stories, and fiction and nonfiction articles, with
topics designed to appeal to readers in middle
school and high school. The text is written in a
very straightforward manner. The sentences are
clear and follow a declarative pattern. Adverbs
and adjectives are included to paint a picture
without distracting the reader from the main
ideas. Illustrations of the concept are included

and then repeated in another way to ensure
comprehension. Most selections begin with
opening sentences that direct the reader’s
attention to the content and pique the reader’s
interest. Referents are clear and subject/noun
relationships are obvious. Ideas in the Champion
Reader have a sensible sequence so that
information presented flows from one idea to
another without the reader experiencing any
difficulty in following the content. Each reading
selection ends with a conclusion that brings the
reading to a comfortable close. For example, a
question and answer article ends with financial
lessons for students to consider and discuss. A
nonfiction article about archeologists and
historians concludes with a summary that
explains how they work together to help us learn
about the past. This provides closure in the
reader’s mind.
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Klare, G.R. (1976). “A Second Look at the Validity of Readability Formulas.”
Journal of Reading Behavior, 8(2), 129-152.

Zakaluk, B.L., & S.J. Samuels (Eds.). (1988). Readability: Its Past, Present, & Future. 
Newark, DE: The International Reading Association.

For more information about the Champion of IDEAS ELD program for middle school to high school English learners, contact 
Ballard & Tighe at (800) 321-4332.

Sources:

Students are exposed to different
writing genres such as an editorial,
a question and answer article, and
fiction and nonfiction articles.

130

Unit 6 � Chapter 23

131

Getting around the Milky Way

Getting
 around

 the Mil
ky Way

By Seantele Gould

It was a clear, sunny day—a perfect day to race solar cars on the three-

dimensional space track.  However, James had promised his friends that he

would go with them into outer space.  “What a waste of time,” he mumbled.

“It’s going to take two weeks to get all around the Milky Way.”  He knew

he wouldn’t get any sympathy from his family.  His grandfather, who just

celebrated his 132nd birthday, told him, “In the old days, we’d have given

an arm and a leg to go into space.  I remember my first trip in 2053.  It took

almost a week just to get to Mars!” 

Keeping a Promise

James and his friends Frank, Ilsa, and Samadi had agreed to take a two-

week space tour when they were still in elementary school.  Now they were

high school students, and James knew he needed to keep the promise he

made so long ago.  “Oh, well,” he said aloud.  “At $5 million each, it’s a

steal, and it’ll be fun to get away from Earth for a while.”  What he didn’t

say is that he was excited about the idea of spending two weeks with

Samadi.  He had liked her since they met on a field trip to the bottom of the

Pacific Ocean when they were only eight years old.  James was hoping that

Ilsa wasn’t going to be a know-it-all tour guide for the entire two weeks.

She was really smart, but did she need to tell everyone everything she

knew?  Of course, James’ parents and the other parents insisted on sending

along an old family robot—Teacher 4589—to keep an eye on the kids.

Who knows what trouble they could get into out in the Milky Way?

� James, Samadi, Frank, Ilsa, and

Teacher 4589 were getting ready

for their two-week trip around

the Milky Way.  
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Financial Advisor Dr. Kenneth Washer

Answers Your Questions

Kenneth Washer is an associate professor of finance

at Creighton University in Omaha, Nebraska.  He

has advanced degrees in business and finance.  He

is an active researcher with articles in journals such as

Journal of Banking and Finance, Applied Financial

Economics, and Financial Counseling and Planning.

In this interview, financial advisor Dr. Washer answers

important questions about investing and financial

planning for young people.  As Dr. Washer explains,

it’s never too early to start thinking about your

financial future.

What does it mean to be 

financially responsible? 

Financial or fiscal responsibility means

not spending more money than what

you earn or have.  Unfortunately, many

people spend money without thinking,

and they accumulate a lot of debt.  

�
A

Save Now,
Savor Later
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Capitalism is not perfect, but it is the best

economic system in the world.  It’s better

than all the other economic systems,

including socialism and communism.

Both of these economic systems are much

less favorable to the individual than

capitalism.  Lately, capitalism has gotten a

black eye because of corporate scandals

and too much compensation for

executives.  However, even with these

problems, capitalism is far better than any

other economic system. 

The individual is at the center of the

capitalistic system.

To understand why capitalism is better

than other economic systems, you need to

understand the principles of capitalism.

Basically, capitalism is a system of

individual rights in which all property is

privately owned.  In a capitalistic

economy, the purpose of government is to

protect the rights of individuals from the

use of force from other persons or groups.

Under a capitalistic system, people

earn money in proportion to their

contribution to the bottom line.  For

example, a computer expert who comes

up with a new computer game makes

more money than a person who cleans the

computer expert’s office.  Why?  Because

the computer expert makes a greater

contribution to the end product that is

sold: the computer game.  In short, the

computer expert has more value to a

company’s bottom line.  

Capitalism is based on the idea that 

the individual is at the center of the

capitalistic system.  Under a capitalistic

economy, if workers believe that they are

not being paid a fair amount for their

contribution, they can move to another

job where they may earn more.

Capitalism is not without its critics.

Various people have suggested alternative

economic systems that they believe offer a

better and fairer way of organizing our

economic system.

In My Opinion:

Capitalism Is the Best 

Economic System in the World

By Gregory Blanch

EDITORIAL
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� The discovery of King Tut’s tomb was one of the most amazing finds in

archaeological history.

78

By Christopher FishHoward Carter, the man who discovered the tomb of Egyptian ruler “King

Tut,” described this find as “the most beautiful monument I have ever seen—

so lovely that it made one gasp with wonder.”  Imagine what it must have

been like to uncover one of the most amazing finds in archaeological history:

an ancient Egyptian tomb with treasures inside that had not been stolen,

damaged, or destroyed.  Humans always have yearned to better understand

the people and events that came before them.  Why?  We can better

understand today’s cultures and societies when we understand the cultures

and societies of the past.  Archaeologists and historians search for new

information that can clarify our view of the past and influence our

understanding of the present.  The work of these “academic detectives”

reminds us that what happened in the past affects the present and the future.

UNIT 6: LINKING THE PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE
Chapter 21: Puzzles of the Distant Past


