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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2005 and a subsequent unpublished report of her findings.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 that include a pronunciation guide, an explanation of the parts of speech,
graphic organizers, 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 short, often only
2-3 pages, with a minimal amount of text on each page. Titles and headings are intriguing (e.g., “Good
Notes = Good Grades,” “Mikail and the Mysterious Messages,” “Take a Trip of a Lifetime—Climb a
Mexican Volcano”), and subheadings are clearly marked in bold type.
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UNIT 3: DAILY LIFE

Chapter 9: Let’s Eat!

Do you have a sweet tooth?  The
owner of the Delicious Diner hopes
you do.  The Delicious Diner is going
to open in Springfield next month.  It
will serve all of your favorite sweet
desserts.  There will be cookies,
cakes, cupcakes, doughnuts, and pies.  

“I am a baker, and I love to bake
desserts,” says Delicious Diner owner
Linda Tobosa.  “I decided to open a
diner.  I want to share my talent with
everyone in Springfield.”

The Delicious Diner will be open
daily for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.
Tobosa says her restaurant is going to
serve more than desserts.  “People are
hungry in the morning.  We are going
to give them many choices for
breakfast.  We are going to have
pancakes, toast, and cereal.  We also
are going to have apples, bananas,
grapes, grapefruit, pineapples, and
strawberries,” says Tobosa.  “If you’re
in a hurry, you can stop by and pick up
a dozen frosted doughnuts.”

� Linda Tobosa’s
specialty is a
sour lemon
and sweet
strawberry
cake, shown in
this picture. 

� Customers can enjoy fruit and
pancakes for breakfast.

Satisfy Your 
Sweet Tooth at
the Delicious Diner
By Maya Alley

Satisfy Your Sweet Tooth at the Delicious Diner

� Linda Tobosa says all the bread at the Delicious
Diner will be homemade.

and I love to bake desserts …
I want to share my talent 

with everyone in Springfield.

I’m a baker,

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. 

The new Vocabulary you
are learning is in bold type.
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The Delicious Diner will serve
soups, salads, and sandwiches for
lunch and dinner.  “Many people
order some bread and some soup for
lunch,” says Tobosa.  The diner is also
going to have a daily pasta special.

According to Tobosa, all the bread
at the Delicious Diner will be
homemade.  She will use fresh
ingredients in the food she serves.  

If you are thirsty, the Delicious
Diner is going to have many different
drinks.  There will be coffee, soda,
water, milk, and sparkling juice.   
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� The Delicious Diner will serve soups, salads,
and sandwiches daily for lunch and dinner.
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Tobosa decided to open the
restaurant after she made dinner for a
friend last year. 

“My friend Clarissa was eating
dinner.  She put down her fork and
looked me right in the eye.  She told
me it was the best meal she had ever
eaten.  She said I must open a
restaurant,” Tobosa explained.

The Delicious Diner will be the
biggest restaurant in downtown
Springfield when it opens next month.      

Linda Tobosa believes she
is a good baker.  She wants
to share her baking talent
with others.  What are you
good at?  What talent can
you share with others? 

1. When will the Delicious Diner open? 

2. What kinds of desserts will the
Delicious Diner serve?

3. What is Linda Tobosa’s specialty?  

4. What does Linda Tobosa say many
people order for lunch? 

5. What kinds of drinks will the
Delicious Diner serve?  

� The Delicious Diner will be open daily.

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

Questions test your
understanding of  what
you read.

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 passages are short (often no
more than 100-125 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. There is a great
deal of white space on each page that makes the
illustrations more dramatic. Visuals include images
that will intrigue the reader (e.g., photographs of
sporting events, pictures from a scrapbook, various
foods, and illustrations of Mesoamerican cultures).
These visuals enhance reading comprehension and
make the material very appealing to the middle
school or high school reader. Many ethnic groups are
represented in the visuals so that middle school and
high school English learners can identify with the
material easily.
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I’m a junior
in high s

chool an
d one of

the

best voll
eyball pl

ayers in
Portland

,

Oregon. B
ut I was

n’t alway
s a star

athlete.
In eighth

grade, I
was hea

vy.

My arms a
nd legs w

ere fat.
I had alm

ost

no musc
les.

The First Step: Agree to Try

One aftern
oon, I ta

lked to m
y mom

about m
y dream

s. I told
her that

I

wanted
to play v

olleyball
. “Mela, you

don’t ha
ve the bo

dy of a v
olleyball

player,”
my moth

er said.
“Let me

give

you som
e advice

. Try ar
t or mus

ic.” I

felt awfu
l. I wen

t to my r
oom and calle

d

my best
friend R

ona. I to
ld her w

hat

happene
d. “I ha

te to say
it, but yo

ur

mother d
oesn’t kn

ow what she
’s talking

about. I
f you wa

nt to pla
y volleyb

all—or

do anyth
ing else—

just set a
goal and

work tow
ard it,” s

he told m
e. “Com

e

over to m
y house.

Let’s do
this toge

ther.

My mothe
r can he

lp us com
e up wit

h a

fitness p
lan. Com

e on. Le
t’s do th

is

together
!” I didn’t

believe t
hat I cou

ld

do it, bu
t I agree

d to try.

The Second Step: A Physical

Examination

That wa
s three y

ears ago
and so m

uch

has happ
ened. R

ona’s mo
ther help

ed us

come up
with a p

lan. She
insisted

that

we go in
for a phy

sical exa
mination

. I

don’t lik
e physic

als, but I
wanted

to play

volleyba
ll, and I

wanted
to look g

ood. If

having a
physical

examina
tion was

importan
t, I thou

ght, “Ju
st do it!”
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UNIT 3: DAILY LIFE Chapter 10: Healthy Living

Becoming a Better Me: My Fitness Story

By Mela Morales

� My friend Rona helped me take the first step

toward a healthier lifestyle.
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Eight Ways You Can Protect the Environment

6. Plant TreesTrees absorb carbon dioxide—a
greenhouse gas—from the air.  Planting

trees helps reduce the greenhouse gases

in the environment. 
7. Buy Environmentally Friendly and Recycled Products

Another way to reduce the amount of

greenhouse gases in the environment is

to buy products that don’t use as much

energy.  Some cars, for example, are

designed to save energy.  These cars can

travel longer on a smaller amount of

gasoline.  Using these kinds of cars

helps reduce greenhouse gases in the air.

Also look for recycled products.  The

recycle mark—three arrows that make a

circle—on the package tells you that the

product is made out of things that

already have been used.  It usually takes

less energy to make recycled products

than to make new ones.  The less energy

we use, the better.

8. Talk to Family and Friends
Talk with your family and friends about

global warming.  Let them know what

you’ve learned and how they can help.

1. What is global warming?2. Name two ways humans can
help reduce the amount of
greenhouse gases in the air.3. What is carpooling? 4. How does planting trees help

the environment?
5. How do you know if a product

is made of recycled materials?

� Look for therecycle mark onproducts you buy.

Are you concerned about global warming?

Why or why not?  What do you do to
help—or hurt—the environment? 
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Aztec Agriculture

In 1250, the people we call Aztecs began to settle in central Mexico.  At this

time, the Valley of Mexico was filled with lakes and swamps.  T
he Aztecs

built their capital city on an island in the middle of one of these lakes.  They

named their capital city Tenochtitlan.  Building a city on a small, swampy

island required leadership, hard work, and patience.

Learning about Their Environment

The Aztecs learned about the vegetation
and animal life in the swamps and

lakes.  The Aztecs learned how to use all the resources in their environment.

They learned which plants they could eat and which ones were poisonous.

They picked fruits and berries from bushes.  They ate small animals, fish,

birds, frogs, and insects.  Over time, the Aztecs drained the swamps and

cleared the land.  They built temples, palaces, and other buildings on some of

the land.  The Aztecs used other parts of their land for agriculture
. 

� This is one artist’s

idea of what the city

of Tenochtitlan

looked like.

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 immigration, holidays, travel, history,
environment, entertainment, etiquette, and
careers. The information is presented so that the
middle school or high school reader can relate to
the content. Many ethnic groups are represented
in the selections 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 poetry,
news reports, biographies, cartoons, myths and
legends, short stories, plays, and nonfiction
articles, with topics that greatly appeal to readers
at the middle school and high school grade levels.
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
section on the Greek myth of Daedalus and Icarus
ends with a life lesson for students to ponder and
discuss. When reading about the Aztecs, the
reader will know what the Aztec civilization was
like at its height, after the coming of the Spanish,
and today. 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 news
reports and plays.
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All Pigs Aren’t Fat

Turkey: Okay, let’s stop the pity party.

How would you feel if once a year, every

year, everyone wanted you dead?  These

people talk about Thanksgiving like it’s a

wonderful time of the year.  Friends,

family, giving thanks, blah, blah, blah.

I’ll tell you what I’m thankful for.  I’m

thankful that this new diet is working.  If

I lose two more pounds, no one is going

to be looking my way in November.Chicken: Since we’re sharing stories, let

me tell you what I go through every day.
Horse: What is this, group therapy?  Rooster: We should call our group

“AWIP”—animals with image problems!
Chicken: Excuse me, but I was about to

share.  Do you know how people talk

about me?  [speaking in a mocking tone]

“You’re a chicken.  Don’t chicken out.”

Everyone thinks we’re scared—cowards!

What did we do to make people spread

these awful rumors?  Are people mad that

we can’t make the eggs AND the bacon?
Pig: Hey, watch it.  That’s a 
touchy subject.

Horse: [clearing throat and talking softly]

I’ve always felt self-conscious about 

my mouth. 

Cow: Your mouth?  Why?Horse: Have you ever heard that

expression, “Straight from the horse’s

mouth?”  What does that mean?Rooster: [speaking very quickly] Hmmm.  I

don’t know.  But enough about you.

Let’s talk about me.  I’m sick of being a

living and breathing alarm clock.  Some

rooster way back in the 15th century

decided to do a song and dance when the

sun came up, and now we’re all expected

to do it.  

Pig: I have an idea.  Let’s hire a
professional image consultant—someone

who can help us reinvent ourselves.  Chicken: I don’t know …
Cow: You’re not CHICKEN, are you?[lights fade and cast exits stage]  
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CAST OF CHARACTERS:

All Pigs Aren’t Fat

[Props and scenery show a farm setting; 

cast of characters walk on stage and look 

at the audience]

Cow: Milk, milk, milk.  That’s all I ever

hear.  Does anyone ever come up to me

and say, “Hey, cow.  How’s it going?

What’s new in your life?”  Nope!  All I

ever hear is, “We need more milk.”

Selfish, I tell you.  These farmers are 

S-E-L-F-I-S-H.

Pig: You think you have it bad?  How

would you feel if everyone in the world

called you fat?  Pigs have the worst

reputation in the world.  [speaking in a

mocking tone]  “Don’t eat like a pig.  This

place is a pigsty.  I pigged out.”  Talk

about an image problem!  

Cow: Wow, that does sound bad.  

Rooster: Yeah, I can see why so many

pigs have low self-esteem.

Chicken

Rooster

Horse

Image
Consultant #2

Cow

Turkey

Pig

Image
Consultant #1

Iowa

ACT I

It’s Tough Being Me

TIME AND PLACE:

Present day in the state of Iowa
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Hurricane Wilma Strikes Miami

1. How much rainfall did Hurricane
Wilma bring to some parts 
of Miami?

2. How many miles per hour 
are the winds during a Category 2 hurricane?

3. What category of hurricane has
winds that are 155+ miles per hour?

4. When does hurricane season in
Florida end?

5. According to the article, why do
people move to Miami?

Category 2 brings strong wind
Hurricane Wilma was a Category 2 storm

when it hit Miami.  Category 2 hurricanes

have winds between 96 and 110 miles per

hour.  The strong hurricane winds blew

down trees and damaged houses throughout

the city.

Warm and then windyGreg Armstrong, a Miami resident, described

his experience: “Before the storm, the

temperature was warm.  The thermometer

said it was 82 degrees.  There were a few

clouds in the sky.  Then it got very cloudy

and very windy.  Within minutes, the winds

blew the roof  off  my house!  I’m just happy

to be alive,” he said.

Some residents are scared
Every year, people move to Miami to get

away from freezing winters.  They are tired

of snow and ice.  They come to Florida for

the warm climate.  However, some people

are rethinking their move to Florida.  

Sally Goldberg moved to Miami last spring.

After the storm, she said, “I prepared for the

heat.  And I don’t care that it is humid here.

But I can’t take any more hurricanes.

I’m scared.”

� Hurricane Wilma brought strong winds to Miami.
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UNIT 2: THE WONDERS OF NATURE
Chapter 6: Seasons of Change

Hurricanes

Description

Category 1
Strong thunderstorms; winds of  74 to 95 miles per hour  

Category 2
Strong thunderstorms; winds of  96 to 110 miles per hour

Category 3
Strong thunderstorms; winds of  111 to 130 miles per hour

Category 4
Strong thunderstorms; winds of  131 to 155 miles per hour

Category 5
Strong thunderstorms; winds of  155+ miles per hour

Hurricane Wilma Strikes Miami

By Pat Rice Hall

Miami, Florida

Hurricane Wilma brought strong winds

and heavy rain to Miami yesterday.  Some

areas received several inches of rainfall.

This caused floods in some areas.  Miami

schools and businesses are closed today.

They will open tomorrow.

The 2005 hurricane season

Several serious hurricanes have hit the

United States this summer.  A local weather

expert reminded people, “The weather

forecast shows more storms on the way.”

The director of  Miami’s hurricane center

said, “We have many storms ahead of  us.

The hurricane season continues until the

fall.”

� This chart shows the five categories of hurricanes.

� Many parts of the city had heavy rainfall.


