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Literature review

� Providing test-takers with texts that are too difficult or too easy to

process can affect their performance and contaminate test results

(Alderson, 2000: 83; Bachman, 2002: 464; Carr, 2006: 271; Bailin

& Grafstein, 2001: 292).

� Defining text difficulty is critical for test developers to become

aware of the range of factors that make texts more or less

accessible in order to be able to select reading texts at appropriate

levels for inclusion into the reading sub-tests of their examinations

(Alderson ; 2000: 104; Fulcher, 1997 : 497).



Literature review

� The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages

(CEFR) fails to provide any specific guidance as to the topics that

might be more or less suitable at any level of language ability or

define text difficulty in terms of text length, content, lexical and

syntactic complexity (Weir, 2005: 292)

� Alderson et al. (2004: 13) “difficulties arise in interpreting the CEFR

because it does not contain any guidance, even at a general level,

of what might be simple in terms of structure, lexis or any other

linguistic level”.



In a nutshell…

“The literature on reading abounds with speculations, opinions

and claims, especially in foreign language reading, but

relatively little evidence is brought to support specific issues”

(Alderson & Urquhart,1985: xxvii)

Lack of adequate documentation on how the difficulty level of

reading texts is determined and on the claimed processes

applied for text selection (Chalhoub-Deville & Turner; 2000:

528).



Aim of the research

� Delineate and compare a range of linguistic features of

the KPG B2 and C1 reading texts in order to describe

linguistic differences within and across levels and

explore their contribution to text difficulty.

� Examine whether specific text features are related to

test-takers’ perceptions of text difficulty.

� Examine whether specific text features affect test-

takers’ exam performance.



Ultimate purpose

Based on research evidence, build a model for

automatically estimating text difficulty and assigning

levels to texts in a consistent and reliable way in

accord with the purposes of the exam and the KPG

candidature special characteristics.



Research questions

1. Are there any significant differences between B2 and

C1 test texts with regard to specific lexicogrammatical

features?

2. Is there a significant relationship between text features

and KPG test-takers’ perceived level of text difficulty?

3. Is there a significant relationship between text features

and KPG test-takers’ exam performance?



Research methodology



Research data

B2 Level C1 Level Total

Examination Periods 15 14

KPG Reading Texts 33 28 61

Test-takers’ 
Questionnaires

4.750 2.500 7.250

Test-takers’ Scores 142.045 31.989 174.034



KPG Reading texts



Text processing tools

Coh-Metrix 2.0 (Graesser et al., 2004; McNamara et al., 2005)

Web VocabProfiler (Cobb, 2003)

Gramulator 5.0 (McCarthy & Jarvis, 2010; Min & McCarthy, 2010)

GPAT (Lamkin & McCarthy, 2011; Rufenacht et al., 2011)

CLAN (Malvern & Richards, 2002; McKee et al., 2000). 

LIWC (Pennebaker, 2003; Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010)

Wordsmith Tools 4.0 (Scott, 2006)



Text variables
Basic Text Information 

1 No. of words in text (tokens)

2 No. of different words in text (types)

3 No. of syllables per word

4 No. of characters per word

5 No. of syllables per 100 words

6 Words per sentence

7 No. of sentences

8 Sentences per paragraph

9 No. of sentences per 100 words

10 No. of paragraphs

11 Anglo-Sax Index

12 Greco-Latin Cognates



Text variables
Readability Indices

13 Flesch Reading Ease

14 Flesch-Kincaid

15 Dale-Chall Grade Level

16 Spache Grade Level

17 Gunning’s Fog Index

18 Fry Graph Readability 

19 K1 Words (1-1000)

20 K2 Words (1001-2000)

21 K3 Words (2001-3000)

22 K4 Words (3001-4000)

23 K5 Words (4001-5000)

24 Academic Words List



Text variables
Lexical Diversity Indices

25 vocd-D (Lexical Diversity)

26 HD-D (Lexical Diversity)

27 Maas (Lexical Diversity)

28 Lexical Density

29 Frequency of content words

30 Minimum frequency of content words

Text abstractness 

31 Noun hypernym

32 Verb hypernym

33 Concreteness content words

34 Min. concreteness content words



Text variables

Syntactic complexity

35 Higher level constituents

36 Noun Phrase incidence

37 Modifiers per Noun Phrase

38 Words before main verb

39 Negations

40 Passive sentences

41 Pronoun ratio

42 Personal pronouns

43 Syntactic structure similarity (adjacent sentences)

44 Syntactic structure similarity (across paragraphs)

45 Syntactic structure similarity (within paragraphs)



Text variables

Cohesion

46 Causal cohesion

47 Causal content

48 Intentional cohesion

49 Intentional content

50 Temporal cohesion

51 Spatial cohesion

52 Logical operators

53 Conditional operators



Text variables

Cohesion (more)

54 All connectives

55 Pos. additive connectives

56 Pos. temporal connectives

57 Pos. causal connectives

58 Pos. logical connectives

59 Neg. additive connectives

60 Neg. temporal connectives

61 Neg. causal connectives

62 Neg. logical connectives



Text variables
Referential Cohesion

63 Anaphoric reference

64 Adjacent anaphoric reference

65 Argument overlap

66 Adjacent argument overlap

67 Stem overlap

68 Adjacent stem overlap

69 Content word overlap

Latent Semantic Analysis

70 LSA for adjacent sentences

71 LSA for all sentences

72 LSA for all paragraphs



B2 Text characteristics

Text Variables (N=33) Mean SD Min. Max.

Anaphoric reference 0,138 0,095 0,017 0,326

Syntactic structure similarity 

(adjacent sentences)
0,084 0,022 0,034 0,131

Syntactic structure similarity 

(across paragraphs)
0,084 0,02 0,038 0,142

Concreteness content words 384,113 26,707 342,264 435,593

Lexical Diversity (optimum 

average)
102,53 23,319 60,89 159,53

All connectives 72,521 14,56 23,392 100,213



Differences between B2-C1 Texts
B2

N=28

C1

N=28

Mean Mean Adj. sig. 

No. of words in text 417.75 590.42 .000

No. of different words in text (types) 223.96 298.58 .000

Syllables per word 1.539 1.611 .007

Sentences per paragraph 3.346 5.704 .004

Flesch Reading Ease 58.205 48.530 .001

Dale-Chall Grade Level 9.521 11.750 .002

Spache Grade Level 4.829 5.488 .007

Gunning’s Fog Index 10.241 13.390 .000

Fry  Readability Graph 9.17 11.38 .001

K1 Words (1-1000) 79.781 74.573 .001



Test-takers’ perceptions vs. 
text features



Test-takers’ perceptions vs. 
text features



Test-takers’ scores vs. 
text features
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