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CHA.Pl'ER I 

THE PROBLEM 

The purpose of this study is to suggest and to isolate 

factors not considered in readability formulas which may con­

tribute to difficulty in reading the classics, and to compare 

the results of Flesch and Yoakam ratings of classics with the 

opinions and judgments of a "Panel of Expert Readers."1 

I. JUSTIFICATION OF THE PROBLEM 

The reading of the classics as a classroom project is 

a problem confronting every junior and senior high school 

teacher of English. The fact that certain selections are 

designated for each secondary grade level, coupled with the 

fact that there is an ever-increasing number of students 

having reading difficulties in our secondary schools today, 

constitutes a major problem in the teaching of the classics. 

That the reading of the classics is an almost universal 

problem is borne out by the opinions of experts and prospec­

tive Master's degree candidates who have investigated the 

problem of the teaching of the classics in junior and senior 

high schools. 

1A detailed definition of the "Panel of Expert Readers" 
is given later in this study. 



stated: 

As one of the basic premises of his study, Charette 

The problem of finding the right book for 
the right reader is one of the basic problems 
constantly faced by librarians, teachers, and 
parents. The large number of booklists recom­
mending books specifically directed at certain 
age levels be~s witness to the existence of 
this problem. 

In a recent study, Craig showed that many of the 

classics included in courses of study for certain grades 

definitely were beyond the reading level of many of these 

students.3 

In The American High School of Today, James B. Conant 

stated that fourth, fifth, or sixth grade-level reading was 

being done by ten or fifteen per cent of the students in the 

secondary schools he had visited while compiling his report~ 

The Baker dissertation, in considering this same prob-

lem, said that "Recent readability studies have endorsed the 

already widespread conviction that many of our classics tra-

ditionally taught in secondary schools are beyond the reading 

~oger Charette, "A Study of the Readability of the 
Classics," (unpublished Master's thesis, Boston University, 
Boston, 1960). 

3James L. Craig, "The Readability of Children's Litera­
ture," A Report on the Tenth Conference on Reading, Pitts­
burgh, University of Pittsburgh, 1954), p. 124 

~James Bryant Conant, The American Hi~h School Today, 
(New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Iric.,959), P• 55. 

2 



attainment of many of our current pupils."5 

In view of these opinions, a more widespread interest 

in the problem of the readability of literature taught in 

secondary schools has come about, along with a greater con­

sciousness of the importance of the careful selection of 

literary works in order that the reading of the classics will 

accomplish the purposes for which it was originally designeG­

namely, to instill in the students who read these works an 

appreciation and an understanding of worthwhile literature. 

II. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Of major concern to secondary educators, therefore are 

the following questions: 

How should the selection of classics for junior and 

senior high school reading be made? What criteria should be 

used in order to determine, as accurately as possible, the 

readability of these selections? What factors should be con­

sidered in judging whether a certain classic is suitable for 

a particular grade level? What criteria thus far have been 

used in connection with this problem? 

I. Readability 

Since the suggestion of factors which determine whether 

a book is "readable" is the basic purpose of this study, it 

5Irving D. Baker, "An Evaluation of the Simplified 
Classics," (unpublished Doctoral dissertation, University of 
Pittsburgh, 1960), p. 1. 

:: 

3 



is necessary to define the term "readability." Because of 

the subjectivity of its nature, this is a difficult word to 

define. 

Webster defines "readable" as "easy to read, because 

interesting,"6 implying that a book considered "readable" by 

one person may not be so considered by another. 

A general consensus of opinion on what does or does 

not make a book readable is summed up by c. Ham: "• • • the 

reader determines the readability; not the book. Almost every 

book is readable to someone."7 

Readability, therefore, is a combination of whatever 

factors make a book interesting and understandable to the 

reader. 

Reading experts agree that because of the human ele-

ment involved in the act of reading, an ideal formula or 

method of resolving the problem of reading difficulty will 

most likely never be devised. 

Attempts have been made by these experts to discover 

and/or to suggest certain factors which may generally contri­

bute to reading difficulty. Several readability formulas 

have been developed, including such factors as sentence 

6webster's Collegiate Dictionary (Springfield: G. & c. 
Merriam, 1951). 

7c. Ham, "Report on the Chicago Conference on Reading," 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), p. 167. 

4 



structure and sentence length, difficulty of vocabulary, 

number of prepositional phrases, and the like. Through 

the use of these formulas, the originators have attempted 

to determine the reading difficulties and the grade levels 

of books. 

Since a detailed account of the readability formulas 

is not germane to the purpose of this study, the author 

will record only briefly the best known among them, as 

determined by the Charette, LaMontagne, and Baker studies. 

The Gray-Leary formula is concerned primarily with 

vocabulary, and with sentence length. It was designed to 

measure adult materials for adults with limited reading 

abilities. 

The Lorge formula considers sentence structure in 

addition to vocabulary, and requires an outside list of 

vocabulary words for its administration. 

The Winnetka formula is based on the tabulation and 

comparison of vocabulary words according to Thorndike's 

Teacher's Word Book. 8 

The Yoakam and Flesch formulas will be discussed in 

greater detail in the chapter on "Related Research" since 

they are pertinent to this study. 

8Edgar Dale and Jeanne s. Chall, A Formula for Pre­
dicting Readabilit{ (Columbus: Bureau of Educational 
Resear~, Ohio Sta e University, 1958). 

5 



/i 

II 
li 
" 

Generally, the readability formulas are mainly crit­

tl icized because of their inability to classify validly 

I reading material much above the elementary level. In other 

I 
ii 
li 

tl words, the readability of the literature most often taught ;; 

Jon a secondary level, such as the classics, may not be " 
I 
taccurately determined. Therefore, it appears that these 
I 
I[ formulas are inadequate instruments with which to measure 

)the readability of adult reading material. 

i In his dissertation, Baker discusses the relative 
i 
[unreliability of the formulas at the adult level. 

I' 
In general, the formulas used today are good 

measures of difficulty for grades three through 
seven. When one applies them to materials above 
this level, he is likely to find present a number 
of factors not adequately accounted for.9 This 
is due to the fact~hat most formulas were vali­
dated on materials designed either fol children, 
or adults of limited reading ability. 0 

Specific factors not included within the scope of the 

formulas enumerated by Baker will be discussed in the chap-
!; 

ter on "Related Research." 11 

" 
I Two of these readability formulas have recently been I! 

I applied to a list of eighty-two classics compiled by li 
[Charette in his Master's thesis. Charette applied the 

I 
Flesch formula to a basic list of classics which he deter-

[' 
1----- r[ 

',J 9underlined words stressed by author; these were not [I 

I
I emphasized in any way in Baker's study. 1, 

It 

6 

1

11

... lOBaker, op. cit., P• 22. if 

n~~l·.'~,========================~~r==== I: 
ii 



to be the most commonly taught throughout the /mined " country.ji 
' I The Yoakam formula was applied to the same list of 

classics by Katherine LaMontagne in her investigation of 

the readability of the classics; and in his dissertation, 

j! 
. 

h 
l: 
I' 
i: 
n 

"' 
li 
li ':Irving D. Baker applied both the Flesch and Yoakam formulas r: 

I to a similar list of adapted classics. 
11 

II. Definition of Terms 
II 
II' II 

Readability. Generally, the term readability means 

'I those factors which make a book interesting and understand­

! able to the reader. li 
Readability Formula. This is an instrument designed 1i 

to measure one or more internal factors within given !i 
I 

reading material in order to determine its difficulty, grade/i 

level, and in some instances, its human interest value. 

Charette List. This is a listing of eighty-two 

II 
I' 

1 classics compiled by Roger Charette to which the Flesch 

i 

formula was applied. The classics included in this list /i 

/. were recommended on at least four out oi' eight recommending li 
I 

/i 
' i lists enumerating the most commonly taught classics for 

junior and senior high schools. 
,, 
r ;I 

Criterion. 
I ~ 
1: This term refers to a standard of measure-:1. 

ment, or a basis for comparison. In this study, the cri-

teria are the judgments of readers. 

!: 
II 
j, 
li n 
II ,, 

/ :::>cene Shift, Scene shifts are changes in the set-cing [j 

7 
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/J when the setting and/or situation is altered in any way, 

II such as by a change in locale, or by the introduction of 

li a new character, a scene shift has taken place. j! 

!I 
jl 

"Few" and "Man.y" Scene Shifts. I Books containing 0 to ' 

11.3 scene shifts were described as having "few" scene shifts, 
I' 
11 while books containing 10 or more were designated as having 

:1 "mB.IIY" scene shifts. 
i 

li Major Character. A major character is one whose 
I 
I! presence is necessary for the action of the story to pro-
,, 
, gress, or one whose absence would alter significantly the 
,i 
il 
jl plot of the story. 

I 
"Few" and "Many" Characters. Books said to contain 

110 major characters or less were described as having "few" 

11 characters, while those indicated as having "many" charac­

lters contained from 18 to 70 major characters. 
! 
H 

I 

Panel of Expert Readers. This was a group of twenty- !1 ,, 

five readers who had read approximately ninety percent (or 

I! at least 74 out of 82) of the classics included in the 

II, Charette List. These readers--primarily secondary teachers il 
tl i[ 

!j of English--were requested to categorize the titles and to 
1 

j, arrange them in ascending order of difficulty, according 

il 
lr to their opinions. !, 

I. 

I' I 
II 
II 
li 

Composite Ranking. The term "ranking" refers to the i 

1! number assigned to a book according to the Flesch and 
il 
!i Yoakam formulas, or according to the judgment of a reader. 
' . 

8 
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i 

J 

The composite ranking is the sum of all the rankings 
I 

I assigned to each title by each expert reader. 

I Average Ranki~. It was necessary to provide an 

average ranking for each title not evaluated by all the 

expert readers. This was accomplished by adding together 

II all the available rankings and dividing by the number of 

,readers who evaluated the book. 

I Cultural Distance. This term refers to the degree to 
I 

,/which a culture is simple and/or close to our culture, or 
!· 
!!stylized and foreign to our culture. 

Chi Square. This is a method of correlating distri-

1bution when there are discreet differences and not gradual 

!differences in the variables considered. 

III. Delimitation of the Problem 

II 
n 
I' 

/! 

This study is an attempt to suggest factors not inclu-ll 

I ded in readability formulas. It does not attempt to reach I! 
I I 
I definite conclusions, but does indicate that, according to i; 

independently-made reader evaluations, certain factors here-// 
!I 

ltofore not considered by formulas appeared to have a bear-

ing on the readability of these classics. 

The purpose of 
II 
1 readability formulas 

III. PROCEDURE 

this study is to determine how two 

compare with readers' judgments of the 

difficulty of the classics, and to suggest factors in 

II 
il 
'I 

'i! 

9 
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I 
I 

II 

II 
I' 
I! 
i' 

il 



i 
!I reading difficulty not taken into consideration by current 
' 
ii readability formulas. 
:' 
il These factors included the difficulty of abstract vs. 
I 
I concrete reading material, the number of scene shifts, the 

number of major characters, and the degree to which the 

!culture described in the classic was simple and close, or 

1

1
1 stylized and foreign, to our own. This latter factor was 

'subsequently referred to as cultural distance. 

In preparation for this study, the following steps 

were taken: 

11 A panel of expert readers was requested to rate the 

lj Charette list of classics in order from easiest to hardest. 

~ !This panel was composed of twenty-five readers, primarily 

jteachers, who had read approximately ninety percent of the 

!eighty-two classics. 

The list of classics was mimeographed, and cut up 

into individual title cards. These packets of title cards, 

jarranged in random order, were sent out to the expert 

!!readers. Accompanying the title cards were the following 
:I 
ji instruc tiona: 

if l. lVJark the tl. tle cards as follows: 
!i 
j! 

:I 

NR--not read 
T--taught 

' 1: 
i' 

II ·· 
11 i 

2. Categorize the titles: Easy, Jfairly Easy, 
Fairly Hard, Difficult. 

Average,!i 
! 

II 3. Arrange the cards in order from :&:asiest to Hardestj[ 
l1 in each category. Tape cards to paper. Use a I! 
1' separate page for each category. , 
·I r 

10 
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:; 

4. Please sign each separate page. 

Tabulation of Results. The titles were then listed 

by the author, and the ranking assigned each title by each 

expert reader was recorded. These individual rankings were 

totaled, resulting in a composite ranking for each book 

title. 

In many instances, a book had not been read by all 

twenty-five expert readers. In these cases, it was neces­

sary to assign an average ranking to the book, by totaling 

all the available rankings and dividing by the number of 

readers who had evaluated the book. This gave each title 

a more valid ranking. 

Book titles were then listed in order according to 

evaluations made by the panel. The titles were arranged in 

this order in the table comparing the reader evaluations 

with the Flesch and Yoakam findings. 

A chart was made with classics arranged in ascending 

order of difficulty according to readers' ratings. Ratings 

according to the Flesch and Yoakam formulas were plotted 

against the readers' ratings to show deviations. 

Next, a test to determine which type of reading ma­

terial is the more difficult to comprehend - abstract or 

concrete - was administered to ninety-six teachers of 

secondary schools. This test consisted of two paragraphs 

followed by a series of questions based on the paragraphs. 

:: 

11 



I' 
I 
I' ,I 
il 
I 

l
i These paragraphs were evenly matched in syllable count, 

1

1
number of words, sentence length, multiple-mean~ng words, 

and number of ideas. They differed in content. Paragraph 

I I consisted of concrete reading material, and Paragraph II 

consisted of abstract material. Both paragraphs were of 

third-grade reading difficulty. 

I' 
II 
I~ 
); 
I' 
II 

!i 
i! 
" !i 
II 
,, 
,, 

I 
':! 
;I 

1: 
ii !. 
' 
li 
1: 

The teachers who took the test were requested to read 1 

·th· :I 
n ~n I' 

' !both paragraphs and to answer both sets of questions 
I 

the alotted time of five minutes. The paragraphs were ad-

ministered in random order. 

The results were tabulated as percentage correct. A 

copy of the paragraphs included in the test is listed in 

1 the Appendix. 

In order to determine whether the number of scene 

shifts and the number of major characters influence reada-

I· 

II ,, 

li 
I' 
I' ,I 
" bility, and to 

I, Flesch formula 

check further readers' judgments against the[; 

findings, three series of book lists were 
It 

compiled from the titles ranked according tothe Flesch !i 
I 

formula. These were evaluated by teachers and principals li. 

j, 
who were requested to rate the titles in each list in order 11 

'I 
1: I from easiest to hardest, 

i books read were rated. 

according to their opinions. Only I• 

These ratings were subsequently compared with Flesch 
'I formula ratings of the books; with number of scene changes; 1, 

I' 
and with number of major characters. 

12 
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/

1 

Book List I contained the titles o:f :five "easy" books,i' 

/1 according to Flesch, selected :from the twenty-seven titles 
il 
II at the beginning o:f the Flesch rankings. ~o book listed 

II as easy had a rating higher than 25. 
t: ,, 
;' Also included in Book List I were :five "hard" books, 
1
1 i.e., a rating no lower than 62, selected :from the last 

ftwenty-seven titles in the Flesch rankings. The books were 

as :follows, according to the Charette study: 

Title 
The Deerslayer 
Lost Horizon 
Captains Courageous 
Bambi 
Red Badge o:f uourage 
The House of Seven Gables 
Two Years Before the Mast 
Robinson Crusoe 
The Scarlet Letter 
Twenty Thousand Leagues 

Under the Sea 

Ranking 

5 
13 
14 
15 
22 
62 
66 
72 
73 

78 

The first :five titles in the above list were classi-

11 fied as "easy", the last five titles were classified as 

I! " hard • " 

II 
II 
'II List I and teachers were requested to number the books 

Book jj 
,. 

The books were arranged in alphabetical order on 

they il 
' 

1 had read, in order, :from easiest to hardest. 
!i 

I 

" i: 
Book List II contained a series of "easy" books , i • e • •i: 

rated 25 or less according to Flesch, and selected from 

among the first twenty-seven titles in the Flesch rankings. 

Five o:f these books contained :few characters, i.e., ten 

I' ·, 

13 
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i! 

I 
I ,, 

'i !, 

il major characters or less, and five contained ~ charac-
' 
1 ters, i.e., 18 - 70 major characters. These titles were 

I given the following rankings in the Charette study: 
11 Number of 
11 Major 
lj Title Ranking Characters 
li Cyrano de Bergerac 1 44 
i1 Portrait of Jenny 2 10 
fi John Brown's Body 7 10 
'II The Black Arrow 8 18 

Treasure Island 11 25 il 
11 J:iow lireen Was My Valley 16 18 
[· Anna and the King of 
I ThSiyam 1

8
7 1

8
8 

I' e earling 1 

1

1
1
. Moby Dick 23 9 

j' Wind, Sand and Stars 24 3 

' 

rl Book titles were arranged in alphabetical order on 

Book List II, and teachers were asked to check off the book~! 

1 they had read and to arrange the titles, in order, from 
I 

Jl easiest to hardest. 

11 Book List III similarly consisted of a listing of 

' "easy" books ranked from 3 to 27. Because not enough easy 

li books contained few scene changes in order to fulfill the 
li 
11 requirements for Book List III, it was necessary to extend 
I' 

)J the "easy" ranking to 27. In Lists I and II, rankings do 
,. 
I' 
11 not exceed 25. 
II 
I, 
i: 
II 
il (0 - 3), and five contained ~ scene shifts (10 or more). 

Five of these titles contained few scene shifts 

i! 

! 

The titles and their respective rankings according to Flesc~ 
li 

are as follows: 

14 
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II 
! 
i 
I 

.I 

Title 

Kidnapped 
Ranking 

3 
The Deerslayer 
Tom Sawyer 
Jane Eyre 
Romeo and Juliet 
Julius Caesar 
The Cloister and the 

Hearth 
Moby Dick 
A Connecticut Yankee in 

King Arthur 's Court 
The Prince and the 

Pauper 

5 
6 

10 
19 
20 

21 
23 

25 

27 

Number of 
Scene Shifts 

2 
1 
3 

15 
25 
17 
40 
10 

1 

1 

1

: Book titles were arranged in alphabetical order on 
,, 
iJ Book List III. Teachers were again requested to arrange 
1: 

il the titles from easiest to hardest in their opinions. 

II On all three book lists, teachers were asked to check I' 

~~· off the books they had read, to indicate the books they 

i had taught to students, and to number the books in order. 
,, 

On each book list 
i 

they were asked to indicate whether I 
,: 
11 they considered the titles in each series to be Nearly 
'I 
If Alike or Greatly Different in difficulty. 

i! Statistical treatment of these results was accom-

'· I· 

11 plished by tabulating separately evaluations made on all 

1/ three book lists. Opinions on whether the titles were 

l.l.l Greatly Different or Nearly A:like were recorded, and these 1! 

results were compared with the Flesch Rankings. 
!i 
li 

I' 

A chi square was run on these comparisons to deter- ;: 

result~ I mine the probability of chance factors affecting the 
'; 

II 

15 

which are listed in table form in Chapter III. 11 
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I! 
II Finally, a check was made by the author and another 

1/ reader who independently decided which of the books on the 
I. 

/I Charette list were simple and/or close to our own culture, 
I. 
!iand which were stylized and foreign to our culture. These 
li 
11 "cultural distance ratings" were then compared with the 

li readers' evaluations, with the results of the Yoakam form-

1! ula, and with the results of the Flesch formula. A chi 

!!square was run on these findings to indicate the probabil-
" 
II ity of chance factors affecting the agreement or disagree-
!! 
II ment of the comparisons made. These results are likewise 
I[ 

li reported in table form in Chapter III. 
I' II 

IV. PLAN OF PRESENTATION li 
II 
I 
1! To accomplish the purposes of this study, a number of 

I steps were taken. The pages that follow will present and 

J

1 

discuss the findings. 
II 

ji Chapter II reports the related research. 
I 
I 

! 
Chapter III gives the findings on the comparisons 

!made between the readers' judgments and the Flesch and 

/I Yoakam formula rankings, on the difficulty of abstract vs. 
lr 

li concrete material, on number of scene shifts, on number of 

!major characters, and on cultural distance. This is fol-
1 

i lowed by a summary, conclusions, and recommendations. 
II 
I' ,I 

I' II 
I 

jl 
:! 

II 
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I' 

il 

li 

CHAPI'ER II 

RELATED RESEARCH 

I. Readability 

As previously stated, the readability of a book is 

purely a subjective and personal matter, and the reader 

must determine for himself, albeit subconsciously, just 

what factors make a book interesting and understandable 

to him. 

Dale suggests defining the term readability as 

"comprehensibility," including the factors of legibility, 

interest, ease of reading, or a combination of the three, 

and excluding such factors as type, line length, marginal 

spacing, lighting, or illustration. 11 

II. Readability Formulas 

Until the 1920's, the readability and suitability 

!I of books selected for classroom reading was entirely a 
!I 

I! 
li 

subjective matter, and up until this time no attempts had 

been made to determine the level of difficulty or grade 

i! 

I' 
•I 

II 
1i 

levels of books then in use. 

At that time, the foundation of subsequent read-

I' ability formulas was laid when in 1921, Thorndike 
.I 
i! 

li 
': llEdgar Dale, Readability (Champlain, Illinois: 

~~====~I==N=a=t=i=on==a=l=C=o=un==c=~=·l==o=f==T=e=a=c=h=e=r=s==o=f==E=n=g=l=is=h=='=l=9=5=0=)=,==P=·==l=.======*=======~ 
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published his Teacher's Word Book, an alphabetical listing 

of ten thousand words found to occur most frequently in 

'approximately five million words surveyed by Thorndike,l2 

This word list heralded the advent of the reada­

bility formulas which at first investigated word recogni­

tion and word definition, then eventually included other 

factors beyond vocabulary, 

In 1923, the first objective method of measuring 

vocabulary difficulty was developed when Lively and 

. Pressey used the Thorndike list to measure the vocabulary 

·. difficulty of secondary school textbooks, 

Shortly after, the Winnetka Graded Book List was 

published, based on the judgments of 36,750 children whose 

·. reactions to books were carefully noted, The ages and 

· reading abilities of the children were measured by the 

Stanford Silent Reading Test, The reading scores of 

children who had enjoyed a particular book were averaged, 

and became the reading difficulty score for that book when 

twenty-five or more children judged the book enjoyable. 13 

12F. L. Thorndike, The Teacher's Word Book (New 
York: Bureau of Publications, Teacher's College of Columbia 
University, 1921), p. vi. 

:; 

13c. H. Washburne and Mabel Vogel, "An Objective 
Method of Determining the Grade Placement of Children's 
Reading Materials," Elementary School Journal, XXVII, 
(January, 1928), P• 3?4. 
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I 
·1 The Winnetka Formula has as its basis for judgment ll 
1, r: 
11 a comparison and word count of the number of common and ), 
rl ,: 

1 uncommon words according to the Thorndike List. Ji 

I The Lorge Formula consists of a word count of the j; 
' ,: 

Ji passage being analyzed in addition to the tabulation of the I; 
'I !; 
I number of prepositional phrases. The number of "hard" word~l 

/ according to the Dale List is also recorded, yielding the lj 
I 

I! 14 
II grade score. 

The Dale-Chall Formula considers average sentence I 
·I 
/1 length and an evaluation of familiar and unfamiliar words 

1/ according to the Dale List, a list compiled by Dale and 

l
i Tyler from the Teacher's Word Book by Thorndike and the 

Word List ot;_,the International Kindergarten Union. 15 The 

; 

fact that it requires outside materials makes the Dale­

Chall Formula time-consuming and difficult to apply. 

I 
The Gray-Leary Formula was developed in 1939 and 

II was a further attempt to uncover additional factors in 

/I reading difficulty. It included within its scope five 

I factors: the number of personal pronouns (first., second, 

I and third persons); the percentage of different words; 
II 
,, 

li 
I L 
' i: 

j: 

II 14 Irving Lorge, "Predicting Readability," 
College Record, 45:404-419, (March, 1944). 

,I 
;' 

Teacher •s " 
1: I 

It 

I 
I 

15william s. Gray and Bernice E. Leary,Wh ~:::::a:::.t~M~ak::::;:::e.:;:.s 
a Book Readable (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1935) t p. 106. 

~ ·, 

I' 
,! 
I' 
II 
\I 

19 

I! 
~~~ ==~====================================~===== 

jl 
I 



j the number of prepositional phrases; the average sentence 

words. 16 

11 

!I 

II 

length; and the number of different hard 

Since the Flesch and Yoakam readability formulas 

are more relative to this study, they will be discussed in 

more detail than the formulas previously mentioned. 

Flesch Formula. This formula was developed by 

Flesch in answer to the complaint that current readability 

formulas were inadequate instruments with which to measure II 
II 
1: more difficult, or adult, material. Charette discusses in 

his study the advantages of the Flesch formula. 

The formula ••• evolved by Flesch ••• 
produces two completely separate scores. The 
first score grades the ease of the material 
and the second grades the human interest of 
the material. Since the application of the 
formula does not require the use of outside 17 material, it is relatively convenient to apply. 

Flesch does not apply the term "accurate" to his 

test, nor to any test of this nature. He admits that his 

test will predict the "probable readability for an average 

I reader."18 He also advises that test results be taken 

I 

I 

I 
I 
I 

not too seriously. 

l6 Jeanne s. Chall, "Readability," An A~praisal of 
Research A~lication (Columbus: Ohio State Un~versitj, 
(1958)' p. I. 

17charette, op. cit., p. 11. 

lBRudolf Flesch, How To Test Readability (New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1951), P• 52. 

'I 

'I I, 
I, 

II 
li 
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II 

I, 
I, 

I' 

11 The Reading Ease Score is computed by taking 
fi 

Jl approximately twenty-five to thirty samplings of a book. 

Jl Each sampling should consist of 100 words, and begin at the 

r! beginning of a paragraph. 

I' The number of words in ten sentences in each sam-

pling is counted and the total number is divided by ten, 

yielding the average number of words per sentence. 

The average word length is computed by counting the 

total number of pronounced syllables in each sampling. 

The Reading Ease Score is computed by multiplying 

the average sentence length by 1.015, by multiplying the 

I number of syllables per 100 words by .846, by adding the 

I 
I 
,, 

results of these two multiplications, and finally by sub-

tracting this sum from 206.835· 
I' 

The Human Interest Score is computed by counting the il 
!I 

number of personal words in each sampling of 100 words, and 11 

by counting the number of personal sentences in 100 sen-

tences. ll 
ji 

The number of personal words per 100 words is 

plied by .314. The results of these multiplications 

added, and from these computations the Human Interest 

is derived.l9 

multi- i, 

i:' are 11 

l9Rudolf Flesch, "A New Readability Yardstick," 
Journal of Applied Psychology, (June, 1948), p. 222. 

Score I: 

]I ,, 

1: 

il ,, 
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li ,, 

Originally, the Flesch formula appeared in 1943, 

and the human interest element was introduced in the 

revision and simplification of the formula in 1948. 

The Flesch formula encompasses more than merely the II 
II 
11 if 

1 vocabulary factor which, Flesch believed, is not enough to 

i 

II 
II 
II 
I 

ii 

judge accurately the readability of a book, particularly at [i 

the adult level. 

Yoakam Formula. 
'I 

The Yoakam formula was developed in ; 
:I. 

' the 1930's and bases its predictions on a single factor: 

vocabulary difficulty. It was devised when it was learned 

that difficulty grade levels and the incidences of words 

measuring high on the Thorndike scale were closely related. !i 
I, 

There followed the construction of a tentative scalei! 
I " I 

II to 
II 

I! 

determine whether this relationship was significant. 

In the Thorndike listing, 20 words falling into the 
I! 

I 
fourth thousand and above in frequency were assigned an 

' index number. For example, an index number of 5 for words ,, 
I 21~ 

II in the fifth thousand, 6 in the sixth thousand, and so on. 11 

,: II 
i! I 
ii !i 
Ill L 

II 20E. L. Thorndike, A Teacher's Word Book of 20 000 !i 
,, Words (New York: Bureau of PUbhcations, Teachers Coliege, r: 

II Columbia University, 1931). 

II 
II 
1\ 

II 
li 
II 

21Gerald A. Yoakam, Basal Readi~ Instruction (New 
York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc.,55), pp. 329-337. 

22 
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;:t ._. 

Grade-level difficulty can be computed from grades 

three through fourteen by means of a table to convert the 

total of index numbers to grade levels. 

:: 

The assumption proved correct, since reading material 

· classified as difficult to read had a prevalence of words 

with serial numbers of four and above. 

The Yoakam formula is applied by following this 

procedure. 

Samples are taken from a book or article, and the 

size and number of samples are determined. These samples 

are checked to locate all words with Thorndike serial num-

bers of four or above, and the serial numbers are then 

added, The total will be the index number. 

These unit index numbers are then averaged by di-

viding by the number of samples selected, The grade level 

is disclosed by checking the averaged index number against 

the conversion scale. 22 

The most recent reliability studies made on the 

Yoakam formula include those of Leifeste23 and Betts~4 and 

22Yoakam, op. cit., PP• 335-337. 

23Bertha Leifeste, "An Investigation of the Relia­
bility of the Sampling of Reading Materials," Unpublished 

, Doctoral Dissertation, University of Pittsburgh, 1942. 

:: 

:I 

24E. A, Betts, "Readability of the American Adven­
ture Series," Unpublished Material, Wheeler PUblishing 
Company, Chicago, 1954· 

:: 
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later on by Elliott. 25 Validity studies were made by 

Stadtlander, 26 Latimer, 27 and Figure1. 28 

Since the above-mentioned studies are discussed in 

detail in the LaMontagne Master's thesis, and since they 

are more pertinent to her findings than the author's, they 

were not included here. 

III. Limitations of Readability Formulas 

It has already been stated earlier in this study 

that the greatest criticism of the readability formulas 

centers around the fact that they are not adequate to 

determine accurately the grade levels and difficulty levels 

of adult reading material. In other words, they may grade 

materials of third grade to seventh grade difficulty with 

some degree of accuracy, but beyond these levels, their 

25catherine Janette Elliott, "A Critical Analysis of 
the Objective Method of Measuring Reading Difficulty," 
Pittsburgh Schools, XV (May, June, 1941), pp. 217-219. 

2~lizabeth Stadtlander, "A Scale for Determining 
and Evaluating Reading Materials for the Intermediate 
Grades," Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation, University of 
Pittsburgh, 1939. 

27Edward H. Latimer, "A Comparative Study of Recent 
Techniques for Judging Readability," Unpublished Doctoral 
Dissertation, University of Pittsburgh, 1947. 

28J. Allan Figurel, "Relative Difficulty of Reading 
Materials for Ninth Grade Literature," Pittsburgh Schools, 
XVI (January-February, 1942), PP• 125-138. 

;; 
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'' ,, reliability is open to question. 

1
11 Attempts have been made by the authors of reada-

li 
I! 
li 

bility formulas to include the analysis of a greater li 
I 

I number and wider range of factors - particularly factors ;
1
; 

I which measure to some degree the level of abstraction which ji 

I becomes greater as a given book increases in difficulty. 
I! 
iJ The Flesch, Lorge, and Dale-Chall formulas are examples of II 

these 
,i 
II 

attempts. 

Authorities are agreed that no formula should be 
II 
I 

i 
I considered infallible, and that caution should be 

i when one is making use of them. 
!i 

D. H. Russell says that "no formula is equally ef-II 
li 
11 fective at all levels of difficulty. It is most reliable 

when used with materials of the same difficulty level as 

those it was standardized on.n 29 

Rudolf Flesch stated that his test predicts 

l! 

ll 
i 

probable 1
1 

Ji ,, 
readability, and that he hoped readers would not ". • • take i' 

I 

the formula too seriously and • • .expect from it more than il 
i: 

a rough estimate.n3° I, 

li 
'I 
l1 

I 
2 9n. H. Russell and H. R. Fea, "The Validity of Six (11 

Readability Formulas as a Measure of Juvenile Fiction," ' 
ElementarLSchool Journal, LII (November, 1951), il 
pp. 136=144. 1' ,I 

Harper 
3°Rudolf Flesch, T:;h::::e::...::Ar:;..;t~o~f-=.P.:.l::.al.::· n::...:T::.:a::lk= (New York: 
& Brothers, 1946), P• VJ.J.. 

il 
II 
I 
ill 

li 
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il 
li 26 
'I 

)i 
' 

Because they tend to stress vocabulary and word 
" " recognition £actors, the formulas are ill-equipped to cope li 
i! 

with a number o£ uninvestigated £actors which appear in i! 
li 

reading material above the level o£ grade seven. /i 

Bloomer says that "as the number o£ modifiers is I! 
i! 

increased, the material becomes more di££icult to read."3l ir 
i! 
li 

He further states that 'written material should be geared to ij 

£it the maturity level o£ its audience.n32 

Since the more di££icult the material becomes, the 
ii 

greater degree o£ abstraction tends to be present, a read- 11 

ability formula should include a means o£ measuring this 

I level o£ abstraction in order to be a reasonably accurate 

II 
!I 
i, 
!I 

II 

I 
II 

II 

gauge o£ the di££iculty level. 

No formula yet developed can measure adequately 

conceptual difficulties arising £rom insu££icient explana-
i: 
' I' tion, excessive abstraction,33 or cultural distance. 

Because o£ their mechanical nature, readability li 
•I 

formulas £ail to include such nebulous £actors as the 

31R. H. Bloomer, "Level o£ Abstraction As a Functionii 
o£ Modifier Load," Journal of Educational Research, LII 
(March, 1959), PP• 269-2?2. 

33rrving 
College Record, 

I 
l1 ,, 
li 
l: 

li ,I 

Lorge, "Reading and Readability," Teachers jl .. 

LI (November, 1949), P• 94· 
i! 
~ I 
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I 
maturity, learning, and potential of appreciability of 

1
1 

the reader. 34 ,, 

,, 2'1 
:! 

i! 
il 

few attempts have been made to measure ade- I' 
II 

I' 
•i To date, 

quately and efficiently variations of word meanings, as, fo~l 
I' 

I 
example, multiple-meaning words, or figurative language, I' 

i! 
" although Thorndike and Lorge in 1938 devised a semantic ii 

11 word count.35 Due to the vast complexity of its application,)/ 
II II 
i however, this word count has not been tested on a wide li 

I 
I' 

!, scale. /i 

The reliability of word count will doubtlessly re- [I 

1l main g,uestionable due to changes in the frequency of usage il 

II so consistently a part of our English language. AuthoritieJ 

II such as Flesch and Humphrey36 are generally agreed that II 

how frequently a word is used does not necessarily deter- r' 
n 
i' 

mine how difficult that word may be. 

On the other hand, although readability formulas 

still leave a great deal to be desired, particularly as 

criteria for the measurement of higher level material, 

34J. s. Chall, "This Business of Readability: A 
Second Look," Educational Research Bulletin, XXXV 
(April, 1956), p. 90. 

I' 
i! :: 
I• 

I! 
I' 
II 
I 

I 

II 
II 
' i! 
n 

35E. L. Thorndike and Irving Lorge, A Semantic /,1: 

Count of English Words, (New York: Institute of Educational/ 
Research, Teachers College, Columbia University, 1938). , 

:: 
37c. w. Humphrey, "Is Word Frequency Misused?" !i 

Business Education World, XXV (May, 1945), P• 468. /1 
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,, 
I' 
II 

II 
i! 

!I they are still worthwhile attempts in determining the 
., 
'j relative difficulty of a book; they remain useful instru-
1. 

il ments in evaluating probable reading difficulties, and in 

I judging relatively the grade levels of reading materials. 
!I 
I' 

IV. Studies in Application of Formulas 
11 

II 
Since the Charette and LaMontagne studies are highly 'i 

IJ relative to the present study, a summary of their conclu­
·1 

11 sions is in order. 

!! 

iJ 

I, 
ij 
If 

Charette Study. In his study, Charette compiled a 

basic list of eighty-two classics, including those titles 

which appeared on at least four out of eight lists recom-

'I L 
ii 
ii 
!' 

1 
mending classics for junior and senior high school reading.:' 

" if 
I' II 
li 
il 
II 
I 

of the 

li 

To this list of classics Charette applied both parts li 
i! 

Flesch. readability formula, determining the reading '! 

ease and human interest scores of each selection. 

In addition to these scores, Charette noted the 
.I 
II number of major characters and the number of scene changes, I, 
Jl I 

1l although he did not define these terms. He also tabulated ' 
tl the approximate number of words in each vo1ume. 

From this investigation, Charette concluded that 

various factors contribute to the reading difficulty of a 

book, including word length, sentence length, book length, 

number of characters, and number of scene changes, No 

further attempt was made to validate the latter two 

28 
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assumptions (viz., the effect of characters and scene 

changes on readability), and Charette stated that indivi-

dual differences and, in fact, all subjective elements 

1 which affect readability were eliminated by the use of an 

I objective formula. 

Another limitation noted by Charette was that, due 

to the short sentences in dramas or plays, the formula was 

[ It were rated on the sixth-grade level of difficulty when 
l 

il the formula was applied to them. 

i[ No attempt was made to compare the Flesch findings 

I with outside reader judgments. 

I LaMontagne Study. In her study, LaMontagne applied 

,

1

!1 the Yoakam formula to the basic list of eighty-two most 

j recommended classics mentioned in the Charette study. 

I' ,I 
A comparison was made between the Yoakam ran.kings 

I 
and the Flesch rankings, and an attempt was made to show 

the degree of conformity between the Yoakam grade levels 

I! 
,! 

'i 
l 
! 

: 
major characters and scene shifts in each i 

I 
and the number of 

of the classics. 

The number of scene shifts and the number of major 

characters as determined by LaMontagne were compared to 

those determined by Charette. 

i: 
il 
il 
ij 

I, 
I! 

II 
II 
ii 
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LaMontagne concluded that the difference between the 

average grade levels of both studies was less than one 

point, despite the fact that only two classics, The Return 

;of the Native and Pride and Prejudice were the only two 

books whose rank orders were the same in both studies. 

She reached no definite conclusion concerning the 

relation of the number of major characters to the grade 

levels of the Yoakam formula in grades five through twelve, 

and stated that there appeared to be no correlation between 

the Yoakam formula grade levels and the number of major 

characters. 

Since the term scene shift was not clearly defined 

at the time of the Charette and LaMontagne studies, 

LaMontagne noted a great discrepancy between the number of 

scene shifts in·her study and those in Charette's. LaMon-

tagne does provide such a definition in her thesis. 

She stated that the rank order of reading difficulty 

and the comparability of differently constructed formulas 

'is open to question because only two of the eighty-two 

classics were assigned common rank orders. 

She recommended that further investigation in the 

areas of number of major characters and number of scene 

•changes be conducted, after the definitions of these terms 

•• were clearly established. 

:: 
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• 

As in the Charette study, there was no attempt made 

to correlate the Yoakam findings with judgments of outside 

readers. 

v. Summary 

Incl~ded in this chapter on related research is a 

brief discussion of readability formulas, their usefulness, 

and their limitations. 

Because of their pertinence to this study, the 

general procedures and conclusions of the Charette and 

LaMontagne studies have been included here in some detail. 

To correlate the findings of the Flesch and Yoakam 

formulas with the evaluations and judgments of outside 

readers, and to suggest through the results of these judg­

ments that the number of scene shifts and cultural distance 

may be factors affecting the readability of these classics 

is a basic purpose of this study • 

31 
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" CHAP.rER III 

FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

I. Findings 

The pages that follow contain the findings in answer 

to the questions presented throughout this study: 

1. How do the findings of independent readers com­

pare with the results of the Flesch and Yoakam formulas in 

evaluating the list of eighty-two classics? 

2. Are abstract and concrete materials consistent in 

difficulty when factors contained in readability formulas 

.. are controlled? 

3· Do factors such as the number of scene shifts, 

·'the number of characters, and cultural distance make a 

difference in readability? 

The following tables review the findings of the 

panel of expert readers on the basic list of eighty-two 

classics, the results of the abstract vs. concrete reading 

test administered to ninety-six teachers, and the results 

of evaluations made by seventy-seven teachers on classics 

: rated hard or easy according to Flesch when factors were 

controlled. 

Table I shows the rank orders assigned to each 

classic by each expert reader. The book titles are listed 

in alphabetical order so that they may be located conven-



iently. Since all of the readers did not read all of the 

classics on the list, it was necessary to provide an aver­

age ranking for each place left vacant by the reader in 

order to arrive at a more accurate composite ranking for 

each book. 

These average rankings for a book not read by a 

particular reader are indicated on the chart by an asterisk 

(*). The average rankings for books not read and the num­

ber of times they were assigned to each book are found in 

Table II. Except for Beyond Sing the Woods, which fourteen 

of the twenty-five readers had not read, no other book was 

unread by more than six of the readers. Eighteen of the 

books had been read by all but one reader; and forty-four 

books, or more than fifty percent, had been read by all 

the readers. 

The final order of difficulty of the classics as a 

consensus of readers' ratings is presented in Table III. 

The books are listed from easiest to hardest from the 

rankings obtained in the following manner. 

The sum of readers' ratings refer to the number 

arrived at by adding all of the rankings for each classic 

and dividing by the number of readers who had read the book. 

Each book was given the composite ranking indicated in 

Table III. 
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TABLE I 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF ·rHE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TVV"ENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Abraham Lincoln 65 42 14 72 63 50 63 

A Christmas Carol 42 5 57 12 2 18 8 

Anna and the King 
of Siam 33 29 26 39 39 8 30 

Arrowsmith 30 18 31 31 12 16 39 

As You Like It 28 75 64 27 *48 44 42 

A Tale of Two Cities76 23 5 59 45 48 44 

Bambi 7 2 6 13 1 13 1 

Ben Hur 51 *54 66 23 71 69 61 

Beyond Sing the 
Woods 61 *33 *33 *33 78 *33 *33 

Captains Courageous 38 46 20 28 9 3 13 

A Connecticut Yankee 
in King Arthur 's 
Court 9 51 58 51 26 52 36 

Cyrano de Bergerac 24 31 75 75 70 75 40 

David Copperfield 53 36 52 24 47 38 48 

Death Comes for 
the Archbishop 55 40 54 38 77 34 64 

Don Q,uixote 49 66 62 35 60 61 73 

Drums 36 54 *38 57 34 27 11 

34 

8 9 10 

50 28 37 

1 48 10 

64 7 29 

43 23 39 

27 53 36 

30 51 64 

6 3 7 

12 71 27 

33 9 *33 

18 24 19 

10 19 40 

62 54 41 

25 28 65 

5'? *49 49 

61 64 46 

44 35 58 
:: 
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Title Readers: 

Ethan Frome 

TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIG~ED HY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

1 2 ~ 4 5 6 7 

64 59 24- 61 19 32 16 

Giants in the Earth 54 11 *60 80 64 73 19 

Great Expectations 79 57 67 67 4-8 57 66 

Gulliver's Travels 12 63 19 4-8 17 10 28 

Gone With the Wind 58 62 4-9 4-0 68 37 34-

Hamlet 82 76 63 69 75 80 77 

Holy Bible 73 80 69 81 59 60 22 

How Green Was 
My Valley 37 12 33 4-7 4-3 58 62 

Huckleberry Finn 1 61 15 60 8 39 37 

Ivanhoe 71 39 71 34- 52 65 52 

Jane Eyre 78 56 59 63 35 56 31 

John Brown's Body 59 60 32 54 37 71 76 

Johnny Tremain 3 4-8 7 16 10 7 16 

Julius Caesar 75 74 60 4-9 74 70 70 

Kidnapped 70 4-9 2 5 7 32 10 

Kim 16 16 10 10 66 4-0 20 

Les Miserables 74- 79 70 33 57 76 75 

Life With Father 8 25 1 6 24- 4- 27 
- .. 

35 

8 9 10 

11 29 35 

76 *60 75 

7 60 *59 

4-1 15 16 

77 4-7 51 

67 56 62 

80 21 71 

19 22 22 

3 16 3 

15 58 4-2 

78 30 31 

32 59 52 

36 4- 5 

22 52 63 

66 38 4-3 

4-5 14- 14-

55 57 *62 

4- 6 11 
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TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Little Women 17 53 46 11 3 5 7 

Lorna Doone 67 9 73 20 72 53 81 

Lost Horizon 45 44 12 45 22 43 14 

Men Against the Sea 21 6 35 19 32 25 53 

Moby Dick 18 70 18 77 49 78 46 

Mutiny on the Bounty 57 32 44 22 31 24 29 

My Antonia 63 78 42 50 65 36 50 

Northwest Passage 23 26 21 36 62 23 57 

Oliver Twist 44 37 72 41 44 63 49 

Parnassus On Wheels 77 14 *36 79 61 17 47 

Pitcairn's Island 50 17 45 42 33 26 26 

Poor Richard's 
Almanac 47 35 43 64 41 28 68 

Portrait of Jenny 15 27 28 56 42 9 51 

Pride and Prejudice 68 64 61 17 27 55 65 

Rabble In Arms 52 33 *59 68 54 59 60 

Rebecca 29 55 47 32 55 20 21 

Robinson Crusoe 11 47 4 15 13 15 2 

Romeo and Juliet 48 77 76 37 73 66 41 
:cr---

36 

8 9 10 

5 13 1 

53 39 76 

14 12 28 

38 30 30 

73 67 56 

56 34 18 

52 10 45 

31 44 57 

58 63 66 

40 *36 23 

*32 *32 34 

68 20 20 

13 *31 26 

42 66 72 

48 36 68 

46 26 12 

70 29 6 

21 55 61 
<< 
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TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 1 2 3 4 5 6 

The Adventures of 
Sherlock Holmes 13 28 56 2 18 21 

The Black Arrow 35 4 29 25 30 49 

The Bridge of San Luis 
Rey 39 67 27 55 38 31 

The Call of the Wild 4 50 39 7 4 2 

The Cloister and the 
Hearth 56 13 *59 76 80 45 

The Count of Monte 
Christo 25 68 50 44 53 64 

The Deerslayer 20 15 22 53 19 54 

The Good Earth 41 24 13 43 51 51 

The House of Seven 
Gables 46 34 53 58 46 46 

The Human Comedy 62 69 9 14 25 42 

The Last Days of 
Pompeii 60 45 48 74 67 77 

The Last of the 
Mohicans 22 52 38 62 20 29 

The Prince and the 
Pauper 43 8 41 8 15 6 

The Red Badge of 
Courage 19 1 16 66 28 62 

37 

7 8 9 10 

12 37 49 44 

9 11 40 30 

23 35 50 61 

3 29 1 57 

80 20 *59 55 

56 72 43 69 

71 65 33 55 

17 49 8 48 

54 59 61 67 

5 60 25 33 

72 71 *64 73 

55 74 32 54 

25 34 18 2 

33 24 70 21 

': 



TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 1 2 3 4 5 6 

The Return of the 
Native 40 38 65 78 79 '12 

The Robe 34 21 30 46 36 47 

The Three Musketeers 68 58 34 18 21 11 

The Scarlet Letter 81 41 55 65 50 68 

The Virginian 27 7 17 29 40 12 

The Yearling 5 20 11 3 11 14 

Tom Sawyer 2 3 3 4 6 35 

Treasure Island 26 19 8 1 14- 30 

Twenty Thousand Leagues 
Under the Sea 32 43 25 26 16 22 

Two Years Before the 
Mast 31 30 23 21 23 33 

Vanity Fair 69 72 68 71 56 67 

War and Peace 14 71 51 73 81 81 

White Fang 10 10 40 9 5 1 

Westward Ho ~ 6 22 36 30 58 41 

Wind, Sand and Stars 72 73 37 52 76 79 

Wuthering Heights 80 65 74 70 69 74 

38 

7 8 9 10 

74 47 69 74 

24 26 27 24 

58 9 42 53 

67 69 68 50 

35 50 46 13 

18 23 5 25 

6 2 17 4 

15 63 37 15 

43 8 31 17 

45 17 45 38 

69 79 72 59 

78 75 73 77 

4 54 2 9 

59 51 41 41 

79 *67 *67 60 

38 39 62 32 
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TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 11 12 13 14 15 16 

Abraham Lincoln 47 64 47 56 64 60 

A Christmas Carol 9 16 7 23 18 20 

Anna and the King 
of Siam 14 40 10 24 14 12 

Arrowsmith 27 66 36 46 15 40 

As You Like It 40 38 34 47 32 23 

A Tale of Two Cities 44 45 68 60 34 39 

Bambi 7 5 1 5 1 1 

Ben Hur 63 48 74 75 63 70 

Beyond Sing the 
Woods *33 *33 24 22 *33 34 

Captains Courageous 18 11 2 6 7 4 

A Connecticut Yankee 
In King Arthur's 
Court 39 52 33 7 19 *23 

Cyrano de Bergerac 68 32 80 40 72 63 

David Copperfield 49 54 54 41 37 31 

Death Comes for 
the Archbishop 76 58 67 59 62 38 

Don Quixote 64 57 56 49 54 71 

Drums 10 37 42 9 24 *38 

39 

17 18 19 20 

66 28 65 76 

33 9 21 20 

10 19 44 44 

7 49 47 82 

*48 70 61 15 

41 40 *45 63 

4 13 37 1 

46 16 5 70 

52 *33 *33 4 

36 18 17 18 

22 4 31 5 

48 12 56 24 

69 60 10 25 

12 8 27 22 

62 50 68 54 

63 *38 74 36 

"' 
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TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 11 12 13 14 15 16 

Ethan Frome 32 65 37 62 29 47 

Giants in the Earth 26 50 78 59 71 74 

Great Expectations 45 72 53 67 65 66 

Gulliver's Travels 33 59 49 30 39 16 

Gone With the Wind 41 43 45 72 45 68 

Hamlet 66 56 82 36 78 76 

Holy Bible 55 67 59 14 47 53 

How Green Was MY 
Valley 56 26 71 38 70 59 

Huckleberry Finn 12 29 38 15 25 15 

Ivanhoe 31 35 69 43 40 28 

Jane Eyre 59 24 55 68 41 30 

John Brown's Body 53 62 61 *55 68 57 

Johnny Tremain 4 13 28 *18 26 13 

Julius Caesar 57 34 75 34 60 61 

Kidnapped 17 4 14 35 42 24 

Kim 16 36 26 17 27 49 

Les Miserab1es 67 70 66 77 73 54 

Life With Father 19 47 16 11 8 7 

40 

17 18 19 20 

27 5 23 53 

60 32 *60 77 

70 62 59 64 

40 56 70 38 

23 3 4 69 

*65 68 64 73 

*54 63 67 30 

14 17 3 50 

1 25 34 25 

*46 65 57 29 

43 66 12 34 

58 *55 62 55 

54 36 22 19 

75 54 36 26 

20 6 33 23 

8 33 15 3 

*62 20 16 41 

17 10 7 45 
~·-: 



TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: ll 12 13 14 15 16 

Little Women ll 17 8 3 2 6 

Lorna Doone 54 *51 25 58 33 43 

Lost Horizon 75 23 60 70 36 51 

Men Against the Sea 20 20 22 21 52 52 

Moby Dick 79 74 32 66 44 62 

Mutiny on the Bounty 22 33 19 20 51 36 

My Antonia 46 28 35 63 20 21 

Northwest Passage 51 60 57 51 58 22 

Oliver Twist 60 41 51 54 57 42 

Barnassus on Wheels 58 2 20 *36 31 8 

Pitcairn's Island 21 22 27 16 50 37 

' Poor Richard 's 
Almanac 62 *38 21 25 23 *38 

Portrait of Jenny 48 21 23 50 37 41 

Pride and Prejudice 73 49 44 *52 53 75 

Rabble in Arms 13 63 77 65 77 67 

Rebecca 36 46 43 32 48 14 

Robinson Crusoe 2 42 17 13 6 9 

Romeo and Juliet 34 19 40 19 43 32 
.. 

41 

17 18 19 20 

18 14 *ll 2 

55 31 24 68 

32 38 29 9 

65 *31 72 31 

21 53 69 79 

16 45 54 67 

25 l 41 13 

15 29 46 65 

72 59 6 37 

67 *36 14 27 

47 34 45 40 

30 27 *38 59 

59 *31 20 10 

45 46 48 ll 

53 *59 39 74 

6 64 38 54 

19 ll 58 48 

*45 58 43 56 
:: 
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TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 11 12 13 14 15 16 

The Adventures of 
Sherlock Holmes 5 15 41 29 11 26 

The Black A:rrow 15 1 12 33 *30 46 

The Bridge of San 
Luis Rey 69 61 65 48 49 29 

The Call of the Wild 25 18 4 10 3 2 

The Cloister and the 
Hearth 35 *59 48 52 74 72 

The Count of Monte 
Christo 52 12 62 71 22 27 

The Deerslayer 42 13 *40 *40 37 33 

The Good Earth 30 27 76 57 61 69 

The House of Seven 
Gables 72 68 58 27 21 48 

The Human Comedy 74 51 39 28 28 50 
' 

The Last Days of 
Pompeii 29 *64 73 76 76 73 

The Last of the 
Mohicans 50 44 46 44 30 45 

The Prince and the 
Pauper 3·7 3 11 4 5 3 

The Red Badge of 
Courage 28 30 31 *35 59 55 

42 

17 18 19 20 

5 44 26 14 

61 *30 28 16 

11 61 42 43 

24 57 18 8 

56 55 66 62 

50 23 53 35 

57 71 55 42 

31 43 50 33 

35 48 *47 '71 

64 30 51 12 

49 37 *64 78 

71 72 25 28 

37 2 8 6 

9 39 13 39 

" 



TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 11 12 13 14 15 16 

The Return of the 
Native 43 55 64 61 69 56 

The Robe 70 31 50 39 56 35 

The Three Musketeers 38 6 30 18 13 18 

The Scarlet Letter 71 69 79 64 66 65 

The Virginian *26 8 9 26 12 17 

, The Yearling 6 39 6 1 9 10 

Tom Sawyer 24 7 3 2 10 11 

Treasure Island 1 10 15 8 17 19 

Twenty Thousand Leagues 
Under the Sea 8 15 18 45 16 25 

Two Years Before the 
Mast 23 25 29 42 46 58 

Vanity Fair 77 73 70 73 67 64 

War and Peace 80 76 81 74 75 78 

White Fang 3 9 5 12 4 5 

Westward Ho ! 61 71 63 31 38 *41 

Wind, Sand and Stars 78 75 72 55 79 77 

Wuthering Heights 65 53 52 53 55 44 

- ., 

43 

17 18 19 20 

42 73 60 66 

34 7 52 80 

29 15 36 49 

73 47 30 72 

39 26 11 58 

3 41 9 46 

2 24 19 17 

26 22 32 7 

28 21 2 47 

13 67 49 52 

74 69 35 75 

*72 74 71 81 

51 35 1 32 

38 42 75 57 

68 52 ?3 61 

44 51 63 60 
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TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 21 22 23 24 25 

Abraham Lincoln 59 64 58 45 36 

A Christmas Carol 24 25 10 13 32 

Anna and the King 
of Siam 25 29 7 16 27 

Arrowsmith 48 50 1'7 37 *35 

As You Like It 50 52 44 38 69 

A Tale of Two Cities 55 58 50 55 48 

Bambi 7 5 6 4 3 

Ben Hur 72 76 56 65 42 

Beyond Sing the 
Woods *33 *33 28 26 *33 

Captains Courageous 27 15 27 15 5 

A Connecticut Yankee 
In King Arthur's 
Court 9 10 21 31 7 

Cyrano de Bergerac 37 43 71 69 25 

David Copperfield 44 48 35 27 66 

Death Comes for the 
Archbishop 67 69 61 58 14 

Don Quixote 47 53 57 44 75 

Drums 10 9 65 *38 63 

---

44 

Totals 

1334 

463 

619 

864 

1196 

1114 

161 

1346 

833 

442 

665 

1287 

1063 

1225 

1438 

950 
~~ 



TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 21 22 23 24 25 

Ethan Frome 64 63 39 39 24 

Giants in the ~arth 53 56 78 77 58 

Great Expectations 69 45 66 66 50 

Gulliver's Travels 28 32 19 10 47 

Gone With the Wind 74 72 51 62 22 

Hamlet 21 38 79 73 54 

Holy .13ible 12 16 72 61 70 

How Green Was MY 
Valley 31 44 74 49 12 

Huckleberry Finn 2 7 36 19 2 

Ivanhoe 35 37 35 43 71 

Jane .t!o'yre 65 68 53 50 43 

John .tsrown's Body 36 42 70 70 46 

uohnny Tremain 6 6 13 25 *18 

Julius caesar 22 30 68 60 55 

Kidnapped 34 34 9 18 17 

Kim 15 18 48 48 4 

Lea Miserables 76 ?9 77 71 67 

Life With Father 11 13 14 11 6 

-' 

45 

Totals 

959 

1481 

1486 

835 

1217 

1636 

1356 

969 

524 

1163 

1228 

1382 

453 

1360 

652 

614 

1554 

358 
,. 
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TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 21 22 23 24 25 

Little Women 5 4 1 6 15 

Lorna Doone 58 59 16 33 74 

Lost Horizon 30 33 52 46 35 

Men Against the Sea *31 22 41 53 62 

Moby Dick 66 70 26 56 16 

!ltutiny on the Bounty 18 21 38 28 13 

lktY Antonia 68 67 40 41 8 

Northwest Passage 41 46 67 *42 28 

Oliver Twist 54 60 64 63 31 

Parnassus on Wheels *36 24 43 12 60 

Pitcairn's Island 14 17 42 29 *32 

Poor Richard's 
Almanac 23 26 25 *38 41 

Portrait of Jenny *31 *31 *31 *31 18 

Pride and Prejudice 63 61 49 54 37 

Rabble in Arms 61 66 73 72 72 

Rebecca 29 36 46 34 20 

Robinson Crusoe 16 12 20 8 5 

Romeo and Juliet 33 19 30 32 68 

46 

Totals 

284 

1225 

898 

884 

1365 

828 

1008 

1058 

1288 

804 

810 

948 

778 

1297 

1468 

886 

498 

1126 

" 
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TABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 21 22 23 24 25 

The Adventures of 
Sherlock Holmes 52 55 22 20 10 

The Black Arrow 39 39 23 47 65 

The Bridge of San 
Luis Rey 49 54 55 24 23 

The Call of the Wild 13 14 4 2 39 

The Cloister and the 
Hearth 57 65 75 75 59 

The count of Monte 
Christo 70 73 27 30 49 

The Deerslayer 38 40 31 21 *40 

The Good Earth 62 62 54 51 45 

The House of Seven 
Gables 26 28 34 36 26 

The Human Comedy 19 23 47 40 61 

The Last Days of 
Pompeii 77 78 *64 *64 51 

The Last of the 
Mohicans 40 41 37 35 52 

The Prince and the 
Pauper 4 3 8 1 34 

The Red Badge of 
Courage 20 31 63 42 *35 

47 

Totals 

654 

747 

1095 

388 

1468 

1200 

1007 

1096 

1169 

933 

1604 

1098 

366 

869 

"" 



'l'ABLE I (continued) 

RANK ORDER OF DIFFICULTY 
OF THE CLASSICS ASSIGNED BY 

TWENTY-FIVE EXPERT READERS 

Title Readers: 21 22 23 24 25 

The Return of the 
Native 60 35 59 64 38 

The Robe 42 47 60 57 21 

The Three Musketeers 75 74 3 9 30 

The Scarlet Letter 46 51 62 67 53 

The Virginian 56 57 12 5 11 

The Yearling 1 1 18 14 9 

Tom Sawyer 3 2 15 17 1 

Treasure Island 8 8 24 15 19 

Twenty Thousand Leagues 
Under the Sea 51 49 11 22 29 

Two Years Before the 
Mast 43 27 33 52 76 

Vanity Fair 73 77 69 68 56 

War and Peace 71 75 76 74 64 

White Fang *16 11 2 3 73 

Westward Ho ! 17 20 29 23 40 

Wind, Sand and Stars 32 *67 80 76 57 

Wuthering Heights 45 71 45 59 44 

:r - -·-

48 

Totals 

1481 

996 

873 

1529 

649 

348 

239 

459 

650 

857 

1702 

1796 

406 

1031 

1664 

1397 
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TABLE II 

BOOKS NOT READ BY AT LEAST 
ONE REaDER WITH AVERAGE RANKINGS 

FROM ALL READERS AND FREQUENCY OF NON-READING 

Title 

Arrowsmith 

As You Like It 

A Tale o1· Two vities 

Ben .11ur 

Beyond Sing the Woods 

A Connecticut Yankee in 
King Arthur's Court 

Death Comes for the 
Archbishop 

Drums 

Giants in the Earth 

Great Expectations 

Hamlet 

Holy Bible 

Ivanhoe 

John Brown's Body 

Johnny Tremain 

Kidnapped 

Ranking 
Assigned 

35 

45 

54 

33 

23 

49 

38 

60 

59 

65 

54 

46 

55 

18 

62 

Number of times 
Not Read 

1 

2 

1 

1 

14 

1 

1 

4 

3 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

2 

2 

49 

~====~==============,~~====~==~====·==========~====~======= 



TABLE II (continued) 

BOOKS NOT READ BY AT LEAST 
ONE READER WITH AVERAGE RANKINGS 

FROM ALL READERS AND FREQUENCY OF NON-READING 

Title 

Little Women 

Lorna Doone 

Men Against the Sea 

Northwest Passage 

Barnassus on Wheels 

Pitcairn's Island 

Poor Richard's Almanac 

Portrait of Jenny 

Pride and Prejudice 

Rabble in Arms 

Romeo and Juliet 

The Black Arrow 

Ranking 
Assigned 

11 

51 

31 

42 

36 

32 

38 

31 

52 

59 

45 

30 

The Cloister and the Hearth 59 

The Deerslayer 

The House of Seven Gables 

The Last Days of Pompeii 

The Red Badge of Courage 

40 

47 

64 

35 

Number of times 
Not Read 

1 

1 

2 

1 

5 

3 

3 

6 

1 

2 

1 

3 

3 

3 

1 

5 

2 

50 
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TABLE II (continued) 

BOOKS NOT READ BY AT LEAST 
ONE READER WITH AVERAGE RANKINGS 

FROM ALL READERS AND FREQUENCY OF NON-READING 

Ranking Number of times 
Title Assigned Not Read 

The Virginian 26 1 

War and Peace 72 1 

White Fang 16 1 

Westward Ho ! 41 2 

Wind, Sand and Stars 67 3 

51 



TABLE III 

RANKINGS OF DIFFICULTY OF EIGHTY-TWO 
CLASSICS FROM EASIEST TO HARDEST 

ACCORDING TO PANEL OF EXPERT READERS 

New Composite Sum of Readers ' 
Rankings Ranking Title 

l 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
ll 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 

19 
20 

21 

22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 

Bambi 
Tom Sawyer 
Little Women 
The Yearling 
Life With Father 
The Prince and the Pauper 
Call of the Wild 
White Fang 
Captains Courageous 
Johnny Tremain 
Treasure Island 
A Christmas Carol 
Robinson Crusoe 
Huckleberry Finn 
Kim 
Anna and the King of Siam 
The Virginian 
TwentyThousand Leagues Under 

the Sea 
Kidnapped 
The Adventures of Sherlock 

Holmes 
A Connecticut Yankee in King 

Arthur's Court 
The Black Arrow 
Portrait of Jenny 
Parnassus on Wheels 
Pitcairn's Island 
Mutiny on the Bounty 
Beyond Sing the woods 
Gulliver's Travels 
Two Years Before the Mast 
Arrowsmith 

161 
239 
284 
348 
358 
366 
388 
406 
442 
453 
459 
463 
498 
524 
614 
619 
649 

650 
652 

654 

665 
747 
778 
804 
810 
828 
833 
835 
857 
864 

f\~9F====~-====================== 
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TABLE III (continued) 

RANKINGS OF DIFFICULTY OF EIGHTY-TWO 
CLASSICS FROM EASIEST TO HARDEST 

ACCORDING TO PANEL OF EXPERT READERS 

!'lew Oomposite Sum of Readers' 
Rankings Ranking Title 

31 
32 
33 
34-
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 

*57}2 
*57}2 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 

The Red Badge of Courage 
The •rhree .Musketeers 
Men Against the Sea 
Rebecca 
Lost Horizon 
The Human oomedy 
Poor Richard's Almanac 
Drums 
Ethan Frome 
How Green Was J!IIy Valley 
The Robe 
The Deerslayer 
IVtr Antonia 
westward Ho ! 
~orthwest Passage 
David copperfield 
Bridge of San Luis Rey 
The Good Earth 
The Last of the M:>hicans 
A Tale of Two Cities 
Romeo and Juliet 
Ivanhoe 
The House of Seven Gables 
As You Like It 
The Count of Monte Christo 
Gone With the Wind 
Death Comes for the Archbishop 
Lorna Doone 
Jane Eyre 
Cyrano de Bergera.c 
Oliver Twist 
P.ride and Prejudice 
Abraham Lincoln 

869 
873 
884 
886 
898 
933 
948 
950 
959 
';169 
996 
1007 
1008 
1031 
1058 
1063 
1095 
1096 
1098 
1114 
1126 
1163 
1169 
1196 
1200 
1217 
1225 
1228 
1228 
1287 
1288 
1297 
1334 

II 

I 53 



TABLE III (continued) 

RANKINGS OF DIFFICULTY OF EIGHTY-TWO 
CLASSICS FROM EASIEST TO HARDEST 

ACCORDING TO PANEL OF EXPERT READERS 

New Composite 
Ranking Title 

Sum of Readers' 
Rankings 

64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 

*71)2 
*71)2 
*73J2 
*73J2 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 

Ben Hur 
Holy Bible 
Julius Caesar 
Moby Dick 
John Brown's Body 
Wuthering Heights 
Don Quixote 
Rabble in Arms 
The Cloister and the Hearth 
Giants in the Earth 
The Return of the Native 
Great Expectations 
The Scarlet Letter 
Les Miserables 
The Last Days of Pompeii 
Hamlet 
Wind, Sand and Stars 
Vanity Fair 
War and Peace 

1346 
1356 
1360 
1365 
1382 
1397 
1438 
1468 
1468 
1481 
1481 
1486 
1529 
1554 
1604 
1636 
1664 
1702 
1796 

• Since composite rankings of starred titles are iden­
tical, fractional rankings were assigned these titles for 
a greater degree of accuracy. 
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Table IV is a summarization of the converted rankings 

resulting from the application of the Flesch and Yoakam 

formulas and the reader evaluations so that a comparison 

could be made between the findings of the formulas and the 

ratings provided by independent readers. 

From the findings on Table IV, it appeared that the 

Yoakam formula was slightly more in agreement with the 

reader evaluations than the Flesch formula, although not 

really significantly so. These findings also indicated 

that the results of the formulas were more in line with 

the readers' evaluations than they were with each other. 

Samples were taken from Table IV to determine how 

closely these three variables compared. These samples 
~ 

consisted of book titles which coincided at five levels 

of ranking or less. In other words, the difference in 

rank between the Yoakam formula and readers' ratings, or 

between the Yoakam formula and the Flesch formula ratings 

was not more than five ranks. 

In thirteen instances, the Flesch formula ratings 

and the reader evaluations were within five levels of each 

other. The rankings were as follows: 

Title 

Anna and the King of 
Siam 

A Tale of Two Cities 
Ben Hur 
Beyond Sing the Woods 

Flesch Ranking 

17 
55 
63 
26 

Readers' Ranking 

16 
50 
64 
27 

55 

• 

:: 



.. Title Flesch Ranking 

Captains Courageous 14 
';Connecticut Yankee in 

King Arthur's Court 25 
Don Quixote 67 
,Lorna Doone 52 
.Pride and Prejudice 61 
Last Days of Pompeii 75 
The Scarlet Letter 73 
Tom Sawyer 6 
War and Peace 81 

Readers' Ranking 

9 

21 
70 
57 
62 
78 
76 

2 
82 

The rankings on none of the classics rated according 

to Flesch were exactly the same as the ratings according to 

readers' judgments. 

In fifteen instances, the Yoakam formula results and 

the reader evaluations coincided within five rankings of 

,each other, as seen in the following sampling: 

Title Flesch Ranking 

Gulliver's Travels 
· Huckleberry Finn 

Ivanhoe 
Little Women 
Men Against the Sea 

'Moby Dick 
Mutiny on the Bounty 
Oliver Twist 

,Barnassus on Wheels 
: Pitcairn's Island 

Pride and Prejudice 
The Deerslayer 

·• The Last of the Mohicans 
·, The Three Musketeers 

War and Peace 

32 
15 
57 

2 
34 
68 
29 
61 
21 
23 
61 
40 
53 
29 
78 

Readers' Ranking 

28 
14 
52 
3 

33 
67 
26 
61 
24 
25 
62 
42 
49 
32 
82 

The ratings according to Yoakam, and those according 

to the expert readers were identical only in the classic 

• Oliver Twist. 

56 



When compared with each other, the rankings according 

:to the Flesch and Yoakam formulas were within five levels 

only on eight occasions, as seen in the sample below: 

Title 

·.Bambi 
Pride and Prejudice 
Romeo and Juliet 
Adventures of Sherlock 

. Holmes 
·The Good Earth 
The Last Days of Pompeii 

, Return of the Native 
War and Peace 

Flesch 

15 
61 
19 

42 
32 
75 
49 
81 

Yoak;am 

18 
61 
17 

41 
29 
80 
49 
78 

Two classics, Pride and Prejudice and The Return of 

the Native, were rated the same. 

From these samplings, it appeared that the results 

of one formula coincided with the expert readers' ratings 

nearly as much as the other. The Yoakam formula ratings 

.came closer to the readers' ratings on two more occasions 

than did the Flesch, but this was not enough to make a 

significant difference. 

Again, according to the samplings, it appeared that 

both formulas were in closer agreement with the readers' 

evaluations than they were with each other. A greater 

number of classics were more nearly alike in ratings when 

the formulas were compared with the readers' evaluations 

than was the case when the formulas were compared with 

each other. 
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TABLE IV~ 

CONVERTED RANKINGS OF DIFFICULTY 
ACCORDING TO FLESCH AND YOAKAM FORMULAS 

AND READERS JUDGMENTS 

Title Converted Rankings 

Flesch Yoakam 

Abraham Lincoln 44 32 

A Christmas Carol 74 46 

Anna and the King of Siam 17 49 

Arrowsmith 60 82 

As You Like It 45 36 

A Tale of Two Cities 55 30 

Bambi 15 18 

Ben Hur 63 42 

Beyond Sing the Woods 26 10 

Captains Courageous 14 42 

Connecticut Yankee in 
King Arthur's Court 25 74 

Cyrano de Bergerac 1 49 

David Copperfield 79 34 

Death Comes for the 
Archbishop 41 49 

Don Quixote 67 44 

58 

Readers 

63 

12 

16 

30 

54 

50 

1 

64 

27 

9 

21 

60 

46 

55 

70 
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TABLE IV: (continued) 

CONVERTED RANKINGS OF DIFFICULTY 
ACCORDING TO FLESCH AND YOAKAM FORMULAS 

AND READERS JUDGMENTS 

Title Converted Rankings 

Flesch Yoakam 

Drums 58 4-8 

Ethan Frome 69 30 

Giants in the Earth 82 29 

Great Expectations 64- 23 

Gulliver's Travels 59 32 

Gone With the Wind 68 4-0 

Hamlet 4- 63 

Holy Bible 12 4-

How Green Was ley Valley 16 9 

Huckleberry Finn 33 15 

Ivanhoe 80 57 

Jane Eyre 10 4-6 

John Brown's Body 7 55 

Johnny Tremain 4-0 4-6 

Julius Caesar 20 53 

Kidnapped 3 29 

Kim 28 74-

59 

Readers 

38 

39 

73 

75 

28 

56 

79 

65 

4-0 

14-

52 

59 

68 

10 

66 

19 

15 
;: 
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TABLE IV' (continued) 

CONVERTED RANXINGS OF DIFFICULTY 
ACCORDING TO FLESCH AND YOAKAM FORMULAS 

AND READERS JUDGMENTS 

Title Converted Rankings 

Flesch Yoakam 

Les Miserables 38 48 

Life With Father 54 29 

Little Women 57 2 

Lorna Doone 52 25 

Lost Horizon 13 67 

Men Against the Sea 43 34 

Moby Dick 23 68 

Mutiny on the Bounty 39 29 

My Antonia 29 11 

Northwest Passage 56 17 

Oliver Twist 53 61 

Barnassus on Wheels 46 21 

Pitcairn's Island 37 23 

Poor Richard's Almanack 77 68 

Portrait of Jenny 2 8 

Pride and Prejudice 61 61 

Rabble in Arms 35 51 

60 

Readers 

77 

5 

3 

57 

35 

33 

6'1 

26 

43 

45 

61 

24 

25 

54 

23 

62 

71 
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TABLE IV (continued) 

CONVERTED RANKINGS OF DIFFICULTY 
ACCORDING TO FLESCH AND YOAKAM FORMULAS 

AND READERS JUDGMENTS 

Title Converted Rankings 

Flesch Yoakam 

Rebecca 50 19 

Robinson Crusoe 72 29 

Romeo and Juliet 19 17 

The Adventures of 
Sherlock Holmes 42 41 

The Black Arrow 8 61 

The Bridge of San Luis Rey 34 61 

The Call of the Wild 47 70 

The Cloister and the Hearth 21 27 

The Count o.f Monte Christo 76 42 

The Deerslayer 5 40 

The Good Earth 32 29 

The House of Seven Gables 62 72 

The Human Comedy 65 21 

The Last Days of Pompeii 75 80 

The Last of the Mohicans 71 53 

The Prince and the Pauper 27 76 

61 

Readers 

34 

13 

51 

20 

22 

47 

7 

72 

55 

42 

47 

53 

36 

78 

49 

6 
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TABLE IV (continued) 

CONVERTED RANKINGS OF DIFFICULTY 
ACCORDING TO FLESCH AND YOAKAM FORMULAS 

AND READERS JUDGMENTS 

Title Converted Rankings 

Flesch Yoakam 

The Red Badge of Courage 22 72 

The Return of the Native 49 49 

The Robe 51 81 

The Three i'llusketeers 70 29 

The Scarlet Letter 73 67 

The Virginian 31 42 

The Yearling 18 44 

Tom Sawyer 6 13 

Treasure Island 11 30 

Twenty Thousand Leagues 
Under the Sea 78 59 

Two Years Before the Mast 66 38 

Vanity Fair 9 65 

War and Peace 81 78 

White Fang 36 76 

Westward Ho ! 30 36 

Wind, Sand and Stars 24 67 

Wuthering Heights 48 42 
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Readers 

31 

74 

41 

32 

'16 

17 

4 

2 

11 

18 

29 

81 

82 
8 

44 

80 

69 
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The findings in Table IV also indicated that Yoakam 

. tended to be more in agreement with books rated average or 

above in difficulty by readers, and that roughly, Flesch 

was more in agreement with easier books, according to 

readers' evaluations. 

Table V summarizes the results of the abstract vs. 

concrete test administered to ninety-six teachers. The 

results of this test indicated that abstract materials 

seemed about twice as difficult to comprehend as concrete 

materials when timing, syllable count, number of words, 

sentence length, and number of ideas were kept constant. 

The answers provided by the ninety-six teachers who 

were administered the test were only 46% as accurate on the 

abstract material as they were on the concrete material. 

The scores on the concrete material were 94% accurate, 

while those on the abstract were only 43% accurate. 

Table V shows which variables were controlled, the 

order in which the tests were presented, and the test 

results. 

The fact that abstract material is more difficult to 

assimilate than concrete material, however, was not highly 

related to the present study, since the classics consist 

primarily of concrete material. These results, it would 

seem, would have more bearing on study-type materials or 

philosophical works. The author has included the results 
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TABLE V 
I 

COMPARISON OF 
CONCRETE VS. ABSTRACT 
PARAGRAPH READING DATA 

Controlled Variables I. Concrete II. Abstract 

l. Syllable count 146 146 

2. Length (Number of Words) 134 134 

3· Average l'lumber of Words 
Per Sentence ll ll 

" 4. Number of usages of Words 
Whose Pronounciations and 
Meanings are Controlled 
by Context 9 9 

5· Number of questions 
(all factual) 5 5 

6. order of Eresentation; 

50% of tests I - II II- I 

50"t6 of tests II- I I- II 

I 
Test Results: 

96 teachers ' accuracy: 94% 43% 

-"' -



of this test here only to suggest that perhaps further 

investigation in the concrete vs. abstract area of reading 

might prove worthwhile, and would be a factor in difficulty 

of different types of reading material. 

Tables VI, VII, and VIII show the results of the 

evaluations of seventy-seven secondary school teachers 

whose judgments were compared with the results of the Flesch 

formula (Table VI), with number of scene changes (Table VII) 

and with number of characters (Table VIII). The results 

of these comparisons were as follows: 

1. According to Table VI, there was a slight, but 

not statistically significant agreement of the readers' 

r-\ ratings with the Flesch formula on the list containing five 

· "easy" and five "hard" books, as rated by Flesch (Book 

List I). If the reader had read all easy or all hard books 

as rated by Flesch, he was recorded as agreeing with Flesch 

ratings when he said the books were alike. Thus, readers 

agreed with Flesch 81.3% of the time, and disagreed with 

Flesch 18.7% of the time. 

2. The number of scene changes in the books led to 

marked disagreement with the Flesch ratings. See Table VII 

for statistical treatment of results. Sixty-three percent 

.rated reading difficulty in line with the number of scene 

,changes; twenty percent were undecided, and seventeen per­

cent were contrary. In evaluating the books on Book List II 

66 



five of which contained few scene changes, five of which 

contained many scene changes, and all of which were rated 

easy by Flesch, 20.6% of the readers agreed with the Flesch 

ratings by saying that these books were approximately equal 

in difficulty. On the other hand, 79.4% disagreed and said 

the books were greatly different in difficulty. A percen­

tage of 62.6 of the readers rated the difficulty in reading 

in agreement with the number of scene changes. It appears, 

therefore, that the number of scene changes does make a 

difference in difficulty. 

Findings on number of characters as this affects 

difficulty is found in Table VIII. 

3· In Book List III, all books were rated easy by 

Flesch. Five of the books contained few characters, five 

contained many. A total of 68.8% of the readers agreed 

with Flesch that the books were of equal difficulty, 31.2% 

disagreed and said the books were greatly different in 

difficulty. The variation in the number of major charac­

ters in the books strengthened the agreement between the 

readers' ratings and Flesch, but the difficulty ratings 

had no relationship to many or few characters in the book. 

Table VIII shows statistical treatment of the findings. 

A copy of the three book lists as they were presented 

, for evaluation is included in the Appendix. 

:: . 
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~!:ABLE VI I 

I 
FLESCH FORlli!ULA 

vs. 77 READERS I RATINGS 
OF DIFFICULTY OF THE CLASSICS 

Readers' Flesch 
Ratings Formula Totals 

EaK Hard 
Number rcent Numb~rcent Number Percent 

Hard 55 10.3 124 23.1 179 33.4 

"' 
Alike 34 6.3 99 18.5 133 24.8 

Easy 181 33.4 43 8.0 224 41.8 

Totals 270 50.4 266 49.6 536 100.0 

Chi Square = 4.764 p = < 7.09 

I 
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TABLE VII 

NUMBER OF SCENE CHANGES IN BOOKS COMPARED WITH 
77 READERS' OPINIONS OF THE DIFFICULTY OF CLASSICS 

RATED "EASY" BY THE FLESCH FORMULA 

Readers' Opinions Books Rated Easy by Flesch Formula 

Of equal difficulty 
Different difficulty 

Easy 
Hard 

Of equal difficulty 
Different difficulty 

Easy 
Hard 

Of equal difficulty 
Different difficulty 

Easy 
Hard 

Scene Changes 

Few 
Number Percent 

55 
216 

169 

'+7 

10.2 

40.3 
31.5 
8.8 

~ 
Number Percent 

56 
210 

'+3 
167 

10.4 
38.1 

8.0 

31.1 

Totals 
Number Percent 

111 20.6 
426 79.4 
212 39·5 
21'+ 39·9 
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TABLE VII (continued) 

NUMBER OF SCENE CHANGES IN BOOKS COMPARED WITH 
77 READERS' OPINIONS OF THE DIFFICULTY OF CLASSICS 

RATED "EASY" BY THE FLESCH FORMULA 

Totals 

Few 

Many 

Totals 

Chi Square = 26.616 

Few Scene Changes 
-Easy 

Many Scene Changes 
-Hard 

Few Scene Changes 
-Hard 

Many Scene Changes 
-Easy 

Totals 

Number Percent 

271 50.5 

266 49.5 

537 100.0 

p, = ( .01 

Scene Changes 

Positive Negative 
Number Percent Number Percent 

169 31.5 

167 31.1 

47 

43 

9TI' 

8.8 

8.0 

15:"8" 
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TABLE VIII 

NUMBER OF CHARACTERS IN BOOKS AS COMPARED 
WITH 77 READERS' OPINIONS OF THE DIFFICULTY OF 

CLASSICS RATED "EASY" BY THE FLESCH FORMULA 

Readers' Opinions 

Of equal difficulty 
Greatly different 

Easy 
Hard 

Of equal difficulty 
Greatly different 

Easy 
Hard 

Of equal difficulty 
Greatly different 

Easy 
Hard 

Books Rated Easy by Flesch Formula 

Number of Characters 

Few 
Number Percent 
129 
..2Z 

33 
24 

~ 
Number Percent 
179 
83 
44 

39 

Totals 
Number Percent 

308 68.8 

140 31.2 

77 17 .l 
63 14.1 
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TABLE VIII (continued) 

NUMBER OF CHARACTERS IN BOOKS AS COMPARED 
WITH 77 READERS 1 OPINIONS OF THE DIFFICULTY OF 

CLASSICS RATED "EASY" BY THE FLESCH FORMULA 

Totals 

Few 
!tmter Percent 

Totals 
Number Percent Nwn'6er Percent 

186 41.5 262 58-5 444 100.0 I 

Chi Square = .0589 P. = ( .96 

""' 

I 
I 
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Table IX shows the relationship between Flesch, 

Yoakam, and readers' ratings and "cultural distance" rating 

derived by a check through the list of eighty-two classics 

by the author and an independent reader toootermine which 

books were close to our culture and which foreign and re­

moved. It was hypothesized that books would be easy which 

were simple in culture or like our own culture; books 

would be hard which were foreign and stylized in the cul­

ture depicted. 

When cultural distance ratings were compared with 

readers' ratings, a difference five times as great as 

probability resulted, showing discrimination between sim­

ple-culture and stylized-culture books. Chance factors 

could not account for the difference when the cultural dis­

tance ratings were compared with the Yoakam findings in the 

LaMontagne study. When the cultural distance ratings were 

compared with the Flesch findings in the Charette study, 

the results showed that chance factors could account for 

the difference 89% of the time. In other words, there was 

no real discrimination here. 

Since the probability of chance f'ac-vors accounted 

for the difference in only one out of three different com­

parisons made, and was highly significant in two out of 

three, the author has concluded that cultural distance may 

influence readability. 
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TABLE n:: 

COMPARISON OF RATINGS OF 
READERS, YOAKAM, AND FLESCH 

WITH "CULTURAL DISTANCE" RATINGS 

Ratings of 
Reading 
Difficulty Cultural Distance Ratings 

Simple Culture Stylized and 
and/ or Close to Foreign to 
Our Culture Our Culture 

Readers' Easy 20 7 
Ratings Average 14 14 

Hard 7 20 

x2= 50.432 P= 5 times greater than • 01 level • 

Yoakam Easy 17 10 
Ratings Average 16 12 

Hard 8 19 

x2= 9·597 P= .01 

Flesch Easy 14 13 
Ratings Average 13 15 

Hard 14 13 

x2= .2190 P= .89 

74 

Totals 

27 
28 

27 

27 
28 

27 

27 
28 
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II. summary of Procedures 

The purpose of this study was to suggest, according 

to the results of the Flesch and Yoakam formulas and the 

opinions and judgments of readers, factors which may con-

tribute to difficulty in reading. 

The procedure consisted of first, comparing the 

Flesch and Yoakam formulas with the judgments of a panel 

of expert readers to determine the degree to which these 

were in agreement. Then a test of abstract vs. concrete 

material with other variables controlled was administered 

to teachers to indicate whether one type of reading mater­

ial presented more difficulty in reading than the other. 

Other readers were then asked to evaluate three book 

lists, all based on the Flesch formula findings, in which 

the factors of easiness vs. difficulty, the number of scene 

changes, and the number of characters were controlled. 

Finally, an independent survey of the eighty-two 

books in the Charette list was made by the author and 

another reader to determine whether these books were simple! 

in culture and/or close to our own culture, or stylized 

and foreign to our culture to indicate whether cultural 

distance would make a difference in readability. 

The results were then presented in nine different 

tables: the Rank Order table, Frequencies of Unread Books 
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table, the Composite Rankings table, the Concrete vs. 

Abstract table, the Readers' Ratings vs. Flesch and Yoakam 

Ratings table, the Readers' Ratings vs. Flesch Ratings on 

Hard vs. Easy Books table, the Number of Scene Shifts table, 

the Number of Characters table, and the Cultural Distance 

table. 

Figure I, included in Chapter III, is a listing of 

the readers' evaluations, against which were plotted the 

rankings according to Flesch and Yoakam to show deviations 

of these formulas from the opinions and judgments of inde­

pendent readers of the classics. 
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III. Conclusions 

This study appears to warrant the following conclu-

sions: 

1. Some classics are easy to read, others are dif-

ficult. 

2. The findings of the Flesch and Yoakam formulas 

generally do not conform to the judgments of independent 

readers. 

3· The Yoakam formula conforms to reader judgments 

only slightly more than the Flesch formula, and there is no 

significant difference between them as far as degree of con­

formity is concerned. 

4. The Yoakam formula in most instances tends to 

rate easy books easier and hard books harder than the Flesch 

formula. 

5. The Flesch and Yoakam formulas seem to be more 

in agreement with the expert reader judgments than with each 

other. 

6. The Flesch and Yoakam formulas agree on the 

rankings of only two books in the basic list: Pride and 

Prejudice and The Return of the Native. 

7• The Yoakam formula agrees with readers' judgments 

in only one instance: Oliver Twist. The Flesch formula and 

readers' judgments agree on no occasion. 
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8. Abstract reading material seems to be about twice 

as difficult to comprehend as concrete reading material. 

9. There appears to be a slight, bu~ not significant 

agreement in ratings between readers and Flesch on whether 

books are generally categorized as "easy" or "hard." 

10. The number of scene changes seems to make a 

~ifference in the readability of a classic. 

11. The number of characters apparently makes no 

significant difference in reading difficulty. 

12. Cultural distance does seem to make a difference 

in readability. 
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IV. Recommendations 

1. Further investigation in the area of concrete vs. 

abstract reading material would perhaps prove worthwhile. 

2. Since it is inferred in this study that cultural 

distance seems to be a factor in reading difficulty, an 

interesting study could be made on what factors should be 

included in the term "cultural distance" and in deriving a 

"cultural distance scale." 

3· The term "scene shift" to date has not been 

clearly defined. A reliable, established definition would 

be a stepping stone in providing for a more accurate count 

of scene shifts for future study. 

4. An investigation could be made on the degree 

to which cultural distance influences readability. 

5. Since this study considered only teachers' 

judgments and opinions on the difficulty of the classics, a 

survey of the opinions of junior and senior high school 

students who must read them would perhaps yield fruitful 

results. 
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" 

TEST ON CONCRETE Y§. ABSTRACT MATERIAL 

I. Concrete 

Mark was tired from his long hunt for the live boar 
which often came to tear up his garden. The boar was danger­
ous. Mark could not permit it to live since it already 
carried a wound from the lead of his gun and would kill if it 
had a chance. What could he do? His gun was empty ! Mark 
was afraid. As he would his way, the cold air brought a tear 
to his eye. If he could wind around the hill, the wind would 
be at his back. This would lead toward home and he would 
feel warm and safe at last. But it was too late. The boar 
was there in front of him. The wounded boar and the tired 
man would fight as equals and one of them would die. 
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TEST ON CONCRETE VS ABSTRACT MATERIAL 

II. Abstract 

Have you ever read a book which did not lead to any use 
of facts? It is pointless to learn facts which do not serve 
you. When you read you must permit your mind to digest the 
ideas. You will not earn a permit to enter college unless 
you use facts in this way. You can learn to do this by 
making a digest of your lesson. It is not hard to do this if 
you try. First find the key thought in the lesson. How 
many parts does this key thought have? Then, how do the facts 
fit around the parts? If the parts fit into place they have 
more meaning. Get ready to work here and now. Be alert. 
Do not drag your feet as if they were weighted with lead. 
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Check 
books 
read 

Book Lise I 

Check Number all 
books books from Alehabetical ~ taught Easiest to 

Hardest 

Bambi 
CaiJtaine Coura~eous 
The Deersla;rer 
The House ot Seven Gables 
Los-e Horizon 
.rne Reo. .1:1a<15e or coura3e 
Robinson Crusoe 
TEi Scar!eu Le~~er 
Two rears Before the mast 
'l'".ven-cy ~housaiid Lea,5ues 
the sea 

Do y~u consider this list 
Greatq Di.t'.ferent or -in difficulty? 

o.f boo.lts to be 
Nearly Alike -

Please checK answer in appropriate place. 
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Book List II 

Cheek Check .Number alJ. 
books bOoks books from Alphabetical ~ read taught Easiest to 

Bard est 

--· -

Anna and the Ki~ of Siam 
~ 

The Black A:rrow 
c;vrano de :Birgerae 
J:to'Wi.freen Was My valley 

- Tolin-,rown 1 s !O<fi 
JJSOoy Dick - Flir£:r:a-rror:teiiirr 
!f-ieaaure !siw 
w1na:-;-sana am strars . 
·.rne-rear!3:'iis 

-·· 

Do you consider this list of books to be 
Greatly Di!'f'erent or l'learly Alike - -
in dit'fioulty? 
Please cheek answer in appropriate place. 



• 
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Book Liat III 

Check Check Number all 
books books books from Alphabetical ~ read taught Easiest to 

Hard eat 

·- -
A Connecticut Yankee in 

,_ Ki11:5 Arthur 'a Court 
The Cloister and the Hearth 

- The Deerslayer 
Jane Eyre . -Julius Caesar 
Kidnapped 

.. Moby lYick 
The l?.t' inc e and the L'auper 
Romeo and Juliet 
Tom Sawyer 

-
Do you consider this list of books to be 
Grear.ly Di!terent ____ or Nearly Alike ____ 
in di.fi'iculty? 
Plea~e check answer in appropriate place. 
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