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The Readability Of Written Mass Mailing Material Produced At The County Level
Of The Alabama Cooperative Extension Service

Abstract

Alabama county Extension agents' circular letters and newsletters (2.5 million pieces in 1998) were found
to be two grade levels higher than the reading level of the average U.S adult, and 85 percent of Alabama
4-Hers.
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The Readability Of Written Mass
Mailing Material Produced At The
County Level Of The Alabama
Cooperative Extension Service

Earl C. Johnson
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Intreduction

Written educational material is
produced at both the siateand county
levels by the Alabama Cooperative
Extenslon Service (ACES]). At the
state level, most of this material is in
the form of subject-matter bulletins,
while at the county level It falls Into
two maln culegories — REMSpaper
materdal and mass malling material.
Zame of the newspaper amd mass
malling material Is wrillen at the
alate level by communicailons spe-
clalists. and then edited and
rewrlilen by countly agents 1o
“localize™ them. However, much of

Alabama county Extension agents’ clreular lellers and
newsletters (2.5 million pleces tn 1988) were found to be two
grade levels higher than the reading level of the average U5,
adult, and 85 percent of Alabama 4-Hers. If this means that
these materials are dillicult to

understand, agents need to

write pleces atmed at lower reading grade levels, The study
showed thal agents would increase readability if they devoted
more Ume to wriling, Sensitizing agents to this need and
providing learning opportunities in writing for readability are
suggested,

the material s written frst-hand af
the county level, with no nput from
siate Extension siall. The county
agent bears the responaibility of en-
suring that this educational product
{5 wrilten effectively lor the Intended
audiences, The newspaper material
5 subject Lo ediling by the newspa-
pera which use the wrillen pleces,
but the moss malling wrillen mate-
rial goes oul o Extenslon clientels
directly fram the county agent. For
this reason the mass malling
malerial besi exemplilies the eduwca-
tonal written product disseminated

by county nfenis,

Earl C. Johnson s director of the Sunbell Agrteulium] Expositon with the
University of Coorgla Extension Scrvice at Tifton, Georgla. (Mol an ACE member.)
Satlah Verma is o program deselopment specializt with the Coopemiive Extension
Servieeat Loulsiana Siate University, Baton Fouge, Loulstane. (Nolan ACE member, )
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Maoss malling material inchides
newsletlers and cireular letters.
Mewsletlers are generelly senl on o
regular schedule, such as monthly
or quarterly. An Extension newslet-
Ler may be subject-matter apecifle,
or Il may cover a variely of subject
maller topdes. A clrcular keiler con-
cemns a apeciiic topic, and Is sent on
an as-neechs] basls, Bolh newslel-
ters and elrcular leiters customartly
are gent o clientele whose names are
on specific malling Hsts malntained
by the county agent.

Mod] prusferial hues o high tmpaect
on cducational program delbvery by
ACES. The following Agures lrom Lee
County illusirate s educational rele,
Far the six-manth period from Janu-
ary I-Jume 30, 1988, 15821 indi-
vidual pleces of mall were senl from
the Lee County Extension office, a
county which Is average In use of
mall material. On this bhasis, an eall-
maled 2,522,014 pleces of mall are
senl annually from the 67 county
offices of ACES. The majority of these
pleces are in the form of mass madl-
ings. In a research study, Bringing
Extension Services lo Alabamians: A
Statewlde Sunvey of Information
Meeds and Awareness [Mullins,
1982), 69 percent of 1,220 Alabama
adults Interviewed ranked newslet-
ters sl amaong several information
dissemination methods,

The exiensive use of mall mate-
rinl by county agenls and the ex-
pressed publle appreval of this edu-
callonal delbvery method point tothe
need for such materials to be writlen
atl a reacdability level that s appropri-
ale for the Intended auwdience.

Readability is the case of umder-
stancling or comprehension due to
the style of writing (Klare, 1984). Use
of readability principles Inveles
matehing rescding bevel of the written
materad with reading abilily level of

hiplrRelrptatepHss SRR 1A= 1)

emphasized the Imporance af the
writer Identifying hls audience, stat-
Ing, “There's no pelnt in contralling
readability If you don’t know who
you are wriling for® (p. 25),

A readability Formula ks ame thod
of measurement which provides an
estimate of the style difficulty of writ-
ing (Klare, 1963). Readability formu-
las, developed malnly in the 1840s,
today are belng used widely in
schools, libraries, buslnesses, Fov-
ermment, newspapers, and maga-
zines (Fry, 1986).

Hlare (1963 reported that twoe
factoms emerge In assessing styledif-
Aculty ol writing: a word factor and o
sentence factor. Word length and
senlence length were the hasis of
moal of the earlier readability fermu=
las. Prescnl formulas In large parl
are siill based on word dilliculty
(number of syllables) and sentence
length (Celline and Cheelk, 19849),
These researchers reporied that
among the more popular formuliv
presently In use are the Fry Read-
abllity Graph, the Flesch Reading
Ease Test, Aukerman’s formula, the
Crale-Chall formula, the Spache for-
ek, ared the SMOG brmula.

Limltations of readability formu-
las have been recognized since thelr
inception, and several were clted by
Hlare (1963]), Collinge and Cheek
[1983). and Spache [(1963). Klare
indicated that formulkas measure onky
one aspect of wriling, namely style,
and enly one aspect of writing style,
namcly difficulty, and the latter onky
Imperfectly, betauss they appear to
give scores accurale o aboul ane
grade kevel, Furthermore, formulas
oha nol take Into acoount the different
inferests, purposcs, backgnound,
intelligence, maturity, and meotba-
Uon of readers. Collins and Cheek
made tao other Impoartant padnis,
namely that there I3 no foemula which
measures concepls, and that the

Dfdal 448050034 Yédnmunications, Vol. 78, No. 1, 1992,/80
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speclallzed vecabulary in all content
areas lends o ralse the readability
grade level of the material. Spache
alse reparied that formulas da not
consider the impact of content or
lierary qualily on ithe reader's
interest.

Fecognizing that readability
formulas hove severa! limitalbans,
researchers urge coution in using
them. However, they generally agree
that formulas render valuable ser-
viee In providing an eslimate of the
readability grade level of a wrilten
aselection (Colling and Cheel. 19809,
Spache, 1963]. The primary goal for
using readability formulas s to in-
Nuenece reader behador. Kiare (1984)]
reporied evidence that elearly
supports the fact that Improved
readability can produce Increase In
1] comprehenslon, leaming, and
retentlon; [2) reading speed and
eMiclency: and (3] acceptability or
preference of materials,

Little research has been cdone
on readability el Cooperative Exten-
slon Service wrilten materials, Most
of this relates to materials wrilten by
atate apectalisls. Reybum (1979)
conducted a natbonal study on read-
ability of 4-H project books, and foamnd
that 75 percent of the material wos
writlen for Tih grade and higher,
while about iwo-thirds of the 4-H
audience was enrolled In grades
4-5-8. Writlen malerial (argeled toa
apecile Extension audience was ex-
amined by Nehiley and Willlam
(1980}, They assessed the readabil-
ity of two Florkda Extenston publica-
flons, an original publication amnd
one Llargeled bo a llnlte] rescuree
audience. The orfginal bulleiln was
written at the 12th grade level, and
the targeted bulletin at the 6th grade
bevel,

One siudy was found in Che 18-
erature which examined reacabaill by
of Extenston wrillen materlals pro-

dueed ol the county level, Upchurch
[1969) asscased the readabllity of
MEWSPAPET arlicles written by Norlh
Camlina agricullural agents, He
found that 65 percent of the agents
wrode articles above the 12th grade
readability level, Upchurch also
found that agents with gradusic
study in adult education tended to
wrile arlicles with o lower readabllity
grade level, and thus more appropel-
ate for a gemeral publlic audience.

These studies Indicate that per-
haps much of Extenslon material is
wrillen al m level higher than the
reading level of intended audiences,
Mavragenes (1988) reported that the
average sdull inthe ULS, reads at the
gth grade level. The Alabama Coop-
eralive Extenston Service, according
to state stafl communications spe-
clalists, hos imited knowledge of the
readability of masa malling mater!-
wls produced and disseminated ol
the county level. Ifthese educational
wrillen malerials are to be elfective,
Alabama county agents musi know
the reading abllity ofthelr audiences,
and use readabllity principles in
wriling for these awdiences.

Purposs snd Objlectives

The purpose of this aludy was (o
assess the readability of the mass
mailing wrilten material produced
and disseminated at the county level
al the Alabama Cooperative

Extenslon Service.

The objecthres were fo;

I Assessthe readability of the mass
mealling wrilten material produced
al the county level of ACES,

2. Determine i & signllcant maesdel
existed explalninga portien of the
vartance in the readability of mass
mailing written material from se-
lected persanal and program
characierisiics.

Published by New Prairigfissssd0df Applicd Communications, ¥ol. 78, Mo, 1, 1092/51
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Procadurss

Population and Sample, The
targel populalion was the ACES
county agents who had been em-
ployed by the organization for at
least ene year, The frame [ncladed
246agents. Aslmple random sample
of 100 agents was draom from the
identified frame. The minimum
required sample aive was determined
to be 78 wsing Cochran’s formula
(Snedecor & Cochran, 1980),

Instrumentation. Tweo Instr-
menis were used: (I} A briel survey
gquestionnalre covering agents® per-
sonal and professional Informatlion,
and information on their intercat/
tralning In writing: and (2} the Fry
Readability Graph.

The questhonnalre was reviewed
for content valkdity by a parel of 11
experia, all of them from Louls b,
including an LSU School of Voca-
tional Education faculty member, a
parish [county) Extenslon agent, an
LCES slate specialist, a vocallonal
education teacher., two vocational
education doctoral students, and fve
graduate committes members, [Lwas
alao feld tested for lurthervalidation
with slx parish agents of LCES,

Agents were ashed lo provide
samples of thelr writlen mass mail-
Ing material. The Fry Readability
Graph was used 1o assess the read-
ability grade level of these pleces
The Fry Readabilily Graph was
selected because: ([) I can be used
with materials written at all levels;
(2] It provides o fast and simple
methed of determining readability
gracke level; and (3) It is familiar to
those (0 the reading feld. and the
avallabillty of a simple hand caleula-
tor has added to it simplleity. The
Fry Readability Graph utilizes a con-
Unuous range of scores from grade
one through grade 17, and lis
accuracy In prediction of reading

heHE R ait Pl gy ehvenmdy iy iracke

level (Fry, 1968). The Fry graph has
been valldated by interformula and
comprehenskon scores, with the Fry
methed producing scores similar o
other readability formulas (Fry.
1977). Fry (1968) reported his
Readablility Graph to correlate .78
with Botel, 94 with Dale-Chall, .56
with Fleach, and .98 with the SRA
formula.

Data Collectlon. The Indtial mail-
ing of the questiennalre and cover
letter was done In October, 1988,
One week prior to this, agents in the
sample had recebved a leliter of en-
dorsement of the study from Dr. Ane
E. Thempson, Director, ACES. Two
weeks after the initial malling all
non-respondenis were senl a
reminder postearnd, Secand and thind
mallings of the cover letter amnd
questionnalre were made al
twe-week Intervals,

The sample of 100 agenta was
declded upon to compensate for po-
fential non-reaponse, A B0 percent
response rate was anticipated. If the
reaponse mic was leas than this, a
followr-up was planned by telephone
to eliclt reaponse from a 50 percent
random sample of the nonrespond-
enis. Ninety-elght (88 percent] of the
100 agenls reaponded, and 97 (97
percent) responacs weee uaable. Be-
cause of the high response mate, the
telephane follow-up of non-
respondents was not conducted,

Agenis were asked lo send three
of thelr recenl mass malling pleces
on agriculiure or home econamlcs,
written for educational purposes
(more than just a mecling announce-
ment). Agents with both youth and
adult job responsibilities were asked
for written materials intended for
each audicnce,

The 97 agents provided 273 us-
able wrillen pleces. [One agent
provided nowrlilen materal. but did
respand (o the quesilonmaine, Al

DRl OABH 0010834 14 mmunications, Vol. 78, No. 1, 1993/62
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one of the agents providing written
material did not respond to the
questionnalre.) Ten agents provided
enly wrilten material intended for a
youth audience, Sikdy-ene agenis
senl enly material Intended for an
adultl audience, Twenty-five agents
provided examples of both youth
audiences and adult audiences wril-
ten material. Of the 273 usable pleces,
215 were Intended for adult audi-
ences and 58 for youth audiences,
Fegarding subject-matter content,
135 concerned agricullure. and 138
hame economics, The distribution of
the wrilten materials by intended
avdience and subject matter is showmn
in Table 1.

The readability grace level ol each
wrillen plece was assessed using the
Fry Readability Graph. This requires
acount of average number sentences
per 100 words and average numbser
ofsyliables per 100 words. Onagents”
wrillen plcocs one page or less in
length, the flrst 100 words and the
Inst 100 words were tised as samples,
On pleces longer than one page, a
100-word sample from the middle of
each page was used. The readability
grade level asslgned for cach plece
was the average of all I00-word
samples selected from that plece,

Data Analysls. The alpha level
was sel al 05 a priorl. Statistical

analysls was accomplished as fol-
lowsa: () Descriplive atatislics were
used to provide a deseription of the
responding county agents, and to
indicate the readability grade level of
agents’ mass malling wrillen mate-
rial. (2] Stepwise multiple regression
wins used todetermine the amovnt aff
variance in the readability of agents’
mass malling written material that
couild be explained by selected varl-
ables. The variables Ineluded in the
anatysls were gender, age, race, high-
esl educational attalnment bachebor s
degree, highest educational attain-
ment master’s degree, highest edu-
cational attalnment master's degree
plus, number of semester hours be-
yond the master's degree, bachelor's
degree aren olfsludy, master's degree
arca of study. years of employment
by Extension, hours spent weekly
writing for Extension clientele, num-
ber of untversity courses (beyond
freshman English) taken in writing,
Interest in writing, hours of Inservice
communleation tmining, adult aw-
diences, youth audiences, agricul-
ture subject matler. and home eca-
nomics subject matter,

Description of Alabama County
Agents

Agenls’ mean age was jusi over
40 years, and agenis’ mean years of

Table 1: Respondents’ Muss Malling Written Materials by Intended

Avndlence and Subject Matter

Agenta Pleces
Written Material no. 0.
Addull audliences 85 215
Touth audiences a5 58
Agrculiure 49 1356
Harme Economiles 47 138
Adull agriculiure 48 120
Youth agriculiure 11 15
Adult home economica 38 a5
Youlh home economics 24 43

Published by New Prairie  press, 201
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employment by Extension was abssul
15. Agents were almost evenly
divided between males and femalea.
Almoat o fourth of the agenls were
black, and just over three-fourths
were white,

Afourih of e agenis had onby a
bachelors degree, and the remain-
der had a master's degree. A third of
the agenis had taken course work
beyond the master's degres. with the
mean semester hours laken aboul
10, Just ever half the agents had a
bachelor's degree ina technical ngrl-
culiure or home economics area, and
the remainder had Lhe degree In ag-
rlicultural or home econsmics
education. Jusl over half the agents
with a masiers degree earmed the
dedgree In educallon. and the
remalnder had the degree In a
technical area,

Forly percent of the agents hacd
laken no untversity wriling courscs
beyond the lreshman English level.
Forfy-three percent of the agents
had taken only one college wrillng
course beyond [reshman English,
The agents' mean hours of Inservice
communicalion training in the Iaat
Mve years was about 13, Over hallthe
agents liked writing, one Mifth
disliked 1, and one-fourlh were
ambivalent. On an average, agents
spent almost six hours weekly
writing for Extension clicntele.

Raadablilty Grade Lavel of Agents’
Mass Malllng Written Materlal
Readabllity grade level was
caleulated on 273 pleces of wrillen
material. grouped by the fwo

vartables of intended avdience and
subject malter.

Table 2 shows (hal adull
audiences materfal (M= 11.2) was
wrilten at a resdability level aboul
ene and a half grades higher than
youth awdiences material (M = 9.6).
Agriculivre moterial (M= 11.2) was
written al a readabllity level about a
igrade higher than home economlcs
material (M= 10.4). About a three-
gracte difference existed between
adull agriculture (M= 11.6) and
youth agriculiure (M= 8.5), while less
than a one-grade difference  sepa-
rated adult home economics
(= 10.8) and youlh hame econom-
fes (M= 10.1).

Ragrassion Analysls of Raadabliity

Two criteria were used (o select
the variables which were included in
the stepwise regresslon analysis. The
Mral criterion was degree of comreln-
tlon belween the Independent varl-
ables andd readability (with r = .1 or
greater for a variable (o be included),
and the second criterfon was evi-
dence of multleolinearity belween
independent varfables, As a resull
seven varkables were Included, and
aix of them explained 13,36 percent
of the variance, These variables were;
highest educatlonal attalnment
bachelor's degree, gender, hours of
inservice communication training,
semester hours beyond the master's
degree,  highest  educational
atlalnment masters degree plus, and
houras apent weekly wriling for
Extension clientele,

Results of the regression analy-

Table 2: Readubllity Grade Lavels for ACES Mass Malling Written

Material l:! Intended Audiences and E%ﬁnt Matter
t auth

11.6 [SD=2.6)
10,8 (SD=2.2)
http&Zremithiriepress org/jac/vol76At i A ¢S D=2, 4)

Agriculiure
Home Econamics

Crverall
8.5 (5D=2.1] 11.2[SD=2.3]
101 {S]J-i‘..ﬂl 104 [SD=] B}
6 [SDe23)
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sla are shown In Table 3, Highest
educalional altalnmen! bachelors
degree was the vartable which
entered first In the regresslon
model, and Il explained 4.6 percent
of the varance in readability. Gens-
der accounted for about 3 percent of
thevarianee, with the remalning four
varinbles each accounting for lesa
than 2 percent of the varance in
readability.

Concluslons

Roadabllity Grade Level of
Agents’ Mass Malling Written
Material. Agents' mass malling wril-
ten material intended for adull audi-
ences was wrillen al a mean read-
ability grade levelof 1 1,2, or just over
the 11th bevel. This means that
the sverage readability grade bevel
for adull audiences material was
aboutl two grades higher than the
reading kevel of the average adult in
the U.5.. which Is 9ih grade
Mavrogenes, 1985). In fact, as many
as two-thirds of the agents submit-
tng adult sudiences materlal wrole
this material at an average readabil-
ity level of 10th grade or higher.

agadn beyond the reading groade level

Table 3: Multiple
Written Materlal (a = 87)

of the average U5 adult.

Agents” mass mailing material
inlended for youth audiences was
writlen al a mean readability grade
level af 9.6, or about mideay be-
tween 8th and 10th grade, Seventy-
fve percent of Alabama 4-H mem-
beers mre il greders or lower and 848
percentare Sth graders orlower. The
average Alabama youth enrolled in
achool reads al grade bevel (A C,
Hess, personal communication, Oc-
fobeer, 1988), This means that, on the
average, malerial for youth audi-
ences was wrillen ol a rescdability
grade level higher than the reading
grade level of 86 percent of the in-
tended audience.

Agriculture subjecl maller ma-
terdal (M= 10,2 was wrillen al a
readabliity level aboul agrade higher
than home economics material. It 1s
the personal oplnion of this e
searcher that, generally, agriculture
subject malter material Iz communl-
caled n more lechnleal lerms than
home economics subject matter
malerial,

Regresslon Analysis of Read-
abllity. Six variables were algnifl-

Analysis of Readabllity of Agents’ Mass

Bource of Varlatlen af ME F-ratlo prob, ol F
Hegression 55.16 8149 .32 40
Feskdual 357.82 0 3.08
Varlables In the equation
Varlable RZ cumBZ b
Highest ed, attalnment bachelor's degres LAHGE B2 - T425
Gender L2ea 0780 -B0T2
Inacrvice communication training JUFE 0836 0356
Semester hours beyond the masters degree 0184 (1120 0608
Highesl ed. atlainment masier's plus A1dd L1924 5254
Hours spent weskhy writing for Ext. clientele A112 1338 -.0680
Varlables not in the equation
Varlatle T slgt
Touth awdience 146 8839

Published by New Prairie BiessrdQ nr Applied Communications, Vol. 78, No. 1, 1992/55




Journal of Applied Communications, Vol. 76, Iss. 1 [1992], Art. 10

cant in explalning 13.36 percent of
the variance in readability. Three of

the predictors were positive and threes
were negative, Poallbve predictors
were inservice communication traln-
ing. semester hours beyond the
maaters degree, and highest educa-
Uonal aillainment master’s degres
plus. Negathve predictors were high-
eat educational altalnment bachelor's
. gender, and hours spent

weekly writing for Extension
clientele.

Readability grade level ofwrilien
material tended to Increase with
agents’ higher educational aitain-
ment. As educational kevel Increases,
there are more abslraclions md dif-
ficult concepts to be learmned. Per-
haps this Increased complexdty of
knowledge and thinking 1s reflected
in one's writing. Readability grade
level of materials tended to Increase
with Increase In agents hours of
nacrvice communication tmining.
Again, the conclusion could be draven
that, with additional trainkng. con-
cepis leamed become more absiract
and diflcult, and this Increase in
complexdtyls rellected In higher read-
ability ef written muberial,

Although males tended to write
at higher readability grade levels than
femades, 1t 1s diMficull to draw a gen-
eral conclusion from this finding,
Again, this rescarcher believes that
the difference s related to subject
matler. All agriculture material was
wrilten only by males, and all home
econombes material was wrillen only
by lemales, A slmilar conclusion
aboul subject matter [agriculiure
material wrilten at a higher readabil-
ity grade kevel than home econamics
material) was drawn with regard to
Objecthie 1.

Eeadability grade level tended lo
decrense as agents spent more LUme
on wriling for Extension clientele, It

httpsstirewhst Jric prosd lawl el 76ricig L0 ge s

may be spending more bme IR
writing aimply because they are pro-
ducing a greater quantity of wrilten
material. This posalbility was not
resabved in this study. Nevertheless,
it eoraldd be concluded that at least a
portion of the decrease in readability
level can be aliributed to the
additional time spent by agents on
making thelr wriiten pleces more
appropriate for Intended audiences.

Recommaendations
It wouild be appropriate For the
ACES to include the toplc of writing
for readabllity in future Inservice
communication trmaining. At such
training, agents could be Introduced
tothe concept and principles of read-
ability, and apprised of the resulls of
this siudy, particularly the finding
that thelr mass malling materials
have been wrilten at higher readabill-
ity grade levels than the average
grade levels of both adult
and youth audiences, They could be
instructed Inand ghen the opporiu-
nity o praciloe wriling lechnigues
which will enable them to write at
grade levels appropriate for the In-
tended audiences. Subjecis lo be
taught might include basie readabil-
ity principles, particularly average
sentence lengih amd average word
lengih, caleulating readabllity of writ-
ten materals using the Fry Read-
ability Graph. and revising materials
to tmprove readability. Instruction
might also include other readability
criteria such as aclive valoe, relathve
clauses, antecedents, connectives,
organization of materials, and
density of concepls (multiple kdeas

within & senlence].
Studies are recommended within
the Cosperative Extensbon Services
to anaess the readabllity of slote and
county level written educational
materials In relatlen bo reading
ability of speciiic audiences, and (o

DO 104148 0L 84T s memunications, Vol. 76, No. 1, 1992/56




Johnson and Verma: The Readability Of Written Mass Mailing Material Produced At The

identify other variables that might
contribute to the readability of
written Extension materials,
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