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Comparing Stylfstir Irzits of Twmo Medical Jourmals:

An Exploratiom T=z=io Factiars .of Read=biliity

Fn undertakimg this preje==, = had th-ee-goals. Firsty, -I-had-——- -

hear—d that the Bx! tish Medical Jeurmal prxzrzs articzes that reputedly

are easier to rexdd than rhese Tha American Journal cf Medicine prints.

I wamted to havessaveral pwople read sampl=s from ti.ese journals and
‘decide whether tine British @r American set =ecemed ezsier. Second, I
wanted tg\gnaiyzﬁ the samples in detail anc try to Zind stylistic traits
that might accour+ for ASHLreweT 1y readers decided. And third, I hoped
" my .analysis w;uld“sttmuimte axgperimeaters To Ltest wheIAer each of:these
tr;its‘daés indzed functizm 25 & factor of complexity iza expository prose.
Once sutﬁ éxperiments.szz‘;ﬁirferm;ﬁw we shmrTd know —wmre about wﬁat maies
one paséage.easier t= reqi than anmmierﬁ
Most of my respo*dhsna‘ratgd the Britfss' -samplez zzasier. I thiﬁkfwa
can begin to explaln iy judgremt s, using -some styiistic traits that
.anyiresearchers_hame coneideref Imgyortant :as factors oi complexity but
also some that few.have;immhefeé to consid=r.. And the app=rent tign—
ifitance.of the latrer +m thisg project suggests that they —ight be among
the.more important factozzs.
My first task was o desiie how many samples I shtuld unse and how
A.long they shduid be. I :they werws to be a: all representative and iff
I weré.to.évoid having one ¢r twe of them unduly influence my readers'
judgments on avjdurnal, I woulis havw= to use many long.samples. Howéver,
if dbnfrénteﬁ by manyllbng pzssuages, pecple might refuse to participate
or .read too quiékly %Sd superTiciaily. Also, if I had to analyze‘ﬁany

léng samples, I would be far more ikely to overloak_pqssible factors

)
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of complexity. With all this in mind, I decided to seek seven to ten

sm;gles'from e€ach journal,'each about 100 words long.

After this decision, I had\to make four others about the nature of
my samples. First, since some medical_experiments are probably more

4
.

idi*:icult to understand than others Eand since it is difficult to
dnt.rmine what effect there would be\qn a reader's cognition if. most of
the samples from one.Journal but none or few of those from the other
shared subject matters, I decided to select\samples only from articles

dealing with similar experiments. While scanning the table of contents ’//4

-

in several'issues of eachhjournal; l realized that I hadlthe‘best\chandel

of finding seven to ten articles from each’on relatively closely.related
pxojects if I looked for“those that dealt with'some cause or treatment
for-hypertension. Accordingly,.I started*with the most recent issues

of each journal,_moved to progressively older ones, andbeventually found ?FL
nine‘articles from each or hypertension. vI.used no article more than |

thrée years old ‘ . R oo - o 4 )}

,\ . A

Seccnd I decided that my test would ‘be most valid if all the samples

-
¢

were identical in the section of the article 'I took them from. Only/then

would they be somewhat similar in general purpose. Since doctors are

.

often forced to choke their styles with numerical figures and seem to

follow established patterns in writing both the methods and materials

/

section and the results section, I decided to avoid them. And since I
TN - . . i . ' B /

_ o /
thought it would be more revealing,to use samples from the section"in
. R / . K ! -

which doctors describe what actually happened in their own experiments

/

'rather than from the section in which they/hypothesize about what might

'happen in their experiments or report wha% happened in others ; I decided

l
to sKip introductions and look .in discussﬁon/eections.

\ o S
. : . e e




Third, I decided‘that each of my.samples should be one complete
paragraph;'.We'do:not'knon enough about hbw a“paragraph‘s'srructure
in itself affects cognition, but .I -felt that a“sample‘made up of a.
.partial.paragraph or one or more complete paragraphs and a part of shfsrher
might raise issues thax -are not claritied as fully as they would pzobdhadiy
be in a sample made up of one conpletafparagraph. Moreover) Iéthmqﬁht
that a sample nade up of two or more camplcte paragraphs might deal
withsgore somewhat unrelated'issucs thzm a sample made up of one p: " -zrzph.
Therefore, I avoided partial or multiple paragraphs

- Fourth, I decided to  use as many pairs of paragraphs that heg

discussion'sections aS‘pOSSible and then tc.resort to pairs from -ron— .

¢ '

. natchingipositions in the sections' interiors Ideally, all the‘p*lf@*
would be made up of beginning’ paragraphs, or/all would be made up <«
concluding paragraphs, or-<some would be made up_of beginning and sdae TRE

concluding paragraphs. Then we could consider then somewhat simitar

.
1

in rhetorical functicns and amcunts of old, new, and partially deve . -=d
information. But I found only four beg? nning paragraphs in each al
that were approximately lOO'words long. _Aad none of the concludrh
paragraphs was close at all. Therefore; I had to accept pairs from .

~interiors.
| When-I'was finished pairing paragraphs, I had fodr pairs of -
’ning and-five:pairs of interior paragraphs. .No.memher or a . palr .£fi ered
from the_other;by more:than seven words; the.méan differ=nce betw=: i
'“members was-3.77hwords The . British paragraphs totalled lOOU woT s
the American added up to 988
‘To ensure that style of type or length of line would not affect

'my readers Judgments, I typed the British paragraphs on two sheets - &

standard typing paper and the American paragraphs on Lwo sneets, all in




lines almostsﬁguarly loxzz.. To have enough sheets £or all my readers,

‘ I simply duplieated thek=z. To ensure that their judgments would not .

beiskewaﬂ in Z==vor ©f = 'samples they read first -cr second, I had half
ef them vead tize BrirzZ=o- pz:agraphs'first.ahd the o~he half read. them
secemd. Tor a zmimils=r - =2zsom, I numbered the paragzap.xs randomily for
each reaw®=y .50 That T 40 of'them read thkem in the s=me order . |

}~l Tveo differemt gmu:lx of . people react=d to the m=ragrazas,. One group.

congiste =»f nin- w=m < wko had had litt <& or no prigcr e\pc_i_nce

reading mewical jvurmzlss. The other consisted of ten p=opl' w=zo had.
AN

read medizal jeursals Zesguently. ' .

\
\

ﬂm'Funthez;eI éiviie: - each of thése grompsiintowthree proulations.
I showed 2z mguestry n <=t to a number of pednle trom each: growp befo;e'
‘they read the scrs of -2aragraphs once. On it,-I-asked ~%hem to indicate
'whether te=2 set hey Te=d first was_easier to read than the set they
;fead/secmnﬂ, whether tme set they read second was easier to read than
lthe‘one theay raed»firs:,_ot whether they felt there was teally no ‘
"perceptﬁhﬁs;di%ference between‘the two in ease df'rezﬂing.
I === tke same she=t tor_E'second'population‘df'each“maih greup.
'_However,,t:ese readers iid notﬁseevit until afier thay had read the sets.
Since t3a¢ « had To rely'onvtheir memories while judginz, I assumed any '
differeumE::they cited had to- bF quite cleat te them-

N Aftes = £Llrd :population had read the sets once, I asked them to
write cozggqts on any differenCes or similarities betwu=en the.styles

of_the_twb. Since they read and commented without ‘beimmz stimulated to

thimk about rzeadability, I believed. that any. of them wico said one set
: was harder or easier than the other.must have'febt it was much harder pr:

easiet. - - *x




Of the LB total_readers, anlyzfive indinated in soma may ‘~hat they
thought the American paragr:pns were easler t= read. The oth= 14 all
jndicated in some way that ahey_thought the British paragraphs*n%xe
easier.unln only cne of the sizx populatiuns—the non—medical~re_ders
_who saw the questimmn sheet arrer reading—-c:d the number of rza=ers
preferring the zm= rican parz zTr=phs exceed the number favoring +ne British,
Ahd in this cas=, there was mmly one more Ieader.who favored -=me: American.
We-certainl~ wiie zsuf ficient we=sson to expect to find objectib- stylistic
tiaitﬁ tha;ﬂmaﬁe rhe British.p:ﬁggfaphs easier to read.

TrYiK; < Himd these;hhowevar,‘is<difficult. In theffirst Place,
not ‘all of~che *eaders rated the: British palagraphs easier.; Thus we~
cannot res 2isz . 221ly expect thar they will be easier than the American
in every Zcssitlie way. Nor c=z we'expect that all possible factors of
complexit-~ will occur much le- . often or extensively in them than in the
American. This is ﬂspeciallv-“rue because of my relatively small sample
sizes. t:“ortunately, trying to determine when such differences in
number of sccurrences are cogritively significant isvimpossible at this

'timE¢ ) “
\\\

Perhaps even more impontantly, we are not aware of all factors of
compiexityffor expository_prose. And we'cannot sayAexactly how the
~factors we.do know of'might.interact within a passage or how they rank
in terms of the difficulty ﬁhey.bring‘to a text. Finaiiy,'he cannot_be
certain how the memory of one extremely easy or difficult sentence affects
a person's Judgment on the readability of a paragraph‘or ‘how the memory
‘of one. extremely easy‘or dif ficult paragraph affects/nis Judgment on. the»

/

readability of a set of paragraphs.‘ Therefore, we will have to view any.
// -

'explanations for the greater readability of the British paragraphs as




sohewha;itentative.

But‘;é can,bEgin.to'explain, tﬁbulating aﬁd cnmpatiﬁg how frequently
proven and intuipeﬁ factors, of cqmplekity océur inaaach-éet, and.trﬁstfﬁg
ﬁhat future expefiments ;ill justifylthese'intuittc:sm Hoping for as
'+ much clarity as possiblé, i will discuss the traits 1T beiiéve makév;he
British paragraphs harder in one place and the tiaﬁ:srl think;méka.thém

easier in another. AN

-But before we see in what ways the British paz==:Tt1aphs are probably

harder than the American, we should the briefly thaz in several respects,

Y

each of which is priobably important in readability :studies,’ the two
. _ o 5 _ . : _
sets are strikingly:similar.- ‘The average length of the orthographic

seﬁténces in-thé British paragr:aphs is almost idewntical to fhat-of the
c?thograghic'sentenéés in the:Amefican paragraphs. But averages cAn be
.decepti;q:j The avqr;ge:length of one s;ntence 50 words long and another
10 wo;ds long, for.exémpie, is identicalttﬁ that of two seﬁténces 30..
wordé lbng. Thefeforéé i decided to count the nmmber of sentences in

- each set that are 20-25 words long, 26-29 words long, 30-39 words loﬁg;_'

and over 40 words long. The numbers for each of these lengths in the
S : ' - : \ S
sets are almost the same. Further, the average number of clauses per

sentence in the’B?iE;sh paragraphs is identicalAtofthé number in the
American. Again, however, I sought a more realistic view. In each set

I counted .the number of sentences with three clauses,\with four CIauﬁes{
' . . . i . . - ) . ‘ o " .
and with five clauses. Again, the numbers for each classification aﬂ%

L

‘almost identical.
Additionally,‘l looked closely at the number and nature of the

AN

‘divisions between constituents in the sentences. I learned that on the

:f- average in the cets there a:é almost the same number of words between the ..

B




main word of the sum et ann the main word of the verb in all the main

.clauSesp' I also learmed that the writers of the British paragraphs
T '
introduce another sm3ite—t-verb-object group between a subject and its

\

verb in any type. of =iimmse-—for example, by using a relative clausé&--

exactly as often am —im= writers of the American paragraphs do. When I
narrowed my focus to muzbjects, I discovered that, excluding the sibjects
of verbs-in the.pﬂizive voice, the two sets are identical in the number -

of grammatical sub3ects that are not the agents of the actions underlying

the”sentences:they ocecur in. Also, I saw that the two sets are almost
identical in the nmmbers-of'pronouns that serve as subjects, each of
which refers  to the.neaning of the entire preceding sentence. FWhen I
~narrowed my focus o complements, I saw that the main words ef the”‘.

complements in boxth sets are post-modified almost equally often and with [

(

!

strings of words similar in length. - : _ _ -

e Finallp, I examined the sets from a rhetorical.perspective. I

checked how often the doctors use short strings of metadiscourse to.-show ~--

<
23 )

a connection between two-sentences ot-antattitude towaxd forthcoming:
'intprmatfon;;how'often they'use longer strinés.of_metadiscourse only
to comnent'on_the primary disceutse; how qften’the topics in their
psentences cojncide With the subjects of-eilher malnfor noun clauses; P
:and h0w‘often their sentence stresses, include a verb plus predicate
_noun \g Werb plus prenicate adJective, or a verb plus direct obJect
_rather'than just_a verb plus prepositional phrase. I found very little
difference.between the sets ln these four respects.

Now we can discuss‘six specific ways in. which the British'paragraphs :
seem hatder'than-the Anerican,6__1 stress that I am net'ttying to examine |

< U I

interactions between possibleqfactors of complexity. If we consider

in}




. . ) '|
each of the following by itself, we can probably say that each makes

the British pafagraphs harder than the -American.
First, I checked how often the doctors.use orienters to times and
{ ) ;

appropriate situations to:begin sentences. When they begin sentences

with such phrases as "In case I," "In the other two patients,'" or "In

—~

1939,"‘it is likei&“that we move through their paragraphs with greater

ease and'clarity. If this is true, the ﬁritish paragraphs should be

. . ,\\ )
harder since their writers use only fuur such orienters while the writers

~of the Amarican paragraphs use 11._ - - : ,'_ . v

- Second, in each set I checked how often the doctors post~-qualify
___/ ! . v . - -

YR

)

nouns with strings of prepositional phrases, the last of;which has a

.nominalization for its objéﬁt. 'Ocaasionally, for example, they use

‘such constructions as "The time from the onset of symptoms to the diazoxide,

o ' . i '
treatment. . ." (O0'Brien and ot?ers). The more frequently they use
such constructions and ' the morelprepositional phrases they string tagether,

the longer we have to wait to ascertain the meanings of particular dbuns.
'Since many of these nouns function as grammatical subjects or objects,
this is particularly important. The difference between the two sets in

. this respect is not large, but perhaps it is cognitively significant.

-The British pafagraphs have five of these constructions, two of ‘which

“

have two prapoaigional phrases, two of which hdve threa prepositioﬁal s
phrases, and—one of whi?h_has fourt prepositional phrases: The American

vparagraphs:contain only two»sdch constructions, both of which. have three

¢

prepositional”phraSES. . , .
. . T

‘Next, I tried to determihe how often the grammatical subject and

verb in any kind of clause actually obscure the real-world agent and
. . . “ . \. : .
' action. For_instahce‘ in one of the British p%ragraphs I found this

~.

v.-l{) Af~;I;\ ' ~; _ -l




sentence: "The evidence summarized here suggests that a full;scale
trial would be scientifically and ethically justified and administratiuely
feasible™ (Medical Researchscouncil Working Party on Mild to Moderate

Hyp

_the"grammatical subject of the main cla.se

’ is'evidence,“and the gramnatical verb is suggests. In reality,-however,
‘the agents are people who act by:inferring. Since we read in terms-of
agents, actions, and.goals, constructions‘that obscure these might add

a measure‘of\difficulty_to passaées they occur in. If so, the'Britishl

-paragraphs yould.be harder, since they contain 11 pairs of obscuring

suhjects'and verbs and the American contain only five.

-

After I had ‘counted theLe pairs, I realized that I should check

how many of the grammatical subjects in any kind of clause refer to
|- , _

\

persons. Since people are concrete and since we readily associate them
v o ‘
with the’agencies of actions, I suspect that the more_frequently words

!
i “ \ .-

f .
referring to them act as grammatical‘subjects of clauses, the more easily
we would process those clauses.A In all the British clauses, "only eight'

subJects refer to.persons, in: all the Amer1can clauses, 15 do.

While I was looking at the subJects of all the clauses, I dis-
l”covered that thi British subJects are post-modified 29 times, with
strings averaging 6.03 ‘words in length.h On the other hand, American
" subjects are post;modified only 22‘times, with,stéings aVeraging 6
words. We have'already noted that one of the ways the doctors oost—'
modify subjects is to use pY epositional phrases. They also use parti- -
cipialvphrases and relative clauses. \Qince our full recognition of
‘the_meaning of subjects is delayed seven nore times in the British

. : \

paragrabhs, they are probably somewhat nore“difficult in this respect

fnalso;* . . : \
. ‘ _ . \

-
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_ Finally, I calculated the average“length‘in words of the full topicsA

in;both sets.' Doing this is probably important in readability studies

sirce we must recognize Waft the rest of a clause exists to comment on

YN

S

before we can'underStand thaticomment. Full topics in the British

paragraphs averagel 5.63 words; those in the American paragraphs average
v : Vs —

4,51 words.

At this point‘it is important to note that the evidence suggesting
! . ’ . .

that the ﬁritish paragraphs are harder than the American is not over-.

whelming '/We will see that the case is different with the evidence

which suggests that the Britich paragraphs are easier.8 .‘ | / I
mhe first of this evidence dealb with medical terms. ‘Medical #erme;:t

are.difficult for.non-medical-readers simpl§ because they are almosﬁ _;
totally unfamiliar. The§ might be difficdlt for medical readers since

they carry;a.large amount of meaning. Thus I dc:rded to count all medical

‘;phraraa. such as "reflex baroreceptor dysfunction (Ripley and others),
ther Lz » ¥wo or more words. In the British'set I found 24 individual
phraséss ~~wme of these are repeated, however, bringing the total to

37. In the American Set, I found 76 individual phraqes, with some

repeated often enough to bring .the total to 91. This means that of the /ﬁ

N o
1000 words in the British set, at least 74 are medica} terms, of the N

988 in the American set, on the other'hand 'at least 182 are medical

\

terms. This difference must be significant.'
But ie is possible that doctors skim research reports. If this

is the case, medical terms usedﬂgs subJects or connected to subjects‘”

by prepositional phrases might enable them to skim rapidly The dOCtOIS‘;

might look for a medical term early in a clause and then glance only as;_

. . . : - kit L y
far beyond it as is necessary to discover what is important about it. -

ot .
B .
SGEATTT Y
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To find whether the American'patagréphs dight'allow this kind of

i____;skimming,wl checked 'how .many of their medical terms are—subjects in
. . . A B

any clause or are connécted .to subjects by prepositional phrases. Only
Vv . . T . .

Aty

Vi

27 are. “In the British paragraghs, 14 are/.. Therefore, it is unlikely

theyf the;
! The

.T \'"

many medicalvterms in,the American paragraphs help doctors’skim.

g -'ﬁ

British paragraphs also seem easier in that in their sentences

» there are fewer words before the first subJect of the first main clause.

'

. The longerfweﬁhave toxwait before,we see a sentence's first major. : 3
_cpnstituent, storina oualifying information all that,time, the more
” difficult'that'sentence must be. 1In the British-sentences,‘I found

that on the average there are 2. 7 words before the first subJect of the

'first main clause, that'threegof thesersubJects are precéeded by strings i\%

[T S . - . S Y

over seven words long, ‘and that the longest ofkthese strings 1is nine words

long. In the American set,“I found that on the avefage'there are four
. 1 Lo S R N . . . . . . B
words'beﬁore'the-first.subject of the. first main\clause, that seven of

) L \

these’ subJects are preceded by stringv over seven\words long, and that

the longest preceding string is 23 words long.
Primarily as a result of this, the British sentences average]fb

fewer words before the first full Verb in the first main clause. In ;,

them,—J found\that the average number of words before such verbs is 7. 3,

P N
that'nine suzh\verbs-have more than ten words preceding them,:and that

the longest preceding string is 20 wﬂrds long.f'Switching to the N
\ . ’ b

American sentences, I found that the average number of words before the
first main verb, is 9;@, that‘lT_such_verbs havefmore than.tenwwords

ahead of them, and that“the longest preceding string 1is 27 words'long.{

t w / . . e . : ' . . :
Many experiments ‘have _shown that verbs in the passive voice are.

a -

harder to‘process than those.in the active voice. Thus IJdecided\tg\

t

o=, . e s
[ - H . PR . S R X e b M . _ :
A Fuiext provid ic : N ‘ :




see, how many paésives eaeh set has. In the British set I found 12,
iin the‘American'I found 17 3But as Dan- Slobin points out, 9 when clauses"'L
/ v \\ s ’ - ;
w1th passive verbs cannot be reversed without becoming anomalous, they

4

are no harder tonprocess\than clunes with active verbs. For example;w

. we should have little trouble processing a clause such as "the coding

e
e

was designed to include,any blood—pressure measurement. . (Hcller and //
Rose), since we'would not consider whoever designed the coding a posclblﬁ
_subJect of the verb I found that only four of the 12 British passives

/r‘
/
are possibly reversible but that 15 of the l7 American passives are. 1In

y addition)/ we‘must consider the British easier in'another respect.' In =~ 7.
. | _ | . ‘ _ .
the two sets I occasionallyffound_a sentence ‘introduced by such con- '
structions as "It.has been questioned <. WM (Basta) In these'cases

y

it is impossible to ascertain who is the agent of the action signalled o

by the passive verb OnLy three of the British passives are in such

constructions; eight of dhe American are.

There is substantial and,increasing evidence,that"a‘highly nominal
CA R ’ ' : . ',_ * ) I. T ;:-’ :"\: o - o - ‘ T .
style is much more difficult to read. than %nhighly verbal one. Looking

1
[

at the nominalizations in.the rwo sets,qwe can see that those in the

British set are probably easier than those in. the American’ in many ways.
- At first this statement might seem to be false. ,Forwthere;are.more

L™

‘o total nominalizationslin thewBritish paragraphs. 'They have'SO‘hhile

LYAN

~,£he American have 61 However, the British paragraphs contain only 40

. different iﬁ@dvidual nominalizatiw s._ Study‘occurs 12 times, treatment

nine timésj/reduction five times, and ‘both. change and recording four

o times.‘ The . American paragraphs contain 43 different individual
L e Sur

nominalizations with finding occurring’five times and cause four *imes.
. ~‘ . i
fIn:both.sets other nominalizations occur two, or three times. Since

v o . ' PR : ”

»e

~ o
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. many of the. ‘80 total British nominalizations are repeated oiften, they

LA \,
should become more familiar and .less difficult to- process. Thus 1t

b, n
(... \v !

would be erroneous to claim that the greater number of nominalizations in

t

the'Britistharagraphs necessarily makes.them harder.
) ! ' . )

This becomes especially evident when we see how the repetitions’

are distributed through the paragraphs. In the BriLishfset)'eight'

paragraphs have'one nOminalization occurring three.or more times. No
American paragraph has one occurring more than twice. This suggests that

there migh* be far more linkages of meaning in the British paragraphs.

. ; [

T test this possibility more obJectively, I checked how many of the _

repeated nominalizations in both sets are parts of the topics of a .
3 . "

paragraph «I found that one nominalization in the first British para—

graph is a part of three topics and that another “in the second Britishi E

. /

paragraph is a part of three topics. None in the American paragraphs
is a part of any topic. |
Once I was looking at how some of the nominalizations ‘are used
in clauses, Ivthought I should check how many of the total nominalizations ;

function as either subjects or complements. T suspect that. we- processr

nominalizations in a sentence more. easily if they function as one or

the other of these constituents. In the British set, 22 nom1nalizations

34
'
i

function as subJects and 15 function as’ complements. In‘the other-set,
only 12 function as subjects and only ten function as complements.

{ﬂ./« Another 1mportant thing to check about nominalizations is how
many of them ‘have prepositional phrases attached, phrases that often
. . T : /

.

refer to the. agent or obJect of ‘the nominalized action. It is probable

. \ -
e 5,

that the more such constructions,occur. the more the underlying meanings

B Lt ) P i ‘ .
; . - ;

1 - A .
of/Sentences are spreadsover their surfades. I found;that'24 of the

L A




of. the 57 British nominalizations of this nature the agent of the

.27 of those 55 British nominalizations,'it is clear that the agent is
fithe writer of the paragraph they occur in. For 12 of those 18 American
’nominalizations it 1is clear ‘that the agent.is the writer of the
‘appropriate paragraph.'.In:such cases, the agent probably becomes even ”

' .more concrete -and 1dentifiable for uS.

-nominalizations in each set really could be made verbal I considered‘

could be changed. Moreover, only 9. of the 29 British but 15 of the- 33

British.nominalizations and 33 6f the American\nominalizations have
prepositional‘phrases,attached_to‘them. 0f these, I checked how many'
are’themselves the objects of a preposition. Five of the British and -

13 of the American are.

But some scholars could object. that at least the agents of the

. actions underlying many of.the American nominalizations might be

-present; Realizing this, I counted the number of nominalizations in each_

set which occur with no construction indicating an agent but for which

the agent is actually obVious”; For example, for such nominalizations

‘as treatment and study, it is obvious that doctors or researchers are

/

~the ones doing the treating and stuinng. I discovered that for\55

nominalized action is obvious, For only 18 of - the 30 American nom-'

inalJzations of. this nature is ‘the agent obvious.‘ Fur thermore, for

) o L\_,_v__(,
~u

Finally, to:x be as obJective as possible, we should see how many

1
i

\ A \

medical nominalizations such as denervation unchangeable. I feltmothers ’

& . A

were easier not to change since the1r agents and/or obJecté were “
i . ,:...\‘ ,() . ) v
obvious or sinCe making them verbal would entail repeating previously

SN 4
giyen information. Admittedly, these were somewhat subJeftive Judgments,

5 . - . b 4
. B . - ) . s
‘ - " . o » - . . E [,




American seem to demand changimg Indeed ‘if'we could drop some

possessive pronouns and preposztional phrases, and change 'some adJectives
to adverbs, we could changerthese nominalizations without affectlng the
" rest of the structure of the :sentences they occur in. . For, instance,

we could change "the patient had an illness compatible with pulmonary

i
A N

.‘tuberculosis two years before death" (Arnett and others) to "the patient
‘had an illness‘compatible with pulmonary‘tuberculosis two years before.
she died | |

I think that this evidence is more weighty than qhat which suggests

. that the British paragraphs are. harder than the American. Yet it isv

not altogether easy to believe that what we have discussed thus far

can account for the number of readers’ who said the British paragraphs

»
& K

‘Hare casier. To account mMOorc adequately, we must note thar'the British

e e ) - e e e
S paragraphs are easier in: two additional and significant ways. These
h\aregiarely considered in.readability studies and are: apparent only when
we take ‘a rhetorical look at the two sets;
In the: first: place, the. inform tion that should ‘be stressed in

sentences is post-qualified by less important information less often

o T

, and extensively in the British paragraphsn 0f course, we must be certain’

~that such qualifying information is not itself the most 1mportant. But

K

consider the following:sentence: " Thizs probably relates to the major
site of»granulomatouserBction, since'the~two.pat1ents with-this finding,j%

had a significant numher of arterioles with obliterated lumens on

biopsy whereas the other two had mor.e of a reaction at the alveolar

- capillary level"'(Robertson) The informatidn in the two adverbial
clauses is important but it is not as. lmportant as that in the main'

clause. And it is this information that we almost forget while we

Cpa
e
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/' o , , .
process the two long adverbial clausesﬂ Putting the two adverbials f;
_— 4 ‘/ . ’1' ,1 :
|
first in the sentence would place demands on our memories, but then R
o/ | i , o

the . sentence would move from evidence{to a conclusion,-and it would have =

. / ,
its most important imformation ‘where Ft should be--last.

/

In tne British set, I found thf most important information in

/ i

rhetorically ineffective positions four times. ..The strings post-

i

qualifying these bits of information average 11.25 words in length In

X ; / r - : l
the Ameri:an set, I found the most important information in such positions,,

/ N

fseven times. The post- qualifying strings average h8 28 words in length

\ .
But rhe difference between thetho sets that I consider most

[ c

/ b : : |
1mportant b\\far became apparent onﬂy when I examined what I call the CLh

Q g/ web of sentence topics'in each of tde paragraphs. To-do this, I first ' ‘

had to decide what the torics in each paragraph are. After that for:
each paragraph I/simply listed the .topics, one after the other.' Then
/ /-'. : ‘ o

I counted how often in “a paragraph a topic~is/not {dentical to a

3

/ . . N . | A
previous tdpic /related to a previous'topic”closely (for'example,'

through pronoup substitution, synonym substitution, specification,

V )
. »!5 . N
’ additional characterizatibn, slight qualification, or enumeration of . L

¢ . .

members of a set),cor idenfical to or related to. stressed information"

in the previous sentence.. I thought that the more often I found ‘such

ficult that paragraph must be.

&

topics in a paragraph .the more dif

For example, the sentence topics in a paragrapA I consider easy since

!3" it is finely doven-are:, "a full scale trial " "the main obJectives of

~

such a trial . such a trial l"the large control‘groups,ﬂ and,"the

differences between the treatment and control groups (Medical Research’

5, R

Council Working Party) ~ The topics in a paragraph b consider difficult

/ce it is badly woven are.'. sus ained hypertension 'S"Our patient,




units larger than words or sentences,

"Hypertension,

17
which" (tachycardia)

"Test results of sympathetic
function requiring reflex baroreceptor activation,
!

" arked lability of
the‘bl/od pressure with Trthostatic hypotension,

"the sympathetic reflexes,'

"the patient
and

an acute increase in

'a decreased heart rate response to
rterial pressure: (Ripley and others) True,
there are more topics n the.second.list, but alllin:the'first relate
‘closely to each other hile only two pairs in the second do.

In the British paragraphs I found 57 topics.

'

Only eight of . them
are unrelated to previous topics or the immediately preceding\stress.

Y

' \
Threa paragraphs have no unrelated topics, four have one, -and tqo "have
two. In, the American paragraphs I fouwd 64 topics. 28 ~of them ;re
unrelated.-

.One paragraph has one unrelated topic, three have two,
/ . :
two have three,

~

one - has four,

one has five,
Therefore

and one has six. '

. ' 14 .
although I think each of ‘the traitsMI have discusssed here
r . \
should be tested in an experiment as a’ single Variable, none should be

e
tested-as carefully and as’ soon as: the web of topics.

Since it involves

I suspect it might proye.to be one
//
of the more important factors of complexity for expository prose.

B
. ! .
N "
i

. . ?
s e :
\ '

.
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. the Appendix,

- see .the Appendix,

British~«armgraphs seem harder,'

. _FOOTNOTES

1
“For

theAéuidelines I used when counting,words;-see'the
3Appendix, paragraph 1. | | .
| ZFor more information on the members o f these grov r2e the
Appendix paragraphs A and 3. | |

3To find how many readers were 1n each of these POL ;tions,'see

paraglaph 4.

. 4For more information on- which readers responded in which way,
paragrapheS.

SFor the.numerical data on all these sinilarities, see the

Appesdix, paragraphs.6,f7, and 8. :

2

6F0r information on four’iess significant ways in which the

see the Appendix, paragraph 9.

: 7Fc:z:'cornvenience, I will refer to the article from which I
| A

take a qmotation by author within parentheses in the textn

ke

s

?

8For information on four less significant ways in which the

British paragraphs seem easier,

see the Appendix, paragraph '10.

“\ 9Dan I. Slobin, Psycholingnistics (Glenview, Illinois Scott,

Eoﬁesmam and Company, 1971), p. 36.. - _ S ;
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e | | o . APPENDIX }
1. I counted an abbreviation, a numeral, a numeral followed by -

B _ y .
a percent sign, a hyphenated word, and’ words .connected by a slant line
as one word. I felt that the way we process these resembles the way

‘we process a single word more closeiy than it -loes the way we process
two orgmore adjaﬁent but separate/mords.' When the words within parenf
theses or brackets egpiained orthalified information in the text, I
_counted each of themu ‘Often, ho@ever,.garenthetical or bracketed

. / B .

information merEly referred t?/other articles, graphs, or photographs.
'Whenhthat Was/the-case, I:did/nOtAcount them. We cannot.discount such

'constructions as factors_of/complexity,-hoWever. Inrfact, one of my

readers commented that bracketed and parenthetical references, most of

Y

'which were.in the samples from The American Journal of Medicine,bseemed
to slow’himadown; 1 i E |
. . 7 . : o

N Ety.Fivevofithe non—medicdl readers have anhA.VB,; two have’an.M{ A.,
jone is a'fourth-year/%raduatewstudent, and one;is'a-lawyer; -
/o : S .

) . ~ ‘ . . A e
3. . Four of .the medical readers-are. third-year nursing students, oneé
1is. a R. N., one is a first-year medical student,;and four are instructors

of nursing at North Park- College.' All of the instructorsihave anﬁM; S.-
/ . P <

'in medical—swrgical nursing, some have extensive credit beyond the Mo 5.,

“ N . -

'and one. has/her Ph D

o
~

S . : . . .
/ 3 -

4. . I showed the question sheet to four non-medical and five medical

. ,/ . R \ : &
Qreaders before they read the sets. 'Imshowed it tO‘three,non-medical

S

Ny

. “§ A EI
* . s

aﬂd three medical readers aiter they read the sets. I :asked. two mon=--. ..

'5medica1 and two medical readers to wr1te comments._ I ‘x\§‘

. //I N § . ) . N . . o, R a N R
-5, Qf‘the five readers who favored“the American set, two were

S . ) ST : : R L g . : . o o -

medical readers.who saw the question sheet before‘reading, two were mnon--

AT . : : e . ’ Ve e

el

Aruntext provided by enic [INS



medical-readers_who saw the sheet after reading, :znd one was a non-—
"medical reader who expressed his Vle in a comment. Of the 14 who
%favored the British four nou-medical readers and three medical readers
saw'the sheet before»readinggfone“non-medical reader.and three medical‘
, readers saw the sheet after reading, and one non-medical_reader and " two
medical readers commented in favor of the British. Six of the 14 read . i
"_the British paragraphs first; eight read them second. B - fi

6. The British set has 39'sentences;'their‘average length is 25.64

. ‘ i . A e , R
words. The American set also has 39 sentences; their average is 25.33. .\

The British set has ten sentences 20-25 words long, Six sentences 26-29A,

, : , J
words long, five sentences 30-39 words long, and six sentences with more/
. . 1

than 40 words. ~ The American has 11 sentences 20-25 words lohg, four /

sentences 26 29 words long,.five sentenceS'30-39 words long, and ‘five f

’ o , » .ﬂ'
~sentences with more than 40 words. The British set has 73 clauses; for

- - [
. . K - .. . "

~an average of 1,87 clauses per sentence. The Amer ican set 1is identica
o L . /
11

The British set has seven senrences with three clauses three w1th fo ”r'

clauses, and none w1th five'clauses., The American has five sertencevaith‘

three clauses, thiee with four clauses and one. with five clauses. if

.7. The average number of words between the main “word’ of the- subject

- 4
D . - . "

and the main word of the verb in main clauses is 5 7 for the Brit%sh and

‘5;lffor\the American. In both ‘sets wtlters introduce.another subJect—'ﬁ

'

s verb object group between a subJect and. it veerin any‘type of.clause

four tlmes.;'In both«the grammat1cal subJeci is not ‘the agent four times.

[

Sgbf In the British the pronoun subJect carries this large semantic load five

-

times; in the American it carries it six times..'In the British the

[

main words of the complements are - post-modified w1th 18 strings each

b e e

L0

' averaging 5 94 words., In the American they are . post-modified with 22

strings, each averaging 6. 32 Words.if&-",* &1 ' : ﬁi T - d

A ;" L P - . It

The writers;of both the British and the American paragraphs use

ERIC

oo o
b
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short bics of,metadiscdurse to show a connection or attitude eight times.

The writers of the British use 1ong°r units of metadiscourse to comment

on the primary discourse seven times; the average length of these is 5. 141
words. The writers of the American use such units six times; theirv
average length is 5.67 words. In the British set, the topics coincide

with the subjects of main clauses 39 times and with the subjects of noun

v
\

‘clauses 12 times._ In the American set, the topics coincide with the

3

main-clause subjects 45 times and withlthe,noun—clause subjects five
times. 57/ of the British stresses include a verb plus_PN, verb plus
PA, or verb plus DO; 6OA.of the’ American stresses include one of these

constructions.

4
v . .

h 9. I think that constr uctions in, which a verb is followed by an

infinitive with an underlying agent different from the verb s are harderA- f

.to process than constructions in whicn a verb is followed by an 1nf1n1tive Ea
ﬁwith an underlying agent identical to the verb s; For example I think

"I wanted to go would be less diffmcult than - “The test took time to.

complete.Uq of course; the difference in agents is not all that is

involved‘here{ "The.British- set has five such constructions, the

-

American has'three. Second in the British set subJects and verbs in_»f

adverbial c1auses are’ separated twice,lonce by a string of nine- words,

e,

} and once by a string'ofreight‘words. In the American set, this happens h_ -
e . N

. N r\\ ’” o
only once, with .a string only hree words long hird '1t“is«probable o

that numerical figures (such as" 240 mg /day) and - abbreviations (such

T

as SHR s) slow readers down. The British paragraphs have ll different

S8 N . .g ) ]

' “numerical figures while the American have only three figures and three

\.

o abbreviations.~ Fourth in® both sets the subject in any kind of clause'

is sometimes modified With ‘a prepositional phrase with a nominalization o




- 1British paragraphs are probably eas; Ler in - another way., The British ¥

appear in easier.  The British clauses haver26 of these, and the

American.have_Zl. AThird frelative clauses with relative pronouns that
'They forcp us' to search for their grammatical source._ In the British
|
set there 1is only one'such clause; there 1s only a three- word separation

ﬁfbetween the relative pronoun and its antecedent.= In the American set

‘the relative pronouns and fheir ante;fdents. Finally, if we look at

,the numbers of different kinds .0f subordinate clauses, we see that the

. set includes 13. noun clauses, six dJective clauses,, nd eight adverbial

22

/; /

.asuits"object.' We therefore'have<to'wait and must process a /nominal-

/

‘ization in order to learn the meaning of an important constituent of

/

clauses. In the British paragraphs, this happens 13 times, the.phrases

average_4.07'words'in length. In the ‘American paragraphs, it happens

sevenntimes;fthe‘phrases average 2.86 words in length.

\

10. We know that clauses with negatived'verbs are hardeq than those

_without nepatived verbs. - Six of the British verbs are negatived Eight

of the American verbs are negatived; four of these occur in one paragraph
Second, we cannot use some verbs, such as found and ‘included, in.the
active voice without a direct object. Since these Gerbs-signal the.type

of complementlthat will follow them, they. should make the clause they

are separated from their neun antecedent must be difficult to process.'

¥ . o . .

Sk,
there are five such clauses'\there is an average of 10. 4 word between

A -

we

‘clauses; -The*American'set=inclu?es five noun,clauses, eight adjective

~clauses,_and 13 adverbiaL«clauses.. Obviously, the main differences are

7Jclauses‘-four of the five American noun clauses are used as direct “@u@

v T T \

in the numbers of noun and adverb1al clauses. Nine of the 13 British 55

noun clauses are used as direct objects oF predicate nouns of main

3 . ]



'ijectS'Or Pfediéate noﬁns. 'ff.I'hadkgo'ch§OSe bet@eén advefbial'--: L
clauses and nouﬂjclauses.mostly\used as constifuénts of main.diaQSes
'.ta.maké up- a numSer of clauses in a passage (the total for tﬁe';wo'
,kinif for the Btitisﬁ islélﬁ the tpfai fof tﬁe American.is 18), i ‘
woul& pick noun clauses if I'wgﬁted the passage to be easier. It is
brbbablyreasiér'to“brocésg a subjeét—verb—objeqt group when'it is a
constit;ént o% anotﬁer>subjggg:ygrb-bbjectﬂgroup thaﬂ when it qualifies’

3

such a group.
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