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The r e s earch p r esented by Davi son a nd Green i n LINGUISTIC
COMPLEXITY AND TEXT COMPREHENSION a ddresses s ome of the main
i s s ues on r eadab i lity, linguis tic complexity and l anguage
unders~anding. The book i n divide d in t o t en c hapte r s and an
I n t r oductio n . In t he i nt r od uc t i on the edito r s j us t i fy the
reapprais a l o f r e a da bility issues, summar i z e the conte nt of
the pape r s a nd put t he m in context. The main point s
di scussed in this col lec t i o n of ten articles are the
de f inition and a ssumptions underly i ng formulas, problems and
weaknesses o f readabil i ty formulas, a nd new i ns i g h t s that
r ece nt r e search i n l i ng ui s t i c s , i n the psycholog y of
language a nd theories of l earning have brought to the
concept of language complex i t y , to language understa nding
a nd reading c omprehension. The r e vie w wi l l f o l l ow the
themat ic order i n which the artic l es appear in the book.

1. Definiton and assumptions underlying readability formulas

In the fir s t paper of the collection,B . Bruce and A. Rubin
('Readabi lity Formulas : Matchi ng To ll and Ta s k', 5-22} give
t he reade r a good gene r a l overvi ew o f what r eadab i lity
fo rmula s are , t he i r use f u lne s s a nd rule s f or t he app l i c a t i o n
o f fo rmu las . Reade r s f ami l i a r with r e adab i l ity is s ues wi l l
f i nd the conte n t of t h is art i cle a nd the s e c o nd o ne on
'Conceptual and Empir i cal Base s of Rea dabi l ity Fo rmu l a s' , by
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Anderso n and Davison (p. 23-54), quite basic and might want
to skim ove r them swi ftly.

Read a b i li t y fo r mulas were first developed in the 1920's.
They s pr a ng from the need to match reading materials with
specif i c audiences a nd they have been widely used by
teachers and admi n i strators in the educational system,
especially in the United States, to s elect reading materials
for the c lassroom . More recently they found further
a pp l i c a t i o ns in the preparation of public documents to
adequate them to t he reading level of specific audiences.

For mu l a s are based on the assumption that all reading
pr oble ms c a n be related to c e r t a i n text f e a t ur e s , and that
a f t e r the s e features have been identi fied, they can be
e nt e r e d into a n e qua t i o n and the n numerical e s t i ma t e s of
r e a da b i l i t y for a specific text can be established. The
leve l of readabilty found will correspond to specific
re ad ing levels in the educational school system, or in the
ca s e of public documents to the reading level of the
audience the documents are directed .

The most common fea tures entering
are word difficulty - based on
length (information drawn from a
sentence difficulty based on
number of words per sentence).

into r eadability equations
word f r e q ue nc y and word

list of 3.000 words) ; and
sentence length (average

One of the most widely
Dal e and Chall (1948)
following equation:

used measures of readability is
formula and it is based on

the
the

READING LEVEL ~ 16 (% uncommon words) + .05 (average
number of words per sentence).

The da ta a r e drawn f rom three 100 word selections of a book
or doc ument unde r ana l ys i s .

The conc e pt that text complexity is a physical feature or
set of fea t ur e s which can objectively be t a ke n from the text
a nd plotted i n t o an equa t i on stems from the structural point
o f v i e w of language description. This is a naive
i nterpr e t at i on of textual structure and a naive way to look
a t t he p s ycho logical and neurological baggage of the reader
a nd the reading process itself. under this perspective
f o r mu l a s contradict current knowledge about the reading
process and they don't include in the measures important
textual and personal va r iables that influence the
understanding of a text.

In terms of the text the formulas over look important
syntactic complexity variables, discourse characteristics,
information density of sentences, inferential needs required
to understand the text, complexity of ideas, rhetorical
structure, dialectal and style differences, etc. On the part



of the reader the formulas don't consid e r factors such as
motivation. interest, purpose of reading, cultural
background, circumstances in which the passage is read and
general world knowledge. Bruce and Rubin caution the reader
on the use of readability formulas and suggest six basic
rules to follow in their application. In the next s ections
of the review some of the shortcomings above mentioned will
be retaken and examined in detail, and some alternative
proposals to look at linguistic complexity will be
highlighted.

2. Problems with readability formulas

2.1 Conceptual problems

R.C.Anderson and A.Davison raise in their article on
'Conceptual and Empirical Bases of Readability form~las'

(p.23-54) further questions on the assumptions underlying
readability formulas. On the conceptual level they discus s
the inappropriate statistical model used in readab i lity
formulas and refer to the ill-founded theoretical
underpinnings of the reading process underly ing them.

What the authors do object in the statistical model by the
proponents of formulas 1S the contradiction between the
methodology of data analysis in the construction of formulas
and the use made of the findings of this analysis. In the
first instance the data are aggregated by grade while in the
application of the formulas the results of this analysis are
normally used to select books, texts for individua.ls or for
small groups. For example, if a text has been chosen for a
group of readers in which we have learners of the 2nd and
6th reading levels, the average fourth reading level would
not be suitable for individual students in that group. On
the other hand, when considering the more up-to-date
interactive reading model in which text characteristics and
characteristics of readers interact, again an aggregate
model of statistical analysis does not seem adequate because
of its inability to deal with individual reader's
interactions. Additionally researchers have not developped
models that can capture the interactions of text
characteristics and neither have they accessed the
interactions between specific text features and r e a de rs
characteristics.

2.2 Empirical problems

Readability formulas also run into problems at the empirical
level. One of the common elements entering into the equation
of readability formulas is word difficulty. Research
conducted by Anderson and Davison. has shown that even when
significant more difficult words (longer or less frequent
words) are introduced in a text, this only carries a maximum
of 4% increase in its difficulty. Studies also show that
derivatives and compounds, in spite of being longer than

122



pr imitive words , a re no r mally e a s i e r t o i n t erpr et, c ont r a r y
t o t he pr e d ictions of r e a da b i l ity for mul a s . Word d i f f i culty
is quite an o bs c ur e i s s ue a nd i t s e ems it wi l l s t a y like
tha t wh i l e we don' t ha ve more bas i c re s e a r c h on how
individuals s t o re and a c c e s s t he lexic on .

Ano t he r element i nc luded i n fo r mulas i s sent e nc e l e ng th.
Resea rch f i nding s ha ve l a r ge l y do c ume nte d tha t sente nc e
length is not by i t s e l f a c omp l e x i ty elemen t in
c omp r e he ns i o n . Longe r s e n t ence s a r e of t e n e a s ier t o
unde rstand t han sho r t e r one s. Ande rso n and Davi s on pres e nt
t he f o l l owi ng s e n t e nc e s to e xempl i f y t he i r po i n t :

1. I move d t he switch .
2. The ligh t s we n t o f f .
3. I move d t he swi t c h becau s e the l i ghts went o f f .

o r
4 . The light s we nt off beca u se I moved the switc h .

Se n t e nces (3) and (4) a re both easie r t o i n t e r pre t than
two sho r t e r sentence s . Th i s ma y signa l t o the f a c t
syn t a x is a mor e pe r t i ne n t var i a ble for unde r s t a nd i ng a
tha n s e n t e nc e l e ng t h. Le f t br a nc h i ng, for examp l e ,
proven t o be s ystema t i c a l l y mor e d i ffic ult t o i n te r pre t
ri gh t branch ing .

t he
t ha t
tex t

ha s
t ha n

Rigth bra nc h i ng - It surpr i s e d me (tha t t he coo k i es
we r e b r own) .

Left branch i ng (Th a t t he c oo k i e s we r e b rown )
s ur pr i s e d me .

One e xp lanation for th i s d i ff ic u l t y is the wa y we process
info r mation a nd be c a us e o f memor y o ver l oa d i ng . The
bottleneck o f l i ngui s t i c proc e s s ing i n r e a d i ng ma y be d ue
less t o s e n tence leng t h than to factors s uc h a s me mor y
overloading , reader 's c ha rac t e r i s tic s a nd t e xt
characteris tic s . Re s ear c h ha s shown , f or e xa mple , t hat
interestingness "ac c o un t e d f or over t h i r t y times as muc h
variance in sen tence reca ll as r e a da bi l i ty " (p.4 5). Wha t
makes a text diff i cult for c e r ta in reade r s i s a pr o b l e m o f
further investigation and i t is un l i ke l y t ha t tradit i onal
r e a da b i l i t y formula s ca n inco r po r a t e t he r e s u l t s of this
research .

3. New insights into text complexity and comprehension

The informa tion
three different
r eade r himself ,
from insights o f

fo r these ne w i ns i ghts come ba sica l l y
s ou r c e s ; fr om the c ara c t e r i s t i c s o f
f r om the cha r acteristics o f the te x t
l i ngu i s t i c desc riptio ns and theor i e s .

f r om
the
a nd

3.1. E . L.Baker , N.R. At t woo d and T.M. Du f f y ( ' Cognit ive
App r oache s to Ass ess i ng t he Re ad a b i l ity o f Te xt 55- 84 )
reta ke the defin i t i on of r e a d i ng and show h ow a bo t t om up
proce ss ( i n oppo s i t i o n to t o p down ) which assumes t ha t t he



text contains all the causally related factors necessary for
comprehension is an inadequate way to look at reading. It is
the researchers claim that compr e he nsion is "based on the
information goals of the reader, her or his knowledge of the
subject matter, and the representation of the information in
the text"(p.57l. Readers use their schemas on world
knowledge and their expectations on text organization to
interpret texts. To support their claim the authors present
research on the reading performance of three groups of
technicians with different training and working experience
(experts and experienced technicians of a specific radar
system, novice trainees, and expert technicians of another
radar system). The subjects read two versions of a text. The
original text was taken from a technical manual in the field
of the first group of subjects and the adapted version was
elaborated following the Kindaid Readability Formula
equation rules. The most significant findings of the s tudy
are related to the results of the third group of technic ians
who produced verbal summaries, on the revised version o f the
text, superior to both the experienced and the
non-experienced technicians. It seems that world knowledge
and the activation of specific context schemas can be held
responsible f o r these results. The novice technicians might
not have had the background knowledge necessary to call up
such schemas during the reading of the text while the highly
trained and experienced technicians might have been
distracted by the unnecessary details of the adapted
version. The lower density of semant ic i n f o r ma t i o n per
sentence in the revised version may also ha ve contributed to
the superior performance of the group.

This seems to indicate that an active process of meaning
generation is involved in reading, and that it is based on
the representation of the information in the text and on the
world knowledge of the reader. It is, of course, not easy
for formula proponents to include in their equations of
readability the new insights of the reading process in which
preexisting world knowledge of the reader, conte n t and text
schemas and goals for reading play an important role in
understanding.

3.2 Formulas do not only fall s hor t i n including in their
equations factors related to t he reader. V.Charow's study
('Readability Vs. Comprehens i bility: A Case Study in
Improving a Real Document', (84-114) is an example of how
other variables, such as general organizational rules.
highlighting and use of appropriate vocabulary, can
significantly contribute to the understanding of a
real-world document directed to adult readers. Charrow
presented his subjects three versions of a reca ll letter
directed to car buyers. Subjects read the original version
of the letter, an adapted version of the letter for 11t h
grade readers according t o a readability formula and a
"guideline" letter that was produced following careful
guidelines of organization, language choice and layout.
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Readers answered a mult iple choice questionnaire and an
opi n i on questionnaire. In both surveys, contrary to t he
predictions of readability formulas, the guideline version
pr oduc e d t he be s t results. The author suggests that the
fo llowi ng factors used in the guideline document helped to
i mpr ove t he readabil ity of the document: provision of a
c o nt e xt, the pr e s e nt a t i on of the information in logical
or de r , the i n f o rma t i ve headings, avoidance of impersonal or
d if f i c u l t grammatical constructions, absence of noun
string s , avoidance or explanation of technical and
un fami l i a r terms, leaving out unnecessary words and using
layout to make the letter legible (Cf.p.97-l0l). Charrow
do es not spec u l a t e on the reasons why the guideline version
pr oduced t he best r e s u l t s . It seems that the different
f a c t o rs used in the guideline version trickered knowledge
a nd text schemas that made the comprehension of the text
e a sier for the reade r s .

3.3. Interestingness and motivation were pointed out at the
beginning of the review as variables not included in the
equation of readability formulas. G.M.Green and M.S .Olsen
('Pre ferences for and Comprehension of Original and
Readability Adapted Materials, 115-140) carried out research
controlling these two variables. Their findings seem to
clearly indicate that original texts are significantly
preferred by reade rs, especiallly by poor and older readers.
Thei r research also showed that when adaptations were made
from 2 r e a d i ng levels up, the adapted materials were not
significantly easier for children to understand than the
original texts.

Motivation, style, challenge and satisfaction of solving
problems are a ll important elements lost in the adaptation
process. The authors battle off the adapters by saying that
a child exposed to the adapted texts "may be seriously
handicapped i n understanding texts written in styles at
variance with the prose of the homogenized texts that have
been his primary model of written text". (p .l39l. The authors
have hars h words for the trade industry and education
po l i c y make r s who heavilly rely on the criteria of
rea da b i l i t y formulas for the selection of reading materials
wi t h r e l e v an ce for comprehensibility of texts and children's
pr e f e r e n ce .

3.4 S.Kemper ('Inferential Complexity and the Readability of
Tes ts, 141- 166 ) , i n chapter 6, addresses the i s s ue of the
pr oc e s s e s involved in reading and how linguistic factors can
inf luence these processes making understanding more
d i f fic u l t . The author believes that readers approach texts
s egmen t i ng sentences into clauses and identifying the
clauses as referring to actions, physical states and mental
sta t es - who does what to whom and why - and, then, building
a coher e n t event chain underlying the text. The process of
ldentifying the clauses as referring to certain actions,
phys ical states or mental states can be made more difficult



by a variety of linguistic charac teristics. It is Ke mper ' s
claim that inference is on e of the compl icating s ynt a ct ic
devices tha t make s th i s ass ignment mor e probl ema tic a nd
there for e a sou r ce o f comprehens ion dif f i cu lty for r eaders.
Her f inding s indicate t hat when t he Flesc h read a b i l i t y
f o r mu l a was used i n adapting mate rials, r e a ders did not fi nd
t he texts more d ifficult i n a cont inuum f r om 7th t o 11t h
leve l s of readabil i ty. But when i n fere nt i al loa d was
i nc r e a sed i n the text, speed and accu r a cy of answer s wer e
af f ected. I t seems that inference a dds an ex t r a l oad t o
work ing memo r y making the c l ause segmentati on ar.~ the
assignment of the clause to actions, ph ysica l or re2n t al
states to fo rm t he i nfo r mat i on chai n mor e d i ff icu lt. ~his i s
similar to the bottleneck phenomenon referred t o by Anderson
and Davison in chapter 2.

3. 5. S. Cr a in and D.Shan kwe ile r ('Syntactic Comple xity a nd
Re ad i ng Acquisition', 167-192) pr e sent t he r eada b i lity
pr oblem in an a cqui s i t ional perspec t ive. They bel ieve that .
at l e a st to a certa i n e xt e n t , read i ng is a bottom up proces s
and i s hierarchically o rga nized, i n f o r ma t i on f l owing in a
unidirectional and ve rt i cal ("bottom up") fashion s o that
lower l e ve ls s e r ve as input to highe r leve ls a nd no t the
r ever s e " (p.167 -8). This could mean that i f there i s a
working memory overload in lower l evels, higher proce ssing
would automatically be affected. In this perspective Cr a in
a nd Shankweiler introduce the i r t wo hypothes es . The
St ructura l Defic it Hypothesis (SDH) , and the Processing
De f i ci t Hypothesis (PDH) , to explai n the reading di f f icu lty
o f yo ung c hi l d r e n . The SDH claims that c h i l dren have a
structura l deficit when they start reading and t he ir
problems i n understanding texts can be related t o the
comp l exit i es of syntactic structures. The PDH c l aims that we
can a ssume that, when children start to r ead, the linguisti c
structures have already been acqu i r ed and the di ffi cult i e s
generated in understanding a text stem from a proc e ss ing
dif ficulty di r ect ly r e lated to working memory . The r e s e a rch
on r estrictive r e lative clauses pre s en t ed by the a u t ho r
indicates t ha t there is mor e evidence s upporting t he s e c ond
hypothes is be cause ch ildren from an a ge a s ear l y a s thre e
years old are able to understand langua ge invo l v i ng
r estrictive relative clauses in spoken langua ge . It s e e ms,
t he r e f o r e , that working memo r y masque r ade s the upper levels
of process ing, i . e . , di f f i culties are no t ge ne r a t e d by
syntac t i c d i f ficulties or structural defic i t s , but by a
process ing bottleneck t ha t r estricts the reader's acces s to
highe r lingui s t i c processing systems. Atten t ional c a pacity
and other maturation factors s e em to be influential
variables t ha t distingu ish good from poor r eaders, and not
syntactic complexity.

3.6 . L.Fraz i er
193-22) proposes

( 'The
that

Study of Linguistic
l inguistic comp lexity
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Comple xity' ,
can best be



be one o f the
introduces an

a ll me a n ing
f o r s e ntence

unders t ood i f the r e l a t i ons between c omplexity data and
s pe c i f i c gr amma t i ca l repre s e n t a t i o ns and pr oce s s i ng routes
c an be e s t a bl i s he d . I n this sense, a t heo r y of l anguage
comprehe nsio n wou l d be the bes t metric o f t ext complexity
be cause i t would "characteri ze the complex interplay of
d i f f e ren t f a c t o r s that contribute to complexity and reve al
t he r e a s ons why some mate r ials are more difficult to
unde r s t and than others." (p.194). Frazier compares t he
l a nguage compr e he nsion proc e s s to the t e amwork o f a g r oup of
e xpe rts wo r k i n g on the s o lution o f a c r o s s wor d puzzle. The
s o l ut i o n o f the puzzle can be delayed i f the contribu tion o f
one o f the membe r s of the team is necessary input f o r the
so lut i on of the ta sk of another expe r t . This is wha t s eems
t o ha ppen in a modu l a r model of language processing
l e xi c a l st r uc tu r e s a r e , for examp l e , constra ined by
pho no l og ica l r u les and l e xic a l i t ems a re categor i zed a fter
t he y have be e n f i tted i nt o a syntac tic structure. Accord i ng
to Fra z ier , t he main tasks in t he puzzle o f l angua ge
comprehe ns i o n are the s yn t actic , l e xical and s e man t i c
p r oc e sses, a nd complex ity can be de f i ned in t e rms o f the
d i f ficu l ty i n assigning the i np ut sen t ence a syntactic
s t r uc t u r e , i n mak ing a l exical analysis a nd give it a
s ema ntic i nt e r p r e t a t i o n . Then, Fra zier g oe s on di scuss ing
the t h r e e module s involved in sentence pro cessi ng .

In s yn t a c t i c proce ss ing, ambigui ty s eem s to
ma i n sourc e s of difficulty. Ambiguous input
e x t r a l oa d on working memory because
po s s i b i l i t i e s have to be conside r ed
in t e rpre ta t ion. For e xample:

1. J ohn t o l d the girl that Bill liked the story.
2. J ohn to l d the g i rl that Bil l li ked the e ggp lan t .

Sente nc e numbe r (1 ) c a n ha ve two me anings:
a . J o hn t o l d (the girl that Bill liked) the s tor y .
b. J ohn t o l d the gi rl (that Bill l i ked t he sto r y ).

The r eade r can on l y ass i g n the corre c t inte rp r etat i on t o
s e n t ence (1), (a) or (b), a f t e r the corre c t pars ing o f the
s entenc e ha s been pe r f o rme d .

The s eco nd p r oce s s i n l a ng ua ge un ders t anding is l exic a l
processing . Because of l i mite d r e s e a rch in the a r ea i t is
no t c lea r how t he l e x i c on i s r e c ogn i ze d and pr o ces s ed in
l a ng ua ge unde r s t a nding . Fra z i er s ugges t s t hat t he r e i s not
e nough e v i denc e to support "a single me nta l l ex i con
c o nta i n i ng d icti ona r y en t r i e s s ubsumi ng all d i f f e r e n t t ypes
(phono l og i c a l, s ynta c t i c , and s ema nt ic) o f information about
a lexica l item" (p.2191. It might be i mportant to pay
a t t e n t i o n to modu l ar ity wi th in t he l exicon, i .e ., t he
voc abu l a r y o f phono l og ical r e presen ta tion being q u i t e
d i f fer ent f r om the voc a bu l a r y of syntact ic r epresentation.

Fi na l ly , Fr a z i e r e xami ne s t he s e mantic mod u l e . Semantic
pr oc e s s i ng d i ff i cul ty c an on l y part ia lly be related to the
mea n i ng c omp le x i t y of words as outlined in dictionar ies, or
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phrase types. There are indications that one of the main
sources of language understanding difficulty is context. It
seems, therefore, that linguistic processing difficulties
could be explained by the nonlinguistic difficulties in
processing world knowledge rather than by difference of
expression. Smith in her paper, similarly to Frazier,
atributes the difference of reader's performance in reading,
not to linguistic expression but to the task differences
involved in comprehension.

3.7. J.H.Randall's ('Of Butchers and Bakers and
Candlestic-Makers: The Problem of Morphology in
Understanding Words' ,223-246) research on word difficulty
takes the reader beyond the word length and word frequency
factors normally associated with readability formulas.
Randal claims that there are word features and morphological
processes that can be facilitating for the understanding of
a text for some readers and have a negative effect for
others. While the reader has not acquired specific
morphological mechanisms, their presence in the text has a
complicating effect on understanding, but after their
mastery they may help the reader to assign to the word the
right meaning, the correct syntactic function and give it
the right semantic interpretation. Furthermore, Randal's
research quite clearly shows that the knowledge of
morphological processes makes the interpretation of unknown
morphologically complex words easier than morphologically
simple words for which there are no clues for the syntactic
relationships of the element in the sentence. It seems that
the relationship between word properties, such as length,
frequency in the system, derivational processes and
comprehension is quite a complex one and cannot be naively
simplified as readability formula proponents have suggested.

3.8. The last article of the collection, written by the
senior researcher of the University of Texas at Austin,
Carlotta S. Smith "Factors of Linguistic Complexity and
Performance", 247-280), addresses the question of linguistic
complexity and performance. According to Smith a definition
of linguistic complexity can only be achieved if the
analysis is free from performance variables, i.e.,
complexity should be uniquely defined in relation to the
processing of information and how meaning is related to the
real world. Smith resources to the Government and Binding
(GB) linguistic theory to anchor her discussions on a sound
linguistic theoretical basis. The GB theory sees language in
a modular organization. The modules interact among
themselves and allow researchers to assign a structural
description to each sentence at the phonological, syntactic
and semantic levels. According to Smith "the various levels
are all relevant to the generation and interpretation of a
sentence, including material that is not phonetically
realized. This suggests that factors besides those of
surface structure are relevant to the processing of a
sentence" (p.249). Within the GB theory Smith can reconize
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four different levels of linguistic complexity: surface,
syntactic, complexity, interpretative, and phonological
complexity. The three first types are discussed in Smith's
research.

Surface complexity is determined by AMOUNT (number of
linguistic units in a sentence), DENSITY (the ways
l inguistic material is distributed in a sentence (NP, PP,
etc ) and AMBIGUITY (when a sentence can have multiple
bracketing} .

I nterpretative complexity is related
determinants:

lo three main

- the empty e l ement - ex. (Mary want + past (e(to visit the
zoo) )

the (el element, subject of the second S has to be
supplied by the reader;

- semantic scope - a negative can, for example, refer to a
specific constituent of a construction or it can refer
to the full sentence;

discont inuous constituent - such as the auxil iary in
be+ing.

Finally, systematic complexity refers to the constraints in
the linguistic system. There are certain words or phrases in
languages which add to the complexity of a sentence because
they do constrain the application of the rule for
affirmative sentences:

+ 1 lift e d a finger to help her, in opposition to
I didn ' t lift a finger to help her.

Smith researched the influence of the different levels of
complexity on two tasks performed by children: a toy moving
task and an imitation task. She hypothesized that the
performance in these tasKS would be sensitive to two
different complexities: toy moving would be especially
sens itive to interpretative complexity and imitation to
surface complexity.

Her f i ndings sugge s t that in the moving task, as
hypothe s i zed, her s ub j e c t s (young children from 3.6to 6.2
years old) were especially sensitive to interpretative
complexity in opposition to surface structure and syntactic
complexity. For the imitation experiment children were
e s pe cia l l y sensitive to surface structure complexity,
cons t r ain t s on the usage of nouns and verbs for ex., may
have in f luenced significdntly the results. It seems
the r e f ore t hat sentence complexity cannot be accounted for
by a s i mp l e metric as advocated by formulas since
complex i ty "may arise from the interrelation of different
components of sentence structure." (Davison and Green,p.4),
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and al so that "the r ela tion between pe rfor ma nc e and
l i nguist i c c omplexi t y " {in this c a s e de fine d a s s u rface ,
interpre tative, and systematicl "depe nd s on t he t ype of
per forma nc e i nvolved " , i.e . , d iffer e n t ta s k s may be affe c t e d
by d i ffe r e n t f actors of lin gu i s tic comp l exity.

4. Summary and conclusion

The con t ent of the t e n papers of t he collection i s vas t a nd
is not c ons t r a i ne d by reada b i l ity a nd l a ng ua ge proc ess ing
i s sue s. The r e a der s ho uld be pr epared t o i n t e g r a t e i n t he
d iscus sions l anguage a cquis i tion principle s, a s s umpti on
unde r l ying l anguage des cr i p t i on mode ls such a s go ve rnment
a nd b inding , r esearch design methodo l og i es a nd s t at i s t i c
mode l s o f da ta ana lysis. Some o f t he a r t i c l es a r e o f a mo r e
gene r a l i n t e r e s t and aim t o introduce the r e a de r t o the
basic i s s ue s o f langua ge c omplex i t y , but the i mpe t us o f the
research l i es i n t he q uest ion o f how peop l e un dersta nd
l a ng uage and how c e r t a i n linguistic s for ms , t ex t and
r eade r's c harac ter istics c an in f l ue nce la nguage
un de r standing. The find ing s of the research a re often not
conc l us ive enough t o fu l ly answer all t he que s t i o ns r a ised
but they do br i ng s igni fi c ant new empiric a l e v i de nc e of how
l anguage is u nders tood.

Newcomers t o the read ing pro f ession migh t find s ome of the
content of the artic l e s (Fraz i er a nd Smi t h , f o r e xamp l e )
quite demanding and hard to f ollow because r efe r ence i s made
to lingu is t i c theories , r esearch des ign and me t hodology t hat
only mor e a dv a nced r eade rs mi gh t want to ma ze t hroug h and
f i nd e njoyable. Pr act it ioners migh t f ind t he book a l i t t l e
di sappointi ng be cause the core con t en t o f t he c o llec t i o n i s
not ho w t o do t h i ngs in the r eading c l a ssr r oom bu t wha t
learne r s do when they try to un ders t a nd langua ge . Da v i s on
a nd Gr e e n p r e s ent the reading pro f ess ion wi th a provoc a t ive
book. I t s hou ld be e s pe cia l l y appe a l ing to those i ntere s t ed
in the qu estion of how l angua ge works and how l anguage is
understood, and especially e n j oyab l e a nd i nsig ht f u l for
t hos e who a r e unhappy with the ma ni pulat ion o f e x t erna l
var iables to e xp l a i n t he r e a ding proce s s a nd per f ormance,
an d who are willing to contribute to a bette r under s t andi ng
o f how ling u i s t i c, t e xtual and reader' s cha r a c t her istics
i n t erac t in language under standing.

Davis o n, Al i c e and Green, Georgi a M. (eds.l LINGUISTIC
COMPLEXITY AND TEXT COMPREHENSION Readability issues
reconsidered.New J ersey: Lawrenc e Erlbaum Assoc i a t e s , Inc.,
Publishe r s, 1 988. Pp.vi i i + 291
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