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AN APPRAISAL OF ECONOMIC INFORMATION
PUBLISHED BY SELECTED COLLEGES
FOR AGRICULTURAL READERS

INTRODUCTION

Economics is difficult for thse ‘amage peraon to
understand. It has earned a reputation as a hard subject.
Yet it 1s of such basic importance that andarstmding can
not be left to the professional economist. The publie
needs to know. | | |

Economlcs has been defined as the study of meking a
living. All economists will not ssccept this as a m;slata
definition, but it suggests = subject thet few persaﬁs san
afford to ignore.

From the beginning éf time, men have been urgently
interested in the things‘ that affect their ability to make
& living. They have watched society adveance and i:hé Job of
producing and diatributing wealth become more complex.

\a?hen faced with é. eomplex situation, men timaily seek
elther to "understand™ or "escape”. Published economic
information for agriculture probsbly fits this pattern.

It 1s current opinion that many farmers do not understand
because some economists have lost alght of thelr objectives
in writing.

Relatively few years ago, there was little or no
sconomic information. By now the problem of avalilability
has largely disappeered, but information is ineffective
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and may have undesirable consequences when it is not under-
stood by the public it seeks to serve. Nuch economie in-
formation for agrieultural readers has been criticized from
this standpoint. No matter how relisble it may be, it is
of 1little practical value uﬁ&aas it is read and properly
interpreted by the intended readsr.

The economist-writer bears a responsibility beyond
that of merely meking the inrarﬁation avallable. He needs
to make it palatable sc that people ﬂlz want to z-sagx it.
He must also make 1t clear so that it will be understood.
But 1t should be noted that economie writing is not easy.
It desals with ever-changing forces and gonditions which
complicate the writing job. |

Despite its lmportance to sgriculture, economic writ-
ing has been largely ignored by the jJournalist whose tech-
niques must be employed in successfully completing the
information job of the séaﬁamlst.

This study was underteken to appreise economic infor-
mation using Jjournalistie techniques and standards.

College agricultural economists are a particularly
important 1link in the chain of economic information to
farmers. Thelr writing recelves conslderable criticism
from the groups they serve.

Few facts to back these general criticisms have been
presented by those eriticising. HNo known studies have been
made on readability of economic writing. This appraisal
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seeks to approach the problem from the resdability stand~ .
point on the grounds that unless writing is reaabnnbly easy
to read, the value of the information is restricted.

Land grant college publications were chosen st random
to provide 2 sample of easonomic writing. 4 staﬁ&ard resd-
ability formula was applied to provide necessary data for
evaluation. A practical test of resdability principles
applled to economiec writing gave additional data from

which conclusions could be drawn.




CHAPTER I
ECONOMIC INFORMATION SERVES AGRICULTURE

Economic information as we know it today fas unheard
of little more than a quarter of a century sgo. Tremendous
gains have been recorded in the last three decades. ﬁara
and more agricultural readers have gained access to the
economic facts necessary to organize and operate thelir farm
business enterprises successfully.

This growth was accompanied by development of both
private and public agencies designed to meet the need for
information. A constant flow of data is now available to
interested readers covering economiec research, marketing
and outlook, the farm business, and other economie aubjects
pertaining to agrieculture. |

With minor exceptions, the supply of economie informa-
tion available to agricultursl readers is sdequate.
Apparently agricultural economists provide plenty of facts.
How well these facts are reasd snd understood is undetep-
mined. -

Keed for Economiec Information

Fo segment of modern soclety has a more vital need for

understanding economic phenomena snd principles than agri-
culture. Every farmer is a businessman who must deal

regularly with the changing economic forces that shape his




destiny.

Many farmers and others in occupations related to
sgriculture are wlilling recipients of economie information.
They reeegnise their need for facts to help them orgenize |
thelr buslnesses, mske current production and marketing
decisions, and plan for the future. ,

Agrieculture 1s composed of nearly six‘nillian opera~
tors, many of them 3&&11, but each seeking to accomplish
desired objectives with avallable resources. Economie
facts are essentisl to successful attainment of this goal.

Individual fermers lack both time and inelination to
make & thorough study of economic conditions. Even if they
had both, they would atill lack the necessary trsaining to
interpret the developments. Consequently, they must turn
te those squipped to do the job for them.

Farming was once rslat!vely simple. It was largely a
#elf»aurficient proposition and farmers produced for a
restricted market. Advances in technology have chenged
all this, and with it the need for information. Technology
has brought more efficiency to agriculture, but it hses made
farming & more complex business.

In the process, the farmer has learned to rely on
others for help in effectively organizing and plenning his
sctivities. Instesd of limiting himself %to the loocal
situation, the modern farmer realizes he needs to lmow what

is happening at distant points.



He understends that the forces which shape the
economic situation nationally and Internationally exert s
very real influence on his personal business. He knows
that ecompetition requires better manageman& amd that intel-~
ligent plenning is based on relieble informetion.

Economiec infermktian, in its various forms, helps
rationalize the farmer's thinking and acting (11, p.363).
Instead of losing ground with declining ferm numbers,

economie Information has become even more important.

It would be haerd to find & farmer who does not believe
that public agencies should supply farmers with the infor~-
mation they need in order to plan their farm businesses and
do their buying, aeliing, end borrowing most effectively.

The need for economic information is therefore ungues~
tioned. Such facta have become & recognlzed forece for
better snd more efficient farming. This mesns that soclety
&s a whole benefits because all segments of soelety have a
steke in the future of the industry that produces food and
fiber.

Development of Agricultural Economle
Information in the United States

Historicelly, eéconomic Information for farmers 1s
relatively new. Although it won ﬁhe attention of a few
farmers and government leaders as enfly‘as the 1até

elghtesnth century, little was accomplished until 1882.
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Even this was only & beginning. Major advances wers not to
come until the first half of the twentieth century.

Appropriately, it was a farmer~president who first
considered collection and dissemination of economic facts a
worth while aim. George Washington recommended to Congress
in 1796 that 1t consider ways and means of collecting snd
diffusing egricultural information (2, p.78).

Porty-three yoars after Washington's initisl sugges~ :
tlon, Congress recognized the farmer with an appropriation
of $1,000 "for the collection of agricultural statistics
and for other purposes®,

In 1862, when Congress wes considering the establish-
ment of a Depertment of Agriculture, as raeommendbd by
Prealdent Abrahem Lincoln, the arguments included the need
for dissemination of economic information (3, p.1690).

These congressmen argued, with plenty of opposition,
for gathering and disseminating statistics "to hold down
rumors, stop fluctuations of prices, snd keep farmers from
being duped through rumors®.

A beginning was made toward eelieating statistics
related to sgriculture when the Department of Agriculture
was established in 1862. 1In 1863 the crop eorrespondent
system was organized. Monthly and bl-monthly reports on
erop eonditianﬁ'were published. Regular reports on erop
condltions, acreage, yleld per aers, and nrbﬁnetion~ef
impertant erops ana livestock were begun in 18668, By 1908



there were monthly price reports being 1issued.

But even with these facts avallable, there wers few
attempts to interpret and expard upon tham'rar the farmer.

A strong foundation for economic informetion adapted
for farmers was lald when the Buréan of Agricultural
Economics was formed in 1922. In part, this was & product
of the dreary farm situation in the esrly 19201's.

After nearly twenty years of relative prosperity,

farmers suddenly found themselves facing an economic erisis.

The general price level was high, but farm prices had
settled back from a wartime pesk and farmers were being
squeezed by an unfavorable relationship betwsen the prices
they peid and the prices they received. Added distress wes
caused by the high interest and prinecipal payments result-
ing from the 1919 land boom. Farmers trled to Eambat the
unfavorable price-cost situation by boosting production.

Up to this time, farm programs had been designed to
grow two blades of grass where one had grown before. Bub .
in lsarning the lessgon of production efficiency, farmers
made an old problem more severe =- that of keeping supply
in line with demand.

Faced with economie sdversity, farm people began to
think more about economic conditions. They wondered what
made their prices. They took more interest in fearm manage~
ment aend marketing. They looked more and more toward land
grant institutlions and federal agencles for economic fscts
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upon which they could base their decisions. These sources
respoﬁd&d and the peried m@ked the beginning of serious
effort to interpret eaoncmie facts for the farmer and get
them to him in a form he eould understend.

In succeeding years, machinery for disseminating
economic information was greatiy expanded. Farm papers,
magazines, and private agencies jolned government buwresus
and land grasnt schools in placing mors emphasis on inter-
pretation of economic facts. Private sgencies began issu-
ing sconomic data and resesrch in agrieuztursl'éaenamias
was stepped up. Today, hundreds of irregular end regulsr
publications are published to help keep egricultursl

readers abreast of economic developments.
Major Dlvisions of Economie Infermation

For working purposes, economic information prepared
and written for agriculture can be divided into three gen-
eral divisions. These include reports on economic re-
search, market situstion and outlook, and general economle
problems. Each plays an importent role in keeping fermers
appraised of the economic situation snd its possible effest
on him.

In many instances, specific pleces of economic writing
overlep the above categories. Outlook information may be
based largely on research. Articles on general economic

conditions may touch on most any division of subject



matter. Numerocus other cases could be cited, but over-
lapping is not important. The sole purpose for slassifice-
tion 18 to provide a basis for deacribing the general range
of esonomic information available to agricultural resaders.

Reports of Research

Evonomlec research is a tremendous foree for the lm-
provement of farming and the rural way of life. But unless
results of research are made svallable to the public, new
developments are of little practical value. These repcrt#
to the public comprise one division of the total supply of
published economic information.

Economic research for agriculture is conducted by the
Bureau of Agricultural Econcmics of the United States De-
partment of Agriculture snd by land grant colleges.
Research outside these agencles 1s of minor importance.

Problems of regional, national, and international
scope are treated by the B.A.E. 8tate colleges usually
deal with local conditions.

Reports of economic research generally appear in
bulletin or cirenlar form. Subject matter 1s as veried as
the economic Aifficulties confronting sgriculture.

Such facts, collected and anslyzed by trained econ=
omists, are valuable tools for planning adjustments in
produstion, distribution, or utilization of agricultural
produscts. They form a significent part of the total
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supply of economis information available to agrisultural

readers.

Market Situstion and Qutlook Information

Market situatlon and outlook information 1s the
foundation for many current decisions snd future plans.
Generally it includes the typs of information upon which
action may be taken.

8ince most of the day-by-~day economic reporting falls
into this category, market dats. probably rates as the moab
popular type of economic information. This is true simply
because people are mors interested in the present than
past or future.

karket news reports are ilssued regularly by the Burean
of Agricultural Economics. Some land grant colleges pub-
1ish state market reports. Nearly every newspaper, meg-
azine, and radlo statlion carries some menition of the market
situation.

Farm outlook, though not so populer ss market news,
goes out through much the same channels., Basically, out=-
look is but & continuation of market situation reports.

It looks at the futwre in the light of yaat and present
developments. As a result, the line separating the two
types of information is not definite.

Regular outlook snd situation reporis are among the
ma jor economle publications lssued by land grant colleges.
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Hational and international outlook 1s handled through the

Bureasu of Agricultural Economles.

General Economie Information

Genersal economle information includes both current and
non-current reports which do not qualify as research or
market situation and outlook. Essentially, it takes in
economic writing designed to give the public & better un-
derstanding of economie forces.

Some economists belleve educstion in fundamental
economle prineiples to be the first step in s sound infor-
mation program. They maintein that understending of all
sconomie information rests on & basic knowledge of
principles.

Recognizing that general eeoncmic information is just
as limportant es specific facts on markets, outlook, or
research, some land grant institutions have increased their
output of this type of information.

V. B. Hart (16, p.72) once contended that & greater

‘need existed for supplylng fermers with farm mensgement

information of a general nabture then for any other type.
He polnted out that sgome légs in adjustment of farming
practices to changes 1n economic conditions were net‘&ue
to the fact that farmers were poor business mansgers. It
is more likely, he stated, that such lags were due to lack

of informsatione.
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This might heve been true several yoars ago when Hart
made hls statement, but it is not the cass today. Farmers
now have aceess to a wide variety of general economlc in-
formation, ineluding ferm management facts.

Sources of Eeonomic Informatlion
for Agriculture

¥ost aeanomia information originstes with professional
sconomists working for the federal government, lend-grant
colleges, or private fact-collection agencies.

Economic information gets to the publie through two
ma jor channels -~ the written and the spoken word.

Government publications, land grant college publica-
tions, private agency publieations, newspepers, farm mag-
azines, trade journels, and personal correspondence all
fall under the category of the written word.

Personal conteocts, meetings, radio, and telsvislion
belong under the medium of the spoken word.

Obviously, both general categorles are important in
the over-all plcture of economic information. The ideal
approach, of course, is individual personsl contact. If
an economist could sit down with a farmer and talk over a
problem, good understanding and decisive action usually
would result. Such individual personsal contact is im-
possible, leaving mass circulstion of information as the

next bsst appraach.
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Newspapers and redio, with speed of transmission and a
broad audience, are most effective for the dissemination of
timely economic facts. HNewspapers have the adventage of
raferencé over radio, but radio has a more personal
approach. Television relies strongly on the personal touch
end the advantege of seseing plus hesring for more complete
understanding.

Farm magezlines, trede journala, and othsr non-govern-
ment or institutional publications ere excellent medias for
meking the fects avallable to the publie. They are usually
less timely than newspapers and radio and often serve
merely as the trenamltting medium for the work of govern-
ment or college sconomists.

Federal government publiecations, primarily those of
the Buresu of Agricultural Economics, may be classed with
land-grant college publications. Both are of the publie

service type.

These publications are at a disa&ﬂ:ntagé in distriba-
tion, for they resch only a frastion of their potential
audience. But they do enjoy certain advantages, including
& reputation for being impartial and unbissed.

Land-grant colleges of the nation provide much of the
localized economic information for farmers. It is with
this segmeni of the over-all picture that the study is
concerned.

In planning an appraisal of sconomic information



published by land grant inatitutions, 1t was rescogniszed
that & multitude of approsches could be made. So many
factors enter into the collection and distribution of
economic facts that the value of the study could be dimin-
ished by allowing it to become too general.

This 1s a report, therefore, on just one part of the

over~all information process -« the writing phase. Follow~

ing chapters constitute an appreisal of writing effective~
ness based on readsbllity of certeiln types of land-grant
college eccnomle publications written for agricultural

readers.
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CHAPTER II

PROBLEMS OF AN ECONOMIST-WRITER

Few persons anquaiﬁted with economlc subject matter -
will deny that special problems are encountered by the
economiat who attempts to interpret economies for the gen~-
eral public. Some of the complications are inherent in the
subjest matter. They cen only be minimiged, Others ars
products of the writera themselves. They can be eliminated.

Proceeding on the sssumption thet writing for the
public is an important funotion of the college agricultural
economist, it was considered worth while to point out some
of the difficulties peculiar to economie writing. A number
of professional economists were interviewed to obtain back-
ground materisl for this shapter. The author's observa-
tlons of economic writing techniques provide additional
basis for discusaion.

Conditions Complicating the
Economist's Writing Job

Subjeet Matter Mey Be Intangible

One of the first obstacles in the path of an
economist-writer is the general nature of the subject
matter with which he must desl. It has been pointed out
that economies has earned a reputation as a herd subject.

There is definite basis for such & reputation.
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In the first place, an economist faced with the task
of explaining an economic prineciple to a lay sudience finds
he 1s often dealing with intangibles. The effects of a
specific change in the sconomy may be very real indsed, but
to explain those effeets in tangible terms requires more
than & minimum of thought and effort. FPor example, it is
no easy job to find a simple illustration of the effect of
& change in the dlscount rate by the Federal Reserve
System. A48 a result, it frequently becames difficult for
the economist to get hls "writing teeth" into the subject
matter. He may be induced to teke the essy way out and
deal with the problem in &8 techniecal manner.

Lack of Public Economis Education

Education in economic principles is lacking as far as
the average reader is concerned, reported one economist.
Iittle economies is taught in high schools and none in
grade sechools. With most readers falling in these educa-
tional categories, the problem of meking economics under-
standable is multiplied.

This sitﬁatian aggravates the normal difflculties en~
countered by the technical writer in trying to mske his
subjsct understandable. As long as the general publie does
not comprshend the relative importance of faectors influens~
ing the economic situation, the writing tesk of the
oconomlist will remein complicated.



Human Behavior is Unpredictable

Some people ergue that economics is not a sclence
because 1t deals with humen behavior whisch cennot be
aceurately predicted. Any economist who has tried to pre-
dict future sstions of humens as they affest supply snd
demand 1s aware of the pitfalls in such predietions.

As one economiat put it, ehaneeé are that no matter
what the logieel course may be, people will not follow it.

L. ¥. Fraser {12, p.vii) has pointed out the human
factors involved. He states: ‘“For\eaanamies, unliike
physies or blology, 1s a study of humen behavior. It in-
vestigates the actions and experiences of m&n‘in the
market~place and the factory, snd it will in the end be
Judged by 1ts sucecess in explaining these®.

Many Dynaumic Forees Involved

Unlike mnst other technical fields, economlics deals
wlth dynamie forees which may alter the effeects of narm&l
influences on a situation. For exsmple, an unexpscted
factor such as war may enter the pleture to ecomplicate the
sltuastion. When an eeonomist explain# the probable results
of normal influences on ngrianltural prices he must always
be aware of the possibllity of unexpected factors moving in
to change the outlook. As a result, he considers every
angle and his writing bescomes more complex snd diffieult to
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follow 1n the process.

Add to this the faect that the economist probably never
is faced with the’aama sltuation twice, the problems of
explanation are megnified. Economies deals with the prob-
lem of time more than most sciences. The acsnamy~eanno£ bn
induced to "hold still" while the economiat explains what
is happening. Before his writing reaches the reader, new

forces mey have altered the entire situation.

Statistical Data are Essentisl

Statistical or numericsl data'are,a neceasary part of
the economlst's writing equipment. Much of his work can be
explained.oniy through numerical comparisons.

Statisties (5, p.l) may be defined as the collectionm,
presentation, &nélysia, snd interpretation of numeriecal
data. This 1s almost a dally task for the awarage
economist,

He is necessarily interested in statistical date end
statistical methods bascause they are indispensable aids in
his undarataﬁding of sconomie problems. ZHEeonomic seisnce
is concerned with the production and distribution of wealth
and with all the characteristics and peculiarities of the
complicated human and physiecal orgenizaetion by whiech wealth
is made avallable for consumpticn end for use in further
production of wealth. The problems of the~aaon¢aisﬁ an-

avoldably involve numerical megnitudes -~ such as output
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of wheat, iron, clothing, volume of exports, wages, prices,
profits, bank ﬁﬁpﬁaita == whiech are subject to veriation
from time to time or between places or ameng particular
cases (6, De3). |

But figures and statistical manipulations are confus-
ing to the genersl publle. Thus, the economist is faced
with the problem of stating results of statistiéalyteeh-
niqaeé so that they can be understood without losing ths
value of the statisticel method. The conflict that results
is one cause of difficulty in economic writing.

Lack of Writing Trsining

Aside from all technical difficulties, perhaps the
most lmportant factor complicating the sconomist's writing
is the general lack of training in writing techniques samong
professional eaouamiétﬁ. There is good resson to believe
that training in writing should be an integral part of
education in economics. Existing writing in the field is
ample evidence. |

-Attltudes of Economists
Toward Writing

A major role in determining the approach to economics
writing is played by personal attitudes of sconomiats
toward the job of writing. Since humen behavier is in=
volved, strict classifilication of attitudes is impossible.
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A few are generally prevalent. These include the ideas
that writing is e secondery duty, that writing 1s only a
tool to increase professional stending, snd that simple
writing 1s not expected of the technlical man.

Writing as a Secondsry Duty

Too often economists and other teechnleally trained men
adapt the attitude that writing is merely to be tolerated
82 a necessary evil. It is frequently a dresded tesk and
canaequently~1s avoided as long as possible. This, of
course, ls s direct throwback to the genersl lack of train-
ing in writing techniques which makes writing & burden.

Such an attitude 1s harmful to the over-all effective~
ness of the economist in sccomplishing his job. Writing
cartainly cannot be characterized as the major function of
an economiét, but it obviously iz & necessary part of his
dutles. His knowledge and training is of little value

unleas it 1s communicated to others.

Writing as & Tool for Professional Advancement

Much can be sald about the tendency of economists and
other technleal personnsel to use writing strictly as & tool
for gaining profeasional recognition, rather than for com-
municating ideas to others. While not improper, such an
attitude toward writing should be limited in its applieca~-
tlon. It 1s often seld that there is & time and place for
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everything. This is true of writing for professional
recognition. |

Some writing should be strictly techniesal in nature.
It should be dasighad for reading by other sconomists.

When the technical approach is caerried over into writing
simed at the general public, the effects are negative.

The key to the problem lies in a simple miscalculation
of the reading eudience. Writing everything for the asme
general audience 1s no different from serving the same food
to a large group of people. Neither can be expected to
satisfy the entire group. _

Economists are inclined to follow the basiec humen urge
to use the language of their profession. They usually
manage to talk in layman's terms on most other subjects,
but when the discussion turns to economles they revert to
technical expressions. |

The hablt of "apesking professionally" probably is
formed by trying to write for persons whose attention is
important in gaining a professional reputation. The habit
is difficult to break once the pabtern is established, even
though the need no longer exists. As a result, the tech-
nical approach may cloud the full range of writing
attempted. B




Simple Writing Not Expected of

Teghnical Personnel

An old time statlistician once remarked, "I give 'em
the figgers and then I'm done™ (31, p.309). It 1s safe to
say that most modern sconomists don't take quite this atti-
tude, but the tendency is to eansmer interpretation for
the average reader someons else's worry. In other words,
some economlsts are convinced that simple writing is not
expected of them because they are highly trained technical
persornel.

Unless someone ls avallable to translate difficult
economlc expressions into terms that the masses san under-
stand, this is not a valid stend. Most econcmists do not
have the servlces of a person who can do their translating
for them.

Basic Conflicts Between Popular
and Technical Approaech

Conflicts between popular and technlcal presentation
of economic information are bhasic ‘in nature. In fact, they
ere so fundamental that it is doubtful that they can ev&#
be completely resolved. / | | |

Although meny could be mentioned, the standout prob-
lems are iﬁhe conflicts between genersligation and qualifi-
cation, personalization and lack of personalization, and
8implicity and complexity.
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Generellzatlion versus Qualification

Some economists have discovered through experience
that to generalize 1naiacriminate1y coneerning economie
developments may eause’miaundarStahding hy’ree&ers‘ Others
have found that qualification of every statement does not
meet with resder approval. This is the most perpiexing'at
~all problems in sconomic writing. o

The confliet of methods raiaﬁs a diffieult questien;
Is it better to tske the chance of misleading readers by
meking positive statements, or should an attempt be mede
to hedge on every statement to protect professional reputa-
tion while posasibly confusing the resders?

Economists who write reguiariy for the publiec have
learned that qualifications lead to involved writing.

This, in turn, leads to confusion in the mind of the reader
who responds by‘rafuéing to expend the study effort re-
quired to disentangle the meaning. Positive statements, on
the other hand, are easy to comprehend, but they are slso
easy to misinterpret. Professionally, an eeonomist cannot
conslder intentionally leaving the slightest opportunity
for misunderstanding. Yet, informetion that is not read-
eble is ineffective.
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Personalizatlon versus
Lack of Personalization

People like to read about people betier than anything
else. Thils is the basis for encoursging more perssnaliaa~
tion In economic writing.

The "you end me" attitude of personsl writing tech-
niques has been adopted by only a small percentage of
economists writing for the public. Their success, however,
has been almost phenomenal,

The eanflici, in this case, is not deep~seated. The
problem is merely in educating economist-writers to break
away from traditionally impersonsal writing end try the
human touch.

Most economic writing deals with humen aetivities.
This mekes personalization a relatively easy job for the

writer who resolves to mske the attempte

Simplicity versus Complexity

It has been polinted out that som@'ecanamiats~tenﬂ to
write for their own satisfaction. They try to impreas
other economists rather than the majority of their resders.
The result is teehniéal complexity.

Simplicity 1s basic to understending. Mein issues
often are submerged in ﬁnnaaessary detaill besause econ-
omliats are unwilling to eliminate any of the faets. This
is especially serious when presenting information for the
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average reader whose reading time is limited.

Technicsl terms are valuable tools in explaining
economles to another economist, but they are out of pleace
in popular presentation. Facts are facts, but when they
are closked in obscure language, they fall to accomplish
their PUurposSo. |
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CHAPTER IIX

- READABILITY: A TOOL FOR IMPROVING ECONOMIC WRITING

"Unless ye utter by the tongue speech
easy to be understood, how shall it be
known what 1s spokent For ye will be
speaking into the air.®

-=] Corinthians, 14:9

Twenty centuries ego, men recogniged the'vaiua of
straight talk in getting the point serosa to the liatener.
With a few minor changes, the wisdom of the old church
father who penhad the above guotation can be trenslated
into a good text for writers:

Unless yo write words essy %o be understocd, how
shall it be known what is written? For your writing wiil
not be read." |

Development and Application of
Readabllity Principles

Hew developments in agriculture sometimes fall, not
because farmers don't take edvice, but’heeauas they don't
understand the advice that iz given (2, p.78), Part of the
faeilure to understand can be blemed on ineffective writing.

Readability ideas do not interfers with general writ-
ing objectives. When applied, readability principles
simply insure that the facts will be better understoed by

more psople.
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Writing 1s considered an art. But when its purpose is
to inform, it becomes more nearly s science. The rsad-
ability formule developed by Dr. Rudolf Flesech, snd used in
this appraisel, is a scientific approach to the problem of
ineffective writing.

History of Readability

Over the years, many scholars have tried to find ways
of measuring the effectiveness of writing style with res-
pect to readabllity. Modern methods of readablility
measurement were unknown outside a limlited group of educa-
tors as late aa 1944.

Early readability formules were too complicated.
Teatera found it took longsr to test for readability than
it did to compose the written passage. As a result they
were not used.

Later formulas showed that two-fastor formulas based
on sentence length and word load were as relliebls as the
more compllecated types and mueh easier to use. One of
these was the Flesch formula. |

Most dictionaries define “resdsble” as "easy or in-
teresting to resd". Robert Gunning, a readability special-
lst, defines "readability" as "the sclence of clear state-
ment", It deals with the relationship between writing
astyle and ease of comprehension.

The aim of readsbility research has been to single out



those factors of writing style that can be measured and
find out to what degree each affests reading difficulty
(15, p.30).

Dr. Fleasch 1s credited with giving readability its
hardest pushi. He published his first formula for the pre-
diction of readability in 1943. It was revised in 1948 to
correct wesknesses and meke it simpler. He also separated
it into two divisions -~ reading ease and human interest.

He was the first to attempt to messure readebility of
writing directed at people with all levels of reading
ability. Previous work had been simed mostly at children
and adults of limited ability (23, p.2l).

Alberte S. Galinsky (13, p.261), in 1948, made =
sclentific appraissl of the Flesch formula. She concluded
that the Flesch formula is & highly valid index of read-
ability.

Part of the popularity of the Flesch system is due to
its simplicity. The reading ease score is based on
sentence length end word complexity. Human interest score
is determined by personal words and personsal sentences. |

Iimitetions of Resdability Formulas

- Like all good inventions, readability formulas can
result in harm if misused. They are hendy statistical
tools for messuring complexity in prose. They are useful
in determining whether writing is keyed to the desired




audience. But they are not formulas for writing
(15, p.29).

| Writing remains basically an art governed by many
principles. By no means can all factors which influence
interest or clarity be measured objectively. There should
be & distinetion between readability testing and read-
ability analysis (15, p«30). Testing consists of scoring
reading difficulty and interest by a formula. It desals
with style factors that ean be measured, Analysis, on the
other hand, combines testing with judgment on prineiﬁles
that cannot be measured by formula.

Dr. Flesch says of his own formula that it cannot it~
self produce a readable style. Several factors of read-
ability are not measured by his formula. They include
clarlity of expression and relationship of idess within the
context,

Gray and Isary (14, p.l4), in a systematic summary of
all fae‘aérs bearing on readabllity, coneluded that content,
format, organization and style a.rar the major divisions.
Content was rated most importent by librarians, publizhers

and leaders in education. There is no formula for megsur-

ing content. Style, the division covered by the Flesch

formula, was rated seeond in importance by the same imm
of evaluators. No attempt has been made to measure a‘ﬁ.thar
format or organization by formule.

These facts indieate that the Flesch formula is not a
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valid basis for predicting over-sll readability, but should
be limited to style in writing (18, p.343). ILow reasd-
abllity scores are & warning of resding difficulty and a
check on whether writing is geared to the capacities of

prospective readers. But good acores are not a guarantee )

of good writing. ~ | /

Use of Readablility Today

Acld test of readsbllity is its use in the business
world. When business executives are willing to spend money
on readabllity, the field can be sald to have arrived.

In addition to newspapers, megazines, and publishing
houses, whose stock in trade is the written word, such
firms as General Motors, the Borden Company, Swift and Come
pany, Baltlimore and Ohio Raillrcad, Allis-Chalmers, Queker
Oats Company, end the Bank of Cansda have used resdability
and pald for it (23, p.45).

For these organizations, ths role of readability is
very indirect. PFor an agricultursal economist faced with
the task of explaining his work to the publie, the role is
more tangible.

Increased use of readabllity prineciples by economist-
writers should result in wider readership of economic
material. Tests by Wallace's Farmer and Iowa Homestead
magazine indlcate it 1s worth the effort. This publlication
found it got about 18 per cent more readership by using =
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more reasdable style based on the Flesch system.

Another Iowa test (20, p.343) found that an article
averaging 131 'ayllahlas per 100 words had a mean paragreaph
readership 83 per cent higher than & more difficult version
of the same article which had an average of 173 syllablaas
per 100 /wrda..

Importance of Audience in
Readability Testing

Readabllity concepts are linked with composition of
reading audience. Flesch readabllity scores are keyed to
the eatimated educational level of readers. The usual
measurement is number of school grades completed, based on
Unlted States consus reports.

Principel criticism of this method comes from the faet
that adult education does not stop when a person leaves
school. Though a person may not advence beyond the sixth
grede in school, he may become relatively well eﬁace;ted.

In other words, self-education is not teken into considersa~
tion in readability meesurements. Despite thie, however,
school grades completed 1s the best svailable measure of
probably reading ability. It is admittedly only & rough
estimate.

Flesch bases hls estimate of reading ability on grades
completed by all adults in the United States. This is
shown in Table l. Similar figures for United States ferm
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population 25 yeers old and over sre shown in Table 2.

Comparison of the two indicates that the level of farm
education is somewhat below that of the total population.
Since readabllity estimates, at best, are only approximate,
the difference may be largely disrsgerded. |

United States census figures for 1950 were not com=
pleted at thé time of this writing, so figures for 1940
were used. These data show that, in 1940, the medisn num-
ber of sechool grades completed by the adult farm population
in the United States was 8.2 grades.

This figure undoubtedly has increased in the 12 years
since the 1940 census. But even a substantial inecresse
would still leave the educational level of farm population
below the estimated randshility'le#el of mugh economic 1n&
formation written for farmers.

Flesch axplﬁins that typlcal readers do not extend
themselvea. ?he result 1s that the typieal reader prefers
to read materisal written for a group below his own aﬁnﬁaﬁ
tional standing. This meens that, a?an}allouing for an
increase in medisn sehool grades completed by farm people
since 1940, the majority of farmers resd most comfortably
somewhers between the seventh ard aighth grade level.

This preference 1s not limited to persons in the lower
educatlional divisions. Amy Cowing (4, p.3l) says meny
highly educated persons prefer a simple direct style
because it saves so much time in reading.



Table 1

COMPARISON OF FLESCH READING EASE SCORES WITH

ESTIMATED EDUCATIONAL IEVEL oF
ADULT AUDIENCE

Reading Ease

Estimated Per Cent of

Eatimazed School
Score grades Completed U+8e¢ Adults Completing
90 to 100 4th grade 93
80 to 90 5th grade 91
70 to 80 6th grade 88
60 to 70 7th or 8th grade 83
50 to 60 Some high school 54
30 to 50 High school or
some college 33
10 to 30 - College 4.5
Table 2

SCHOOL GRADES COMPLETED BY U.S. FARM ADULFS
TWENTY-PIVE YEARS AND OLDER, ACCORDING
TO THE 1940 UNITED STATES CENSUS

Sehool Grades

Per Cent U.é. Farm

Cumnlative Per Cent

Completed Adults Completing UsSe Farm Adults
Completing

No school ’ 4.7 -
Grades 1 to 4 15.7 93
Grades 7 and 8 38.7 62.8
High school, >

1 to 3 years 11.8 24.1
High sachool, ; ,

4 yoars 746 12.3
College, -

1 to 3 yeara B4 4.7
College,

4 or more ynars 1.3 1.3
Not reported 1.3 e
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On the other hand, some studies have shown that per-
sons with limited educatlion are not anxious to read.
Holmes (17, p«40), 1n a study of agricultural outlook in-
formatlion in Iowa, found that farmers who obtained and used
outlook information had & higher avsrage educational level
then those who did not. He concluded that farmers with
more education are more likely to seek outlook data than
those with limited formal schooling.

Unless materlal is written to fit the abilities of
readers, the unskllled reader is likely to spsnd so much
time concentrating on the process of reading that he cammot
become completely engaged with the mesning of what he
reeds., He becomes like the person learning s foreign lsng-

uage, who must pay so much ebtention to translation that he

can give little attention to what he reads as literature.

College sgricultural economlsts ars in the business of
distributing publiec information. They muat, therefore, be
awaré of the abilities of thelr audience end make every
effort to translate fesr‘the resder so that he is relieved
of the job.

Mechanics of the Flesch Formmla

Use of the Flesch farmuls for predlicting readability
is almoat a2 mechanic process. To estimate readabllity,
including both reading esse and human interest, the follow~

ing steps are necessary:



Select Samples

Enough semples to constitute a falr test must be used.
Three to five are sufficient for most publications of pnm*
phlet length. Samples should be chosen by a mumerical |
system to eliminate biss in the selection. ILength of
samples should be 100 words each.

gount Syllables

Syllables in each 100-word ssmple must be counted and

~ an average of all samples taken to arrive at the sverage

number of syllables per 100 words. Some allowence should
be made for samples contalning several long figures which
Increase the syllable count out of proportion to reading
diffieulty. Thls is done by eliminating all but two or
three of the figures and adding a sar#esponﬁing nunber of

words to the sample.

gompute Average Sentence Length

Avarage sentence length is calculated by counting the
number of sentences in the sample end dividing by the total
number of words in the sentences. The sentence ending
nearest the 100-word msrk of the sample is the last in-
cluded in the calculation.
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Count Personal Words

| Personal words must be counted for each sample. Thesy
include all first, second, end third person pronouns except
neuter pronouns that do not refer to persons. All words
that have masculine or feminine natural gender also are
considered personal words, as are the group words people,
folks, and femlily. Common gender words are not included.

gount Personal Sentences

The number,of‘persenal sentences per 100 sentences
must be figured. A personal sentence is a spoken sentence
set off by quotation marks; s sentence addressed directly
%o the reader in the form of & question, commend, or
request; en exclamation; or a grammatically 1ncomple§a sen~

tence whose full meaning must be inferred frbm tha éantext.

Calculate Reading Ease Score

By substituting the number of syllables per 100 words
(wl) and the average sentence length (sl) in the following
formule, the readlng ease score is calculeted: |

Reeding Ease = 206.836 ~ (.846 wl + 1.015 sl)

The reading ease score will indicate the position of
the plece of writing on the readsbllity ascale which ranges
from zero (practlocally unreadable) to 100 (easy for any
literate person). See Table 3.



Table 3
FLESCH READIRG EASE QUICK REFE CE TABLE
Reading Ease Aversge Average Ho. Description
Score Words Per Syllables of Style
Sentence Por 100 Words
90 to 100 '8 or less 123 or less Very easy
80 to 90 11 131 Easy
70 to 80 ' 14 138 Falirly easy
60 to 70 17 147 Standard
50 to 60 21 1556 Fairly
diffieult
30 to BO 25 167 Difficult
0 to 30 29 or more 192 or more Very
difficult

Calculsate Human Interest Score

Humen interest score is figured by substituting the
number of personal words per 100 words (pw) snd the number
of personal sentenges (ps) per 100 sentenees in the follow~
ing formula:

Human Interest =« 3.635 pw ¢ .314 ps

The humen Interest score places the plece of writing
on & scale between zero (no humsn interest) and 100 (full
of humen interest). See Table 4.



Table 4
FLESCH HUOMAN INTEREST QUICK REFERENCE TABIR
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Desgeription of

Human Interest Per Cent Per Cent
Scors Personal Personal 8tyle
Words Santences
60 to 100 17 or more 58 or more Dramatic
40 to 60 10 43 Highly ;
interesting
20 to 40 7 15 Interesting
10 o0 20 4 S ¥ildly
interesting
O to 10 2 or less 0 Pull




CHAPTER IV

READABILITY TESTS OF ECONOMIC WRITING
PUBLISHED BY SELECTED COLIEGES
FOR ACRICUILIURAL READERS

"When & thought is too weak to
support a eimpla axgressian,
rejsct 1it."

~~Vauvenargues

Economle writing could be appraised in a variety of
ways. One of ths’moat~gract1§al spproaches is a atuﬁy‘éf
readability. Other characteristics and factors are impor=
tant to an effective writing job, but readability is basic.

Readability tests based on the Plesch formuls are the
foundatlon of this sppraissl. The Flesch ta;t has besen
shown to be a velid toocl for meking such sn appraisal.

Genersl Procedure

Beceuse economie informetion for sgricultursl resders
is published in so many forms by so many sources, the scope
of the apprsaisal was necessarily limited. The importance
of land grant institutions as a source of economic informa-
tion for agriculture is undisputed. Observations and tests
have been limited to publications originating from this
source. It 1s belleved safe to assume that writing in
these publicatlons does not differ greatly from that in

other sources of economic information for asgriculture.
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Publications were first clessified elther as irregular
or regular, based on frequency of issue. Irregular publi-
cations include bulletins and ciroulars published by exten-
slon services and experiment stations associated with land
grant institutions. Regular publicetions generally wers
published by extension services and included informsation
on outlook, sgricultural situation, and general economic

toples.

Selection of Irregular Publications

Irregular publications were so numercus snd varled in
subject matter that it was considered impractical %o make
enything other than & random sslection. Twenty bulletins
and circulars were selected at random from & large supply
of recent economic publications. No attempt was mads‘te
segregate extension and experiment station publications.
Only eriteria for selection were that thay be irregular in
nature, be a publication of a land grant institution, and
be economle in subject matter. Some consideration was
given to number and distribution of institutions repre-
sented. Resulting selectlons were from 13 different in-
stitutions located in widely separated sections of the
nation. This was bsliseved to be & fully representative
sample of the general run of irregulsar economic publia£~
tions put out by colleges. ‘

Specifically, institutions represented include Oésgen
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State College, University of Idaho, Washington State
College, North Dakota Agricultural Collsge, Montana State
College, University of Conmnectiout, Purdue University,
University of Kentucky, University of Florida, Utah State
Agricultural College, Univeraity of Nebraska, University of
Illinois, end University of New Hampshire. See Appendix A
for list of speaific publications.

Selection of Regular Publications

A smsaller nﬁmhar ad renge of regular economic publi-
cations for agriculturel readers made possible e more
selsctive sample for this phase of the appraisal. Most ;
land grant institutions publish sconomie material far agri-
cultural readers regularly. A genersl survey of these
publications fell into three rather general categorlies,
including outlook briefs, detalled outlook summariés, and
general magszine-type publications.

Cholice of regular publications for the resdability
sample was based on the above ¢lassification. Two publica~-
tions judged typical of each class were selected for test~
ing. Tesats were based on six consecutive issues of each
regular publication, all published during the lsst half of
1951.

Iowa State College and Washington State College
publications were chosen a&s typical of the outlook brief
type. Ohio State University and Oregon State College



43
publications were selected to represent the detalled out-
look summary category. Michigen State College and Purdue
University publicatlions represent the general magazine~type
economle clasaification.

OQutlock briefs were typlcally short, to~the-point, and
limited in scope. Ceneralizetions were frequent, with a
minimum of detall end qualification.

Detalled outlook summaries followed & basic pattern,
including a genersl summary of the sgricultural situation
followed by detailed ocutlook information for specifie
erops. This was probably the most common typs published.

General magazine~type publications were dominated by
information articles based on subjects of current economie
interest to agricultural readers. Outlook information
eppeared regularly in some, huﬁ was generally relegated to

& secondary position.
Choice of One Hundred Word Ssmples

A falr test of readebllity is possible by using regu~
larly spaced samples of 100 words esch, sccording to the
Flesch system. Five of these samples was considered a
sufficient number to provide & good test for esch
publication. |

Samples were selected by a numerical system which
ellowed each paragraph of the publication equal opportunity
to appesr in the test. Paragraphs were counted for esch
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publication. The total number was divided by five, the |
number of samples. The resulting answer was used to space
samples equally throughout the publication.

For example, if a publication hed 55 total paragraphs,
spacing of samples would be every eleventh paragraph.
Numbers from one to sleven would be placed in & container
and one drawn out to determine the starting point. If
number four were drawn, the 100-word samples would begin
with the 4th, 15th, 26th, 37th, end 48th psragrephs of the
publicatione.

Word Length Tests

Word langth or complexity was tested by counting
ayllables in the 109~#ard samples. An average of the
results for five ssmples was taken to arrive at the word
complexity rating for each publication. The average was
substituted in the Flesch reading esse formula given in
CHAPTER IIX.

Sentence Lenzth Testa

Aversage sentence length is the second variable used
in the Flesch reading esse formula. Thig was determined
for each sample by counting the number of sentences up to
and ineluding the sentence ending nearest the 100 word merk
of the sample. This number was divided by the number of

words in the sentences to get sentence length. An average
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of the five sammples in each publication was used to sub-
stitute in the Flesch reading esase formula.

Reading Ease Score Computations

Reading esase scores were computed for each publica-

tion, using the formuls mentioned in CHAPTER III.

Personal VWord Counts

Human interest, the second part of the Flesch formula,
uses personal worda a&s one variable. These were counted in
each sample and an average taken for use in calculating
human interest for the publication. Personal words were

recorded as percentages.

Personal Sentence Count

Personal sentences, second variable in the human in-
terest formula, were counted for each sample. An sverage
of five sanples was used in computing human interest for
the publication. @ataia were recgorded as per cent of

personal sentences.

Human Interest Computations

Human interest scores for individual publieations
wers calculated from the formule mentioned in CHAPTER III.




Reading Ease Results

Reading ease scores generally bear out the hypothesis
that sconomic writing fer sgricultural readers is not
geared to the capabilities of the bread’readar sudience.
While they cennot be considered absolutely conclusive, they
do provide an indlcation of some general tendensies in

economic writing. See Tables 5 to 1l.

drregular Publications

Reading ease scores for irregular publicstions were
not &idsly'distributed along the scale of reading ease
levels. A rather narrow renge grevniied, with no publiea-~
tion scoring higher than 60 which is the upper limit of the
"fairly difficult" classification., See Table 3. Scores
ranged from 54.1 to 26.8. See Table 6. Corresponding
educational levels of typlcal readers able to handle the
material comfortably were fram "some high school" to
"eollege". See Table 1. This indicates tbat none of the
irregular publications ssmpled was written simply enough to
be easy reading for the average United States farm adult.

Distribution of the 20 publications tested was
strongly toward the "difficult" level of reading ease which
requires at least a high school education for comprehen=

sion.
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Table &

FLESCH READING EASE SCORES BASED ON FIVE
ONE HUNDRED WORD SAMPIES IN EACH OF
TWENTY IRREGUIAR ECONOMIC PUBLICATIONS
ISSUED BY SELECTED COLLEGES

Publication Average Words Average Syllables Reading Ease

Per Sentence Per 100 Words Bcore
1l 20.4 156 , 54,1
2 22.0 181 48.2
3 ig.1 165 . .47.8
4 18.6 ls6e 47.3
5 22.4 164 _ 45.3
6 12.9 176 44.8
7 18.9 - 169 44.7
8 18.2 170 44.5
9 23.0 185 43.9
10 17.8 171 43.7
11 18.3 178 42.2
12 18.0 174 41.4
13 15.8 177 41.2
14 18.5 177 38.3
is 27.8 167 37.3
16 18.8 180 3545
17 20.5 180 34.8
18 20.8 181 32.6
19 20.4 174 29.8
20 28.2 179 26.8
All LR 28 ,04 h 171 4}. 34

Two of 20 irregular publications, 10 per cent of the
total, were in the “very A1fficult” class with scores below
30. Seventesn of 20, or 85 per cent, rated "diffiecult®
with scores between 30 and 50. Only one publication,
representing 5 per cent of the total, seored higher than 50
to sarn a "falrly difficult"® rating. Average reading ease




for all publications was 41.4.

These figures, when compsred with educationel levels
6f farm adults, indicate a strong tendency on the part of
sconomlsts to write for readers in the upper educational
brackets, According to the 1940 census, only 1l2.3 per eent
of the adult farm population had completed high sehaal.r
Ninety-five per cent of the irregular economic ﬁublieasiana
tested in this appralsal had reeding ease scores calling
for a high school eduéation as & requirement for comfort-
eblse resding.

Aversge sentence length varied from 12.9 to 26.4
words. Syllables per 100 words ranged from 156 to 181.
Over-all averages for all irregular publications wers 20.4
words per sentence and 171 ayllsbles per 100 words. ‘

It wili’be noted that little direect relationship
apparently exiats between short sentences and few syllsbles.
The two colnclded in only a few publications. The three
publications with the shortest average sentence lengths had
syllable counts of 175 or morse. The three publications o
exhlbiting the lowest syllable counts had average sentence
lengths of 20 words or more. , , “

This indicates that, to‘impwova the reading sase
score, both sentence length and word complexity must be
glven attention. In other words, short senteneces do not ’
necessarily result in lower syllable counts, or vice versa.

It should be remembered in examining the reading ease
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scores of the irreguler economic publications that most of
them are basiecally resesrch rsportt*' This means they were
published &s experiment station bulletins or ecirculars,
written by scilentiats. |

This may account for some of the difficulty, but does
not sxcuse all of 1it. While research may be more dAiffi-
cult to simplify, there 1s no subject which cannot be dis-
cussed in short sentences. And in most ceses, a little
extra effort probably would result in resasonably simple
terms. /

If reading ease scores are an accurate representation
of the plcture, the results point up a algnificant in-
efficlency in economic writing. It 1s a waste of potential
audience.

With 95 per cent of the publications uﬁittsn ina
style resdable for only slightly more than 12 per cent of
the potential readers, the situation besrs serious con-
sideration. One cause of sudience waste might be the
difference of opinion emong economists, particularly re-
search men, concerning the makeup of tha ultimete audlensces
for results of economic reseasrch. Some think research
reportg should not be slsnted for the average reader.
Others believe they should be, but ara‘nat certain how to
go about it.

For the most part, research findings are publiec infor-

mﬁtian and should be treated as such. The suthor bellieves
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the research economist who refuses to consider simplifica-
tion of his results is merely side-stepping the 1ssue.
After all accountings ere mede, it is the average readers
whose tax dollars pay for much of the reseerch reported in
unreadable style. They are entitled to have the findings
presented in understandable rorﬁ.

Regular Publications

Reading ease scores were generally higher for regular
economic publications, with some variation between types.
Outlook briefs, representing the short, to-the-point style
of eccnomic writing, scored higheat of the three types on
the reading ease scale. Detalled outlook summaries and
magazine-type general economic publications were about
even. See Tables € to 1ll.

Over-all reading ease scores for the two series of
outlook briefs, including Iowa's "Farm Outlook" and the
Washington's "Keeping Up on the Farm Outlook”, were 58.8
or "fairly difficult™ for the Iowa series and 62.3 or
"standard" for the Wsshingion series. See Tables 6 and 7.
These were the two highest over-all reading ease scores for
regular publications. Both also rated higher than any of
the irregular publicsations.

Major reason for the high readability of outlook
briefs is evident in their genseral style. They are meant
to be short, snappy, and to-the-point. This mskes short
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sentences essential and may have some effect on the word
load as well. ,

The more detalled ocutlook and situation summeries,
typifiad by Oregon's "Agricultural Situation smd Outlook™
and Ohio's "Timely Economic Information for Ohloc Farmers®,
fell in the "difficult™ and "fairly difficult®™ clesses.

The Oregon series had an over-all resding ease score of
52.8 for a "fairly difficult® rating. See Table 8. Ohlo's
series scored 47.8 in the over-all averages, earning & |
"difficult™ rating. See Table 9. Both were characterized
by more detail then the outlook briefs. This h&turally
presents more opportunities for long sentences snd more
difficult words. When space requirements are strictly
limited, there is little room for unnecessery literary

display.
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Table 6
FLESCH READING EASE SCORES BASED ON FIVE ONE HUNDRED

WORD SAMPLES IN EACH OF SIX CONSECUTIVE
ISSUES OF IOWA "FARM QUTLOOK"

Publication Average Words Average Syllables Reading Ease

Dote Per Sentence Per 100 Words Score
June, 1951 12.6 1556 62.2
July, 1951 18.5 165 50.5
August, 1951 17.0 154 59.3
September,

1951 17.3 156 573

October, 1951 18.5 152 €1.5

A1l ...... 15.8 1586 58.8
Table 7

- FLESCH READING EASE SCORES BASED ON FIVE ONE HUNDRED
WORD SAMPLES IN EACH OF SIX CONSECUTIVE ISSUES
OF WASHINGTON'S "KEEPING UP ON
THE FARM OUTLOCK"

May, 1951 14.8 156 59.8
I

Circular Average Words Average Syllables Resding Ease
Number Per Sentence Per 100 Words Score

196 14,0 149 66.5

197 15.1 1583 62.1

198 17.8 160 53.0

199 16.3 152 61.7

200 14.7 ' 145 €9.2

201 16.3 157 67.4

All LA L R J 15.7 152 62‘3
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Table 8
FLESCH READING EASE SCORES BASED ON FIVE ONE HUNDRED

WORD SAMPIES IN EACHE OF SIX CONSECUTIVE ISSUES OF
“OREGON AGRICULTURAL SITUATION AND OUTLOCKY

Circular Average Words Average Syllables Reading Ease

Number Per Sentence Par 100 words Secore
3 17.1 159 54.8
4 15.3 156 59.0
5 17.4 161 52.9
6 14.1 159 88.0
7 19.8 167 45.4
8 17.4 162 52.1
All euvee. 16.9 161 54.5

Table O

FLESCH READING EASE SCORES BASED ON FIVE ONE HUNDRED
WORD SAMPLES IN EACH OF SIX CONSECUTIVE ISSUBS OF
"TIMELY ECONOMIC INFORMATION FOR OHIOQ FARMERS"

Clircular Aversge Words Aversge Syllables Reading Ease

Number Per Sentence Per 100 words Score
282 20,2 160 50.9
283 25.5 156 49.0
284 21.0 167 44.2
285 16.7 ' 173 43.5
286 19.4 168 46.7

287 17.2 161 53.2

All eoeesve 20.0 164 47.8




FLESCH READING EASE SCORES BASED ON FIVE ONE HUNDRED

Table 10

WORD SAMPLES IN EACH OF SIX CONSECUTIVE ISSUES

OF "ECONOMIC AND MARKETING INFORMATION
FOR INDIANA FARMERS"
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Publication Average Words Average Syllabléa Resading Ease

Date Per Sentence Per 100 Words Seore
July, 1951 14.5 158 58.4
August, 1951 16.9 170 45.8
September, ‘ :

1951 22.68 165 44 .3
October pe 1981 19.0 176 38.6
November, 1951 17.8 152 80.3
December, 1951 21.8 167 43.4

18.7 165 48.3

hll LA R ¥ S

Table 11
FLESCH READING EASE SCORES BASED ON FIVE ONE HUNDRED

WORD SAMPLES IN EACH OF SIX CONSECUTIVE ISSUES

OF "MICHIGAN FARM ECONOMICS®

Publication Average Words Average Syllables Reading Esse

Date Per Sentence Per 100 VWords Score
July, 1951 21.4 157 52.2
August, 1951 13.8 163 54.9
September, :

1951 20.4 154 5548
October, 1951 18.3 188 54.6
November, 1951 21.4 165 45.5
December, 1951 22.5 162 46.9

All eeeeee 19,6 160 51.6
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Seores of ths general magszine-type economic publica~
tions also were in the "falrly difficult® to "difficult®
renge. "Economic end Marketing Information for Indisne
Farmers" had an over=-all reading ease score of 48.3. See
Table 10. "Michigan Farm Economics®, the second general
publioation, was in the "fairly difficult" class with an
over-all score of 51.6. See Table 1ll. Some variation due
to a larger number of different suthors weas noted in these
~publications. This was particularly true of the Indiana
series nhich included individual issues ranging from 60.3
to 38.6 in reading ease scores. Range of distribution from
1ssue to issue is likely to be smaller when the seme author
writes all or most of the material.

Seven of 36 i1sasues tested were rated "standard" for
reading ease. Thils means they scored above 80, which
should be the level of economic writing for the general
ggricultural public. See Table 3. Highest reading ease
score for all issues was 69.2 for circular 200 in the
Washington series. Poorest score was 38.6 for the Ostober
izsue of the Indiana series.

Average sentence lengtha for the six series ranga&
from 20.4 words for the Ohio series to 15.7 words for the
Washington series. Aversge syllable counts per 100 words
varied from 165 for the Indisna serles to 152 for the
Washington series. |

0f the 36 issues teated, seven or 19.4 per cent,
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rated "standard". Eighteen issues, exasctly 50 per cent,
were in the "falrly difficult™ range. The remainder, 11
issues representing 30.6 per cent, scored "difficult®. If
the sample is typleal of regular sconomiec publications,
leas than 20 per cent of the writing in regular economie
publications is suited for comfortable reading by the |
average United States farm adult. Fifty per cent is
written for persons with at least a high school education,
& level reached by only about 12 per cent of the nation's
farm sdults in 1940. 3See Table 2. Another 30 per cent is
written for college edueated persons which number fewer

than 5 per cent of the total farm population.
Human Interest Results

Purposs of testing and emphasiszing human intersst
qualities in economic writing sometimes escape the pro-
fessional economist who has written from the impersonsal
viewpoint 8o long that 1t has become habit. Aectually, the
reason for emphasis on personsl approach is simple. It hes
been effectively stated by Sidney Smith (10, p.139) who
declared: "Everything which 1s written is meant either to
please or to instruct. This second object is difficult to
effect witheét attending to the firat"., In other words, a
reoader nearly always gets more out of something he enjoys.

Flesch human interest tests clearly brought out the

fact that few economists make sn sarnest attempt to
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personallze their writing. See Tables 12 to 18, Per-
sonalization and human interest are interchangeable terms.
Despite the fact that agricultural sconomists seek to reash
the same readers who are captivated by the personal
approach of fictlon, biograpny, and other stories of human
activities, few have thought personslization worthy of
effort. This 1s true even though the subject matter can

usually be adapted to at least a mild degree of personali~

- zatlon because human activities motivate nearly every

economic movement.

Irregulsr Publications

Human interest tests of the 20 irregular publications
used in the ssmple were not difficult to meke. There
simply wasn't much humsn interest material to be found.

None of the irregular publications rated above the
"dull® classification. This means all humasn interest
scores were below 10. See Tabls 4. Ten per cent of the
irregular publications were completely lacking in human
interest. That 1s, they scored zeroc on the human interest
scals.

Range ol scores was from 8.7 to zero with the over-all
average for 20 publicatlions being 3.44. 3See Table 12.

Only four of 20 publications had sny personsl sen-
tences. At least, none occurred in the 100-word samples

used in the test. Highest percentsge of persocnal sentences
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was l2.5 pser cent and the over-all average for 20 pudblica-
tions was 1.63. This indicates & reluctance on the part of
authors to direct thelr statements to the reader or to use
dialogue as & means of illustrating & point.

Personal words =~ those referring to humens -- were
found in 18 of 20 publications but only 6 of 20 had more
than one personal word per 100 words. The freaquency of
ocecurrence ranged from 2.4 words per 100 words to none.
Average for all publications was .81 words per 100 words.

Nost of the personal sentences were in the form of
questions asked of the reader or commsnds directed at the
reader. These, of course, ars the simplest forms of per-
sonal sentences and require less facility in writing than
dlalogue or other quotation forms. |

In general, it may be saild that human interest scores
for the entire group of irregular publications were so low
as to be insignificant as an intersst-getting factor. Few
readers would be atiracted by the human touch in these
publicstions.
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Table 12
FLESCH HUMAN INTEREST SCORES BASED OF FIVE ONE HUNDRED

WORD SAMPLES IN EACH OF TWENTY IRREGULAR ECONOMIC
PUBLICATIONS ISSUED BY SELECTED COLLEGES

Per Cent of Per Cent of Human Intersst

Publication Personal Personal Score
Words Sentences
1 24 0 8.7
2 1.2 12.5 Be3
3 1.2 12.0 8.1
4 2.0 0 TS
5 Q.4 4.5 4.8
& 0.8 3.6 4.5
7 1.2 0 4.4
8 1.2 ] 4.4
9 0.8 0 2.9
10 0.8 4] 29
11 0.8 0 2.9
12 0.8 o) 249
13 0.8 4] 2.9
14 0.6 0 242
15 0.4 0 1.4
16 0.4 0 1.4
17 0.2 ¢) 0.7
18 0.2 4 0.7
le 0 0 9]
20 0 0 0
All seevesss Q.81 1.63 Sedd

Regular Publications

Human interest was generally poor in the series of
regular economic publications included in the appralisal,
although some improvement over irregular publications was
noted.

Six institutlions were represented by a series of six
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consecutive lssuss of sach institution's regular sgricul-
tural sconomlcs publication. The over-all average for all
regular publications tested was 6.5, midway in the "daull"
clessification. See Table 4.

Only one of the six serles scored better than "dull®,
This was the Indiana group which had an average human in-
terest score of 11.7, rating as "mildly interesting”. The
remaining five serles scored 8.6, 6.0, 4.7, 4.5, and 3.6.
See Tables 13 to 18.

Highest frequency of personal sentences for & sixz~
issue series was found in the Michigan group which aversged
9.9 per cent. TIowest personal sentence count was in the
Washington series which had only .5 per cent. Frequency of
personal words ranged from 2.8 per 100 words in the Indiana
serles to .87 per 100 words in the Oregon series.

Considering the publications as 36 single issues, it
was noted that 6 of 36 issues, or 16.87 per cent, scored
above 10 in human interest. On the other side of the
pleture, 21 of 36 lssues, or 58.3 per cent, scored lower
than & in humen interest, |

Taking the regular publications as types, it was
apparent that general magazine-type economic publications
sre leaders in the humen interest field. Indlsna and
Hichigan publications had the two highest over-all series
averazes and included 4 of the 6 single 1ssues scoring
higher than "dull®.
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Table 13
PLESCH HUMAN INTEREST SCOHRES BASED ON FIVE ONE HUNDRED

WORD SAMPLES IN EACH OF SIX CONSECUTIVE ISSUES
OF IOWA "FARM OUTLOOK®

Publication Per Cent of Per Cent of Humen Interest

Date Personel Personal Score
Words Sentences
May, 1951 1.2 Q 4.4
June, 1951 0.8 : 5e.1 4.5
July, 1951 1.0 Q 3.6
August, 1951 1.6 10.0 8.9
Saptambar 2 1951 0.8 3.2 3.2
Oetober, 1951 ©.8 0 2.9
All BEEERERS 1:0 305 4;?
Table 14

FIESCH HUMAN INTEREST SCORES BASED ON PIVE ONE HUNDRED
WORD SANPIES IN EACH OF SIX CONSECUTIVE ISSUES OF
WASHINGTON'S “KEEPING UP ON THE FARM OUTLOOK®

Circular Per Cent Per Cent ~ Human Interest
Number Personal Personal Secore
TWords Sentences
196 0.8 3] 249
197 0.6 Q 2e2
198 2.2 4] 8.0
199 1.0 3.0 4,6
200 1.2 0 4.4
201 1.8 0 5.8

All FEE RS EED 1'2

4.5
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, Table 15
FLESCH HUMAN INTEREST SCORES BASED ON FPIVE ONE HUNDRED

WORD SAMPLES IN EACH OF SIX CONSECUTIVE ISSUES OF
"OREGON AGRICULTURAL SITUATION AND OUTLOOK"

Circular ?sr‘cant Per Cent Human Interest
Numbex Persaonsl Personal Score
(1951) Words Sentences

3 0.4 0 1.4
4 0 0 0

5 0.2 ] 0.7
6 2.4 8.0 11.5
7 1.0 0 3.6
8 1.2 0 4.4
All L R N .87 1’5 5'6

Table 186

FLESCH HUMAN INTEREST SCORES BASED ON FIVE ONE HUNDRED
WORD SAMPLES IN EACH OF SIX CONSECUTIVE ISSUES CF
"TIMELY ECONOMIC IHFORE&TIG& FQR

OHIO FARMERS®

Cireular Per Cent Per Cent Humen Interest

Numbey Personal Perscnsal Score
Words Sentences

282 0.4 0 1.4
283 0.6 4.3 3.5
284 1.8 o I 6.5
285 2.2 ] 8.0
286 0.8 C 2.9
287 4.0 0 14.5
A1)l souens 1.8 .72 6.0
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Table 17

FLESCH HUMAN INTEREST SCORES BASED ON PIVE ONE HUNDRED
WORD SAMPIES IN EACH OF SIX CONSECUTIVE ISSUES OF
"ECONOMIC AND MARKETING INFORMATION

FOR INDIANA FARMERS"

Publication Psr Cent Per Cent Human Interest

Date Personal Personal Score
Words Sentances
July, 1951 2.0 0 7.3
August, 1951 S3+6 21.0 19.6
September, 1951 0.8 4.3 4.9
October, 1951 1.3 o] 4,7
November, 1951 7.0 0 25.4
December, 1951 1.8 4.0 8.4
All LIS A N WY 2!8 439 11‘7
Table 1B

FLESCH HUMAN INTEREST SCORES BASED ON FIVE ONE HUNDRED
WORD SAMPLES IR BACH OF SIX CONSECUTIVE ISSUES OF
"MICHIGAN PARM ECONOMICS"

Publication Per (Cent Per Cent Human Interest

Date Personal Personal Seore
Words Sentences

July, 1951 1.0 0 346
August, 1951 2.8 17.2 15.6
September, 1951 0.6 11.5 5.8
October, 1951 248 13.6 15.5
November, 1951 1.8 12.5 9.7
December » 1951 0.4 4:%3 2.7

o
.
M,

All L S R 3 ¥ 3N 1.5 9‘9
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Human interest scores for outlook briefs end detalled
sltuation and outlook summaries fell into the same general
range. All were grouped near the mid-point of the "dull®
classification.

Results indlcate that human interest is not closely
related to length of publication, aince the shortest pub-
lications rated among the poorest for humen interest.

It wlll be noted, however, that reguler publications
tested had a stronger general tendency toward the human
interest approach than irregular publications considered.
This 1s probably due in large part to the origin of the
material. Most irregular publications are based on scien-
tific research and written by scientists, many of whom
avoid personalization. Most regular economic publications
originate with extension economists who are more conscious

of the need to maeke the public understand.
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CHAPTER V

EFFECT OF WRITING FOR READABILITY ON
READER PREFERENCES

Procedure

Readabllity tests of economic writing have indicated a
need for improvement of Péading ease and human interest in
economlic information, but final judgment lies in the hands
of the readers. FPFor this reason, it was declded to conduct
a reader preference test to obtain a sample of reader
opinion.

Using the Oregon Agrieultural Situation and Outlook
cirecular of March 21, 1952 as & vehicle, two varsions‘ar.
&n economlc article were submitted to rural Oregon resders.
A questionnalrs accompanied the eirculsr. Readers wers
asked to check certain preferences end return the question~
naire.

The preference test had a multiple purpose. First,
resders were queried on depth of readership as a method of
determining whether a better readability score means
readers will read more of the article. Second, they werse
asked to judge the reading difficulty of the test article.
Readers alsoc were questioned sbout their preference between
two styles of writing. In addition, resders were asked to
state their preferences on use of statistical data in

economic informsation.
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Results were expeoted to clerify the value of read-
ability principles as 2 tool fbr improving the usefulness
of economic writing. A test on rslative comprehension of
the material would have been highly desirable as an added
measure of the sffect of more readable writing. This was

not done because a malled questionnaire was used, eliminat-
ing personal interviews which are necessary in comprshen-

sion tests.

Selectlon of Medium

The Oregon Agricultural Situation and Outlook circular
was selected as the best avellable medium for testing
reader preferences. It was chosen because of its estab~-
lished position in Oregon as a source of economie informa-
tlon. This made 1t an excellent means of reaching the
general run of rural readers interested in economie in~
formation.
| Personel interviews are generslly regarded ss ideal
procedure 1in obtalning resder opinion samples, but high
cost of personal contacts made it necessary to use & malled

questionnsaire.

Proparation of Test Articles

Working eclosely with M. D. Thomas, extension agzricul-
tural economist at Oregon State College, two versions of an

article were prepared with different readabllity scores.

-
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Both articles were less than 500 words in length. Both
covered identical materisl. Position on the page, heading,
and other appesarance factors were constant. The only
variable was writing style, including word cholce, sentence
length, and personalizetion. See Appendices B and C for
coples of test articles. |

Version 4 scored 9.9 for reading eese. This placed it
in the "very difficult" category, according to the Flesch
evaluation. The same story rated "dull" in human interest
with a score of zero. Average sentence length of version A
was 2l.4 words per sentence. Average syllables per 100
words was 217. The article had no personal words end no
personal sentences.

Veraion B scored 76 for reading ease, rating as
"fairly easy" on the reading ease scale. Humsn interest
score was 36. This placed 1t in the "interesting" class.
Avafage sentence length was 13.7 words. Average syllable
count per 100 words was 138. The article had 6.5 per cent
personal words and 40 per cent personal sentences.

Subject matter, while not of universal interest, waas
slanted so that it might intereat a wide .range of farmers.
Heading of the article was ™Wateh U.S. Corn Crop and
Incresase Prafits;From'YOur Feed Grains"™. This was consid-
ered attractive enough to give the article a reasonsable
chance of belng seen by & representative group of resders.

See Appendix for comtent of the two versions of the

-



article.

Kajor effort was directed toward shortening sentences
and substituting simple words for complex words. Some
attempt also was made to inject human interest, although neo
effort was made to distinguish between the effect of read-
ing ease and human interest in the replies.

A limited number of Oregon Agricultursl Situation snd
Outlook circulars were printed eontaining the more diffi-
cult version A. The remainder of the regular press run of
the circulars was printed with the simpler version B

inserted.

Design of Questilonnaire

The guestionnalire to accompany the circulars wes de-
signed to make the Job of answerinz as easy as possible for
the reader. WMost questions were of the yes-no or multiple
cholce varieties. A few asked for a written statement on
the part of the reader.

The entire questionneire was organized to follow some
degree of continulty. Readers first were asked if they had
seen the test artlecls. Then they were asked how much of it
they had read, and if they had read any pert more than
once. Following was a question ailmed at getting the
reader's evaluation of reading ease. Qusries concerning
preferences for different writing styles represented in the

circular were next. Two questions were added ebncerniag
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use of figures in economic writing. Finally, readers were
asked to state their occupations end their major products,

if farmers. See Appendix D for copy of questlionnaire.
Selectlon of Sample

Oregon Agricultural Situation and Oublook circulars
sre disgtributed regularly throughout the state. Since
Oregon 1s divided sharply into eastern and western sec~
tions, 1t was deemed advisable to include both areas in the
sample. This was accomplished by cheosing s Willamette
Valley county to represent western Oregon and en esstern
Oregon county to represent that seectlion of the state.

Counties were evaluated for genseral suitasbility.

Those selected wers Polk county in western Oregon and Union

county in eastern Oregon.
Meiling Procedure

Since distributicn of Oregon Agricultural Situation
and Outlook circulars normally is made from the offices of
county extension agents, it was necessary to édjust mall-
ing procedure for the test. A

County extension agents of the two semple counties
cooperated by sending the euthor envelopes addressed to
regular recipients of the circular. A4 letter was prepared
to accompany the circular. Letter, guestionnaire, cir- |

culer, and a return envelope were placed in the addressed
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envelopes and mailed.

Number of eirculars containing version A and version
B was evenly divided within each county. One hundred
seventy-five Polk county readers recelved version A and &
like number got version B. In Union county, eirculars con~
taining eaéh version were sent to 235 readers., Difference
in number of readers sampled in the two countles was based
on proportion of total c¢irculation.

The accompanying letter instructed readers not to
answer the guestlonnaire until after they bad an opportun~
ity to give normal attention to the clreculsr. The ques~
tionneire was placed inside a specisl unsealed return
envelope as an additional precaution against the reader
studying the questionnaire before reading the cireular.

Results of Test

Reader preference tests are somewhat similar to read-
abllity formulas in that they cannot be regarded as any-
thing morse than an indication of general tendencies.
Results of the reader preference tests made as part of this
appraisal are evidence that readers prefer a more readable
style.

gueationnaira Eeturn

Reliability of the preference tests was somewhat
lessened by an unexpsctedly light return of guestionnaires.
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Fiftesn to 30 per cent return was antlelpated, but total
return barely exceeded 10 per cent of the questionnaires
mailed. See Table 19. | ,

One reason for the light return may have been the
season at which the questionnaire was melled. A heavy
spring work load might have caused saﬁa farmers to lay it
aslde, intending to answer later, but never getting around
to 1t.

No attempt waes made to segregate returns by counties,
since it was felt this would serve no useful PUrpOS8e .

| Questionnaires were coded before the initial mailing,

i however, to make 1t possible to separate them according to
the version of the test article seen by the readers.

It will be noted that returns from the group of
readers recelving version A wers only slightly fewer than
from the group receliving version B, the more resadable

article .

Table 19

RETURN OF QUESTIONNAIRES MAIIED TO READERS OF
"OREGON AGRIGULTURAL SITUATION AND
OUTLOOK®™ CIRCUILAR

Article Toteal Total Per Cent
¥alled Returned Returned

A 405 40 9.8

B 405 42 10.3

Both 810 82 ‘ 10.1
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Elghty-nine per eent cf those returning questionnaires
were full-time farmers. ,Eleven’par cent were engaged in
part-time farming. Oralns, seeds, frults, snd livestoek
were the majJor mroducts most frequently mentioned by far-
mers returning the questionnaire.

The limited number of responses did not parmitfdatér*
mination of differences in preferences between part~time
and full-time farmers. Had the response been larger, such
& comparison might have been valusble.

Even with the limited return, definite resder prefer-
ences took shape in the snswers. It 1s bYelieved logical to
assume that similar results might be obtained with a larger

volume of answers.,

Reading Depth Results

There 1s sams_eanflict of oplnion among readability
experts over the effect of improved readabllity on depth
of reading. Most studies have indieated that better read-
ability, es measured by the Flesch formula, results in
greater depth of reading. Schramm (25, p.305) states that
greater atylistic abllity of writers encoursges greater
depth of reading. Iudwlg (20, p.l168) claims that resder
interest can be measured by the amount of reading done. ’
Other studles have indlcated that subject matter determines
to a large extent whether a reader reads sn article.

Replies to the Oregon Agricultural Situation and
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Outlook questionneire demonstrated that a higher resd-
ability score does encourage greater depth of resding.
See Table 20. |

Table 20

DIFFERENCES IN READING DE?TH IE TWO TEST ARTICLES
WITH DIFFERENT FLESCH READABILITY SCORES

Per Cent of Resaders Reading

Article All JMore than Beginning None Any Part More

Half Only Than Once
A 65 22.5 12.5 0 35
B 83.3  11.9 2.4 2.4 31

It will be noted that only €5 per cent of the readers
who recelved article A, the difficult version, read all of
it. On the other hend, 83.3 per cent of readers receiving
srticle B, the easy version, read ell of it. The differ-
ence of 18.3 per cent is a significant point in favor of
readablility principles.

similar tendencles were noted throughout the full
range of the reeding depth seale set up for the test. This
indicates that use of readability principles can be ex-
pected to promote greater depth of reading.
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Reading Ease Preferences

Do readers actually notice a difference in ease of
reading when the Flesch readability scors is improved?
Answers to reading ease judgment questions indicate they do.

Readersyof the Oregon Agricultural 3ituation end Oute
look cirecular were asked to judge the reading ease of the
test article, placing it as easy, sbout average, or hard
reading. A marked preference for version B was apparent.

A majority of readers judging version A of the test
story classified it as "about average". Moast of the
readers judging version B of the test story rated 1t‘”aaay
reading™. See Teble 21.

Table 21

DIFFERENCES IN READING EASE JUDGMENTS BY READERS
OF TEST ARTICLES IN "OREGON AGRICULTURAL
SITUATION AND QUTLOOK®™ CIRCULAR

Per Cent of Readers Rating Article

Article Easy Reading About Average Herd Reading
27.5 B2.8 20
73.1 2444 2.5

These results point up still further the practical
value of readability»pvinciples¢ The preponderance of
readers judging version B as "easy resding" might be an
indication of better general understanding. In other



75
words, resders are more likely to rate Aomsthiag “ongy"
when they feel that they have understood it. ,

Readers also were asked whether they noticed a differ-
ence in styls of writing between the test article and other
erticles in the circular. More than 70 per cent of those
reading version B sald they noticed a different style nnd
&ll indicated a preference for the style of the test
article.

Only 45 per cent of the readers receiving the 4iffi-
cult version noted a difference in style. This was
sxpected because the style of the difficult test article
differed(le;s from the rest of the eircular than did the
style of the simpler _e}ast—. article.

Sixty-seven per cent of those noting a difference in
style between the difficult version and the rest of the
circular expressed a preference for the test article atyle.
Ir accurate, this could offset soms of the sdvantage -
apparently held by the more readable version. There is
some indication, however, that readers may have sdjusted
thelr snswers to conform to what they bellieved was desired
-= that is, an awareness of style difference.

Most significant figurekin this phase of the prefer-
ence test 1s the difference between percentages of readers
noting varlence in style. Twenty~-five per cent more de-
tected the difference between the easy version and the rest
of the eircular.



‘While not a thoroughly conclusive ssmple of reader
opinion, these figures do suggest that a large segment of
the agricultural reading public probably prefers the simple
humen style of writing created bj'ndharanae to Flesch read-
abllity prineiples.

Reader Preferences on Use
of Statistieal Data

Bscause numerical data are so much a part of economie
writing that they frequently dominate it, readers were
asked to state their preferences on volume of use and
method of presentation.

The contention of some persons that economists use
too many numbers in writing for the publie was strengthened
by replies to the quostion on volume of atatistical data.
Forty-six per cent of those replying said they thought
economists generally use too many figures in their writing;
About 48 per cent sald they belleve the volume of figures
in economic writing is just about right. Only sbout 6 per
cent thought economists use too few figures.

A second question on ﬁse of humsrical date was aimed
at learning somethiﬁg about reader preferéncés for variaat
methods of presentation. Readers were asked whether they
preferred to see figures in written text, in charts or
graphs, or in tables.

The highest percentage, 40.2, axpressed a preference
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for charts and grapha. Rating next with the readers were
numbers worked into the text. Tables rated lowest. A
small percentage had no preference. Ses Table 22.

Table 22

READER PREFERENCES ON METHOD OF PRESENTIHNG
NUMERICAL DATA IN ECONOMIC WRITING

Method of Per Cent of Readers
Presentation , Indicating Preference
In Text 36,8

In Tables 18.3

In Charts or Graphs 40.2

Ho Preference 4.9

Statistical data and statistlical techniques are in~
dispensable to economic writing. There 12 no doubt of
that. Reader preference reaults‘indicate & need, however,
far serious thought sbout volume and method of presentation
in information written for the publioe.

The ordinary reader usually is not interested in
straight tabular material simply because he does not care
to take the time necessary to study it. This is borne out
by the decided favoritism for textusl and graphic presenta-
tion over tables. The best apyrbash, according to some

studles, is & combination of all methods, with emphasis de~
pending on the material to be presented and the sudience |
for which 1t is designed.



CHAPTER VI
SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

When all pleces of the appraisal are fitted into posi-
tion, some general eonelusibns,aan be developed regarding
readabllity of economic writing published by colleges for
agricultural resders. These conclusions, in turn, point
the way to a few suggestions for achieving bebtter réaﬂ~
ability in éaonamic writing,

Obviously there is no simple solution to some of the
basic problems inherent in economic writing, but results of
the various tesats used for this apmraisal are evidence of &
need for closer attention to thie phase of the work of
college agricultural economists.

Summary and Conclusions

1. Economic informetion for farmers and other agri-
cultural readers occuples a position of considerable impor-
tance in the over-all agricultural picture. Becsuse of its
importance, attention should be paid to resdability as @
messure of the effectiveness of the information.

2« Certaln characteristica of economies complicate
the job of writing for the general agricultural publice.
Intangible subject matter, unpredicteble humsn behavier,
and a multitude of dynsmie forces oparsting at croas parn‘

poses are prominent among factors whiech cannot be measured
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by readablility formulss. Yet they constitute & very real
influence on economlc writing hsbits. The suthor recog-
niged these problems, but believes emphasls on readability
principles would help minimize their effeect.

3« The author is convinced that the bulk of economie
writing by eollege agricultursasl eaonaﬁlsts should be
slanted for wvarious segments of the general agricultural
public. There is evidence that some information has been
misdirected, largely as a result of confused objectives.

A re~evaluation of writing aims by college agricultural
economiasts could ecorrect this sltuation.

4+ Eeonomice information publishéd by land grant in-
stitutions seleaﬁed-far the appralsel 1s believed typlecal
of the general range of material written by sgricultural
economists throughout the nation. Results of tests msde on
this sample may be applied, in & general way, to most
economiec writing for agriéﬁltnral readers in the United
States. |

5« Flesch reading ease tests of irregular end regular
economic publications are evidence that the readability
level of the bulk of economic writing for agricultural
readers is not consistent with reading abllity of the
potential reader sudience. Results of the tests show that
irregular publicatlons, primarily research reports, are too
difficult for comfortable reading by the average farm
adult. The tendency 1s less significent in regular
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publications, but still constitutes a readability problem.
The diffieculty ls largely the result of sentences that are
too long for easy reading and words that are too complex
for easy understanding.

6. Fleach human interest tests of both irregular and
reguler economic publications show a strong tendency on
the part of economists to write from the impersonal view-
point. This is manifested in extremely low human interest
scores which indicete that the general run of publicstions
lack any significant reader appeal beyond that inherent in
the subject matter. Since human interest is an indirect
measure of reading dlfficulty, the low scores may be re-
garded as added evidence that most economic writing for
agriculture 1s too difficult for the average regdsr;

7« Regular economic publications of land grant
co0lleges are generally more readable then irregular publi-
cations. This was brought out by reading ease snd humen
interest scores, both of which average higher for regulsr
publications than for irregular publications. One reason
mey be the fact that authors of reguler publications have
more lnterest in and greater opportunity to develop good
wrlting techniques.

8« Value of applying readability teechniques to
economic information was demonstrated atill further by the
reader preference test. Resders responding to the gques-

tionnaire reported a preference for a writing style
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combining short sentences, simple words and a moderate
degree of humen interest, as compared to a styls typical of
mueh current economic writing. Answers to a questlon ask-
ing for a judgment of reading ease of test materisl in-
dicated that readers notice a difference and react favor-
ably when lnformation is made more readable and interest~
ing.

9. Readers also read more when writing style was
designed to facilitate comfortable reading. In practical
terms, this means that improved readability not only is
likely to attract new readers, but also may cause most
readers to read more of what is written.

10, sStatiatics or figures should be held to a minimum
in economic information for the publie, according to
results of the reader poll. Nearly half of the readers
responding thought economists use too many figures.

1l. Resader preferences also indiceted that figures
should be presented in ehart or graph form if possible,
with textual explanstion as second choice. Tables should
be simplified and limited in number when used with informa-
tion for the general public.

Recommendations

Results of the appraisal lead to a few general recom-

mendations whiech the author believes would improve read-
ebllity and hence effectiveness of economie writing. Haat‘
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of the recommendations apgly'praimsrily to information
written for general public consumption. With some modifi-
cation, they are equally acceptable for technical presenta-

tion.

Re~evaluate Writing Aims

A definite need exists for a re-svaluation by profes=-
sional economists of their aims end objectives in writing.
Should they be writing for the public, which includes
readers wlth limited education or should audiencss be more
selective? Answers to such questions would clarify the

problem for many economists.

write to Express, not Impress

When writing for the public, professional reputation
motives should be subordinated to expressive writing. In
other words, writing to impress othore@nnwmiata is gener-
ally not conducive to readability. If simple expreassion
of ideas is kept as the foremost purpose of writing, a good
part of the battle sgainst low readability is won. It
should be remembered that the only reasoa for telling the
publie sbout economic developments is to enable the resder

to make use of the information.



Reduce Modification and Hedging

Economists are noted for thelr inclination to qualify
and hedge. Psychologliats esay that such devices cause sua=-
penslon of Judzment as to the outcome of the sentence, snd
therefore incresse reasding difficulty. The suthor recom-
mqndn elimination of all hedging and modifieation except
that which is absolutely needed to convey accurate meaning.

Eliminate Unnecessary Deteil

One ceuse of reading diffieculty is submersion of main
ideas in a mass of detail. When unnecessary detalls are
eliminated, important ideas stand out cleerly. It is
always better to make & single point well than to make
several points poorly. This can be largely accomplished
by cutting out extra !orﬁ&gp; The result 1sTianrt§r sen-
tences which raika reading esse. |

Peraonalize

When people, rather than inanimate objects, are made
the subjeets of sentences, reader interest is inecreased.
People like to read ebout other people. The interested
reader nearly always understands better and remembers
longer than the dlsinterested reader. All scciel studies
are studles of human behavior. Eeconomists cén write about

that behavior in their particular fleld to advantage.
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Substituts Simplieity for Complexity

The simplest language 13 always best 1f the ideas are
edult. Short sentences that present only one idea are a
help. Substitution of the simple word for the complex is
another ald. For example, "use" for "utilization" or
"equal” for "equivalent" are good word substitutions. Some
readers are defeated by their poor vocabulsries even before

they get to the job of ‘unraveling long sentences.

Give Economists More Training in Writing

One of ths most useful recommendations that can be
made pertaining to readability of economiec information is
that economists be given an opportunity to learn to write.
For undergraduates, this might teke the form of & special
course in adapting technicel information for the publie.
For professional sconomists, a series of seminar dis-
cussions, led by é trained writer, might prove helpful.

Educats Reeding Audiences in
Baslc Eeconomie Principlea

The average potential reader for economic informatien
has 1ittle knowledge of economic principles. If he had
such knowledge, the problem of low readablility might not
be so serious. A long-time educational program in econemic
fundamentals, starting in high schools, might be’an

eventual solution.
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Inform Economists About the
Value of Reedable Writing

Before economie writing can be made more readable,

economists must be made aware afv the benefits of better

readability. —

e
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APPENDIX A
LIST OF IRREGUIAR ECONOMIC PUBLICATIONS TESTED

Oregon State College Extenaion Bulletin 722.
Oregon State College Experiment Station Bulletin 504.

Oregon State College Experiment Station Circulsy of
Infermation 457,

Oregon State College Experiment $tation Circular of
Inforation 504.

Hnivarsity~ef Idaho Experiment Station Bulletin 285.
University of Idsho'Experimant 8tation Bulletin 227.

Washington State College Experiment Station Circular
158,

Washington State College Experiment Station circulsr
169.

North Dakota Agricultursl College Experiment Station
Bulletin 367.

Hontana State College Experiment Statlon Bulletin &62‘

University of Connecticut Experiment Statlon Bulletin
270.

Purdue University Experiment Station Circular 376.

University of Kentueky Experiment Station Bulletin 56B.

University of Floride Experiment Station Bulletin 13.

Utah State Agricultural College Experiment Station
Bulletin 325.

University'of Nebraska Extension Circular 24.
University of New Hampshire Extension Circular 304.

University of Kentucky Experiment Station Bulletin 565.

Washington State College Experiment Statlon Popular
Bulletin 199.

University of Illinois Extension Circular 684.




APPENDIX B
TEST ARTICLE, VERSION A

WATCH U.S. CORN CROP AND INCREASE PROFITS
FROM YOUR FEED GRAINS

Although corn is a relatively minor crop in Oregon,
the volume of corn production throughout the nation is of
tremendous importence in determining the over-all feed
grein market picture. Variations in the sige of the corn
crop affect corn prices and mrices of other feed grains are
closely related to them. Lest year's corn crop was the
amallest in four years, being less than 3 billion bushels.

Developments during the past merketing sesson indicate
that it would have been advisable to delay movement of
barley and catas to market insteed of selling immediately
following harvest operations. It appears that the prin-
elpal reason operators profited from delaying the marketing
of barley and oats was the stimulating effect the limited
1961 corn erop had on prices of other greins. The alert
producers of secondary feed grains such as barley and oats
have accumulated edditlional returns through close observa-
tion of the situation in corn production. Statistics are
avallable in the August, September, snd October crop re-~
ports which provide wvaluable information concerning timing
of buying and selling operations with feed grains. Addi-
tlonal factors must be considered, including volume of live-
stock being fed, consumption rate of feed grains, signifi-
cant business activity, and other relevant condi tions, but
the corn eorop is the dominsting influence on supply and
requires close attention during the fall months.

‘ Conditions affesting grain markets are reported weekly
in Grain Market Reviews issued by the Extension Service and
are broadcast over KOAC between 7:15 and 7:30 Friday sven~-
ings a&s well as being mailed to other radio stations, news-~
ggpers, County Exiension Agents, end others who request
SWs

Apparently the critical figure to consider in relation
to the natlonal corn crop this year will be 3-1/3 billion
bushels, with a crop in excess of this figure indiecative of
probably weak market activity with respect to feed grains,
A majority of marketing analysts, in this event, would un-
doubtedly advise early season sale of oats and barley and,
by the same ressoning, probably would suggest purchasing
feed as the need warrants.
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Should the national corn ecrop remain below 3-1/3
blllion bushels, markets may be expscted to hold relatively
steady throughout the harvest period and exhibit gigns of
strength in subsequent months. Farm operators probably
would profit in this case by proceeding with caution in
completing the sale of feed grains, although the possgi-
bility of regulatory ceilings at the parity levsel must be
taken into conaideration. :

Production of corn is relatively limited in Oregon,
but where comparatively high ylelds are possible it might
prove to be & profitable enterprise on farms where & cule
tivated erop is desired in a rotation plen snd the opera-
tor mainteins livestock to consume it.
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APPENDIX €
TEST ARTICLE, VERSION B

WATCH U.S. CORN CROP AND INCREASE PROFITS
FROM YOUR FEED GRAINS

You may ot grow corn, but if you buy or sell feed
greins you'd better keep your eye on this crop. Oregon's
crop 1s small, but corn is the nationml feed king. It
rules the feed grain markets.

Feed graln prices often go up and down with the aize
of the nation's corn erop. The 1951 erop was the smallest
in four years. When crop reporters finished adding it up,
they were a little shy of 3 billion bushsels. That's about
- 20 per cent lower than the record 1948 crop. This 1s one

reason you have found higher prices on feed grains in
recent months.

By now you know it was good business to hold barley
end oats last fall rather than sell at harvest time. The
small eorn crop was the big reason the fellows that held
thelr grain profited. Some of them mrobably kept a sharp
eye on the corn orop.

This year you might try that system. Tske & look at
the August, September, end October crop reports for ideas
on when to buy and sell your feed grains. Of course,
"you'll need to check on other factors too. Numbers of
enimals being fed, the rate feed grains are being used,
business conditions and other things are important. But
the corn crop is the big faector on the supply side. It's
the most important one to watch during fall months.

Weskly reports on conditions affeeting the grain mar-
kets are issued by the Extension Service. They're called
Grain Market Reviews snd are broadcsat Friday evenings
between 7:15 and 7:30 over KOAC. In cmse you don't hear
KOAC broadcasts, listen to your loeal radio station, look
at your newspaper or check with your County Extension
Agent. Most of them receive copiles of Grain Maerket Reviews
by mell. Farmers snd others can get coples too if they
requeat them,

The eritical number to watch on corn this year is
3-1/3 billion bushels, say persons who are supposed to
know. They figure you can count on wesk snd slow merkets
for feed grains if the erop goes above that figure. If
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this happens, you should sell oats snd barley early. Buy
your feed as you need it.

If the corn crop falls below 3-1/3 billion bushels,
the forecasters predlict less than usual merket decline at
harvest time. They also wuld expect a stronger markst
during the last half of the year. In thils case, don't be
in a hurry to sell, but don't walt too long. Cellings can
go on at parity.

While we're on the subject of corn, let's not forget
that it has a place on some Oregon farms. If you need &
cultivated crop for rotation and figure you can get a good
vield, corn is a good bet. Of course it's better to feed
it to livestock than to try to sell it for cash. Think it
over. Maybe you'll want to try some this yesr.
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APPENDIX D
READER PREFERENCE QUESTIONNAIRE

Eave you resd the Oregon Agricultural Situation and Outlook
gircular 8s you normally would? 1If so, you are resdy to ‘
answer our questions. DPlease remember that the success of
this test depends on getting your frank answers. We're not
looking for a pat on the bagk~-just ways to improve economis
wrlting. One more thing~-it's important that you give us

your answers without referring eck to the sircular. Just

check the answer that applies. You need not sign youwr neme.

1. Did you notice the article in the right hand column of
page one of the circular headed "Wateh U.S. Corn Crop
and Increase Profits from Your Feed Grains"? YEE__ RO__

2. If you saw the article, how much of it did you resdf?
ALL , MORE THAN HALF___, JUST THE BEGINNING__, NONE .

3¢ 1f you read any of the article, did you read any part
more then once? YES, , NO__, WHAT PART ,

-

4. In general, how would you rate the corn article as to
ease of reading? EASY READING s AVERAGE s HARD .

5. Did you notice any particular difference between the
way the corn article and other articles were written?
YES __, HO_ . B '

6« If so, which wey do you prefer? CORN ARTICLE STYIE ’
OTHER STYIE

7. Briefly, what 1s the mein resson for your preference?

8. You've probably noticed that many authorities use
figures in their writing. On the basis of all of the
economic materlal you normally read, would you say they
useds TOO MANY FIGURES __ , ABOUT RIGHT __ , TOO FEW___.

9+ Which way do you prefer to see figures? IN TABILES »
IN CHARTS OR GRAPHS » OR IN THE TEXT . '

10. Do you have any specific suggestions for improving
economic writing? ; .

1l. What is your occupation? ; ) .

12. If you are a farmer, what are your major products?






