
  195 

English Teaching, Vol. 67, No. 4, Winter 2012 

 

 

Text Readability of the College Scholastic Ability Test  
and High School English II Textbooks 

 

 

Youngsu Kim  

(Changpyeong High School) 

Jee Hyun Ma 

(Chonnam National University) 

 

Kim, Youngsu & Ma, Jee Hyun. (2012). Text readability of the college scholastic 

ability test and high school English Ⅱ textbooks. English Teaching, 67(4), 195-218. 

 

This study analyzed the text readability of the College Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT) 

and High School English Ⅱ textbooks by focusing on reading and compared the 

difficulty levels between them. To analyze the readability, the Flesh 2.0 for Windows 

and the Web VP 1.5 (2003) were used. To find out about high school students’ 

attitudes and behavior towards English and their preferences of English books, a 

questionnaire consisting of ten questions was administered. The results revealed that 

the textbooks are more readable than the CSATs in terms of the Flesch-Kincaid 

Reading Grade Level (RGL) and Reading Ease Score (RES). The average length per 

sentence of the textbooks is shorter than that of the CSATs. Furthermore, the CSATs 

have a higher percent of academic words than the textbooks. The questionnaire results 

showed that the participants, 228 second-year high school boy and girl students, 

preferred CSAT prep books, followed by EBS books and textbooks. Based on the 

findings, the basic directions of the CSAT and the guidelines to write textbooks have 

been suggested.  

 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The College Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT), beginning in 1993, has drawn a great 

attention from stakeholders, especially from high school students and teachers in Korea. 

Since the 1994 CSAT, the CSATs have been taken 19 times altogether (twice in 1993) up 

until now and much research related to the CSATs has been conducted and the results 

have been released. 

Some researchers studied ways to improve the overall quality of the CSAT. Lee (2001) 

explored major problems in the difficulty level, discrimination power of items, validity, 
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item classification, and content of the texts and presented possible solutions to the 

problems except the issue of validity. Sung (2007) investigated the effect of vocabulary 

ability on the English reading test, and found a positive correlation between them. Oh 

(2007) also analyzed the vocabulary used in reading texts on the CSATs. He found a few 

important things: (a) the number of words used is inconsistent annually, (b) the CSAT 

does not make the most of the basic words designated by the Ministry of Education, 

Science and Technology, (c) the rate of high frequency words from high school textbooks 

was low, and (d) many words that were used are beyond high school curriculum. Other 

researchers have approached the CSAT using corpus. Goh and Back (2010) analyzed the 

vocabulary used in the CSAT English exam and two analogous tests (the Mock CSAT and 

the Achievement Test) based on corpus. Their analysis showed that the three types of 

exams are similar in virtually all aspects and their yearly difficulty levels have remained 

quite consistent. Lee (2011) explored the CSAT based on corpus as well. The results 

indicated that high school students need to know a higher level of vocabulary than they 

currently do and the frequency of function words was not high. In addition, Lee (2010) 

analyzed the English reading items on the CSAT in terms of difficulty. She insisted that 

the 2010 CSAT is much more difficult than the 2009 CSAT.  

Many researchers have been involved in studying readability. Woo (2005) studied the 

readability between Middle School English 3 and High School English  textbooks by Ⅰ

using Flesch’s Reading Ease (RE) Formula. The findings indicated that English textbooks 

are generally well-organized in terms of readability, text length and vocabulary difficulty. 

Lee (2008) compared the readability in the English textbooks and nationwide achievement 

test for first-year high school students by using the Flesch Formula and the Dale-Chall 

Formula, the most commonly used ones to measure reading difficulty using average word 

length and average sentence length. The results revealed that there was no significant 

difference between them in terms of readability, indicating the appropriate level of 

consistency between school education and nationwide achievement test. Lee (2007) 

studied the readability of High School English textbooks−High School English, High 

School English I, and High School English . In order to measure the readability of the Ⅱ

three kinds of English textbooks, the researcher used Flesch RE and Dale-Chall Formulas. 

She discovered that the readability of the English textbooks was not well matched with the 

widely used readability formulas. Based on the findings, she suggested that English 

textbooks need to be revised catering for the readability used over the world or that new 

formulas, which are specifically appropriate for the Korean education setting, need to be 

developed to measure the readability. 

Surveys about the preference of the textbooks, the EBS books and the CSAT prep books 

have been conducted. Pieh (2010) explored teachers’ and students’ perception and 

practical use of high school English textbooks and activity books. His survey showed an 
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interesting fact that the reading section, which includes vocabulary and grammar, in 

textbooks is used the most in Korea, and that most of the English teachers do not use 

activity books. As for textbooks, his research reported that teachers are generally satisfied 

with them while students prefer CSAT prep books to textbooks. The biggest reason was 

that students studied English mainly for preparing for the CSAT and they thought the 

textbooks were relatively easy compared with the CSAT. This is contradictory to the 

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology’s announcement that English textbooks 

and activity books are enough for students to prepare for the CSAT.  

There seems to be a lot of research on the readability of English textbooks or the CSATs 

respectively. However, there do not seem to be many studies that directly compare and 

analyze text difficulties of the CSATs and High School English Ⅱ textbooks. This study 

aims to thoroughly compare and analyze text readability between the CSATs and High 

School English Ⅱ textbooks, focusing on reading, and to find out whether or not any 

difference of readability or text difficulty exists between them. 

 

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

1. Concepts of Readability 

 

Readability has been defined in many ways (Chall & Dale, 1995). Dale and Chall (1949) 

defined it as the extent to which readers comprehend a given piece of printed material, and 

read it at an ideal speed, and find it interesting. Klare (1963) said that readability means 

how easily readers can comprehend or understand printed materials. McLaughlin (1969) 

mentioned that readability is the degree to which readers think how compelling and 

comprehensible certain reading text is. Park (1977) stated in his study that readability is 

“the degree to which the reader can successfully go through the full cycle, especially the 

degree to which he can make and confirm predictions about the meaning of the whole 

sentence” (p. 28). Klare (1981) classified the word ‘readable’ into the following three 

features: legibility of either the handwriting or the typography, ease of reading owing to 

the interest-value of the writing, and the ease of understanding owing to the style of 

writing. In brief, readability can be defined as the degree of ease in which readers can 

understand texts.  

Readability can be influenced by both internal and external factors. Many writers have 

tried to use plain language so that common readers could understand what they wrote. 

Sherman (1893) found that the average length of English sentence was 50 words in 

Elizabethan times but it was 23 words in the 1880s, showing authors’ intention of using 

plain language steadily. According to Lunzer and Gardner (1979), learners’ understanding 
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ability has something to do with sentence length since complicated sentences are generally 

longer than simple ones and naturally hard to process. Schulz (1981) also considered 

sentence length as an important factor that affects text readability, saying “The sentence 

length variable probably can be generalized as a difficulty factor in any language, since the 

short-term memory span necessary for processing and decoding meaning is limited for all 

humans” (p. 49). Another variable that affects readability is related to readers themselves. 

Schraw, Bruning and Svoboda (1995) and Hidi (2001) found that learners’ interest has 

influences on text difficulty. Lee (2009) also showed that learners’ attitude towards text 

materials is one of the factors influencing readability. Readability can be also influenced 

by other factors such as syntactic complexity of sentences, density of concepts, page 

format, intricacy of punctuation, and so forth. 

 

2. Readability Formulas 

 

Educators discovered a method using vocabulary difficulty and sentence length to find 

out the difficulty level of a text in the 1920s. This method was embedded in readability 

formulas by Rudolf Flesch, George Klare, Edgar Dale, and Jeanne Chall in the 1950s. 

Flesch, Klare, Dale, and Chall had presented the formulas to the marketplace and they had 

been widely used in diverse fields such as education, law, and industry. According to 

Dubay (2004), a thousand studies using the formulas have been published by the 1980s, 

demonstrating theoretical and statistical validity of the readability formulas. 

In 1948, Flesch developed a formula with two parts: the first part is the reading ease 

formula and the second part predicts human interest. The former used only two variables, 

the number of syllables and the number of sentences. Its score ranges from 0 to 100, with 

30 being very difficult, 40 being difficult, 60 being fairly difficult, 70 being standard, 80 

being fairly easy, 90 being easy and 100 very easy (see Table 1). By using The Flesch-

Kincaid Reading Ease Score (RES), teachers and material developers can get a rough 

index of surface factors that affect the readability of texts. For example, academic journals 

usually have readability scores between the high 20s and the low 30s, and legal documents 

often have the score in the teens or lower. The lower its score is, the more difficult it is. In 

the second part, he counted the number of personal words such as pronouns and names and 

personal sentences such as quotes, exclamations, and incomplete sentences.  

The following is the formula for the updated Flesch-Kincaid Reading Ease Score (RES):  

 

Flesch-Kincaid Reading Ease Score: 206.835 – (1.105 × Average Sentence) 

– 84.6 × Average Syllables per Word. 
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TABLE 1  

Reading Ease Score 

Reading Ease Score Style Description Estimated Reading Grade 

 0 to  30 

30 to  40 

50 to  60 

60 to  70 

70 to  80 

80 to  90 

90 to 100 

Very Difficult 

Difficult 

Fairly Difficult 

Standard 

Fairly Easy 

Easy 

Very Easy 

College graduate 

13th
 

to 16th
 

grade 

10th
 

to 12th
 

grade 

8th
 

and 9th
 

grade 

7th
 

grade 

6th
 

grade 

5th
 

grade 

In The Art of Readable Writing, Flesch (1949, p. 149) 

 

In 1976, a study by the U.S. Navy improved the Reading Ease formula to produce a 

grade-level score, which is now known as the Flesch-Kincaid RGL formula: 

 

Flesch-Kincaid Reading Grade Level: (0.39 × Average Sentence Length) + 

(11.8 × Average Syllables per Word) – 15.59. 

 

The Flesch-Kincaid RGL is closely related to the U.S. school grade level. For example, if 

the value of the Flesch-Kincaid RGL of a text is 10.0, it is equivalent to a 10th grade text. 

The higher the Flesch-Kincaid RGL is, the higher grader it is for or the more difficult it is. 

In addition, word frequency and familiarity can also be used to measure readability 

(Nation, 2001). Corpus-based and computerized programs can help teachers and material 

developers to check readability with this measurement. Examples could be the BNC and 

the Vocabulary Profiler (VP). The VP displays K1-K2 (the first one and two thousand 

most frequent words in texts), academic words, technical words, off-list words (not part of 

a research corpus), and type-token ratio. Through the VP, we can check word frequency 

and familiarity of texts without much difficulty. 

For this study, we used the Flesch-Kincaid RGL and the Flesch-Kincaid RES formulas 

as well as the VP 1.5 (2003). Recent previous research has seldom shown the direct 

comparison of the text difficulty difference between the CSATs and High School English 

Textbooks. This research aims to explore the difference between them and provide 

practical suggestions to the stakeholders including the Ministry of Education, Science and 

Technology. In order to do so, the following three research hypotheses were formulated. 

 

Hypothesis 1. The English reading texts on the recent College Scholastic Ability Tests 

(CSATs) will have a higher reading grade level (RGL) and a lower reading ease score 

(RES) than those of High School English Ⅱ textbooks. 
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Hypothesis 2. The average number of words per sentence in English reading texts on the 

CSATs will be greater than that of High School English Ⅱ textbooks. 

 

Hypothesis 3. The English reading texts on the CSATs will have a higher percentage of 

academic and technical words than those of the High School English Ⅱ textbooks. 

 

 

III. RESEARCH METHODS 

 

1. Participants 

 

In order to analyze the text difficulty levels of the 2012 CSAT and the seven High 

School English  textbooksⅡ
1, which the 3rd year high school students usually use, 228 

second year students (age = 16−17, 126 boys and 102 girls) from a co-ed high school in 

Chonnam province in Korea participated in the study. These students have studied English 

for more than 8 years−officially they have studied English since the 3rd year in their 

elementary school. The school is a boarding and prep high school. As the students in the 

school aim at entering a prestigious college or university, most of the students are serious 

in studying English as well as other subjects. Initially the number of participants was 270. 

However, some of the students did not participate in taking the 2012 CSAT, the 1st 

textbook test, or the 2nd textbook test, and some did not respond to a questionnaire. Those 

participants were ruled out in the statistic analyses. 

 

2. Instruments 

 

For the measurement of the text difficulties of the CSATs and High School English  Ⅱ

textbooks, seven textbooks were chosen mainly because they have reference books with 

questions that can be extracted to make up textbook questions corresponding to those of 

the 2012 CSAT. The 2012 CSAT English test was used to compare and analyze the 

difficulty levels of the CSAT and the textbook tests. To measure the transition of difficulty 

of the CSAT English tests, we used the reading texts of the English tests from the 2002 

CSAT through the 2012 CSAT. To compare the results of the 2012 CSAT and two 

                                          

1 High School English Ⅱ textbooks co-authored by Kim, Duk Ki and seven others (Chunjae 

Education Inc.), by Kim, Kil Joong and five others (Jihaksa Publishing Co. Ltd), by Kim, Seong 

Kon and nine others (Doosan Dong-A Corporation), by Kwon, Oryang and six others (Kumsung 

Publishing Co. Ltd), by Lee, Chan Seung and seven others (Neungyule Education Inc.), by Lee, 

Jae Young and seven others (Chunjae Educaion Inc.), by Shin, Jeong-Hyun and and five others 

(YBM Sisa). 
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textbook tests, the SPSS 17.0 was used. As for the analysis of difficulty levels, we 

calculated the Flesch-Kincaid RGL, Flesch-Kincaid RES, and Average Words per 

Sentence by using Flesh 2.0 for Windows. In addition, to measure the ratios of K1 words 

(1 to 1000 frequent words), K2 (1001 to 2000 frequent words), AWL (academic) words, 

MED (technical) words and off-list words, the Web VP 1.5 (2003) was utilized. 

For an analytic reference to both Flesh 2.0 for Windows and Web VP1.5 (2003), the 

criteria of data-basing the texts of the CSATs and the seven high school English  Ⅱ

textbooks are as follows:  

 

As for the CSAT English test, only the texts for reading comprehension 

questions were used excluding the questions and options that follow. For fill-

in-the-blank type questions, the correct answers were supplied. As for the 

seven High School English  textbooks, only the reading texts were used Ⅱ

excluding titles and subtitles, and all of the questions related to the texts. 

 

To find out more about the participants’ attitudes and behavior towards English and the 

English books that students use, a questionnaire in English (see Appendix) was 

administered in which 10 questions were contained. Among the ten questions, seven were 

extracted from a master’s thesis (Jin, 2009) and three questions were added by us. 

 

3. Procedures 

 

In order to analyze the readability of the texts in the CSATs and High School English  Ⅱ

textbooks, all the CSAT English tests administered by the Korea Institute of Curriculum 

and Evaluation (KICE) from 2002 to 2012 were first downloaded, and the texts of all the 

reading questions were copied and stored into a database by using Microsoft Word. 

Similarly, the texts of seven High School English  textbooks were downloaded from the Ⅱ

websites of each publishing company, and then only the reading texts among them were 

copied and stored into another database. Then the Flesch-Kincaid RGL, the Flesch-

Kincaid RES, and Average Words per Sentence were calculated using Flesh 2.0 for 

Windows, and the percentage of K1 words, K2 words, technical words, academic words 

and off-list words were determined by using Web VP 1.5 (2003). 

As for comparing the test score results of the CSAT with those of the English II 

textbook-based tests, only the 2012 CSAT English test was used because the other 

previously-taken CSATs were already released and therefore the students could have tried 

to solve them, so they were not appropriate for this research, meaning that the tests have 

lost their public power as a secret test. To get the results of the 2012 CSAT English test 

taken by the participants, we made sure that they would not download the test (all students 
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but a few were living in the school dormitory and it was checked before the test whether or 

not they downloaded and already took the test) and take the test by themselves on the 

CSAT day (Nov. 10th, 2011) or the next day. We had the test paper printed and the 

participants took the test Saturday afternoon on Nov. 12th, 2011, two days after the 2012 

CSAT. Since the textbook tests aimed at comparing themselves with the CSAT, we 

extracted appropriate questions from the seven reference books without any revision, 

constructed two textbook tests which corresponded to the construction of the 2012 CSAT 

English test, and then asked four English teachers in charge of 2nd year students to 

supervise and proctor the 50 minute test during their regular English classes. The first 

textbook test was carried out several days after the 2012 CSAT had been taken. The test 

consisted of 29 questions, which were each scored as one point. It should have consisted of 

33 questions, but we excluded one question about reading a graph and three reading 

comprehension questions based on a long passage because these types of questions could 

not be extracted from the textbook reference books. The participants took the second 

textbook test about 20 days after the first textbook test. After all the three tests taken, the 

results were collected and analyzed.  

As a final step, the participants were asked to complete a questionnaire to find out their 

English study behavior and attitudes towards textbooks, EBS books and CSAT prep books 

in a little more detail.  

 

 

IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

1. Hypotheses Analyses 

 

In order to analyze the text readability, it was hypothesized that the reading texts of 

English on the recent College Scholastic Ability Tests (CSAT) would have a higher 

reading grade level (RGL) and a lower reading ease score (RES) than those of High 

School English  textbooks. Ⅱ  

To check the first hypothesis, we used the Flesch-Kincaid RGL and the Flesch-Kincaid 

RES, and analyzed the CSATs from 2002 to 2012 and the seven High School  textbooks. Ⅱ

Table 2 shows the RGL and RES for the CSATs from 2002 to 2012. The RGLs have 

steadily been increasing even if they dropped very slightly in 2012. The RES had steadily 

decreased but slightly increased in 2012 only as it did in RGL. Both of the indicators 

consistently demonstrate that the CSATs have been getting more and more difficult over 

time.  
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TABLE 2 

Reading Grade Level and Reading Ease Score for 2002-2012 CSATs 

Year 2002 … 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Reading Grade Level 

Reading Ease Score 

 7.16 

69.57 

… 

… 

 8.99 

61.43 

 9.60 

59.74 

 9.70 

58.14 

10.16 

55.05 

10.14 

55.17 

 

In fact, it could be encouraging that the RGL is getting higher and the RES is getting lower. 

The 21st century is an information-based period, and the ability to understand and 

communicate a variety of information in English has been gaining great importance. 

Graddal (2006) predicted that English proficiency would be a basic ability of human 

beings and a good command of English is essential to be a global citizen. Moreover, the 

level of the English texts in colleges or universities is quite different from that in high 

schools. After high school students graduate, they are often expected to read college books 

required for their major in English, English newspapers, English journals, and English 

magazines, and, most of all, they might need to visit English websites to obtain 

information they need. Thus, it is natural that the RGL is getting higher and the RES is 

getting lower reflecting on the day-to-day reality that students would face in their near 

future.  

The results of the Flesch-Kincaid RGL and the Flesch-Kincaid RES for the textbooks, 

are shown in Table 3. It demonstrates that the average RGL of the seven textbooks is 7.48 

and the average RES is 66.52. The RGLs of the books vary from 6.88 to 8.04. Out of the 

seven books, Textbooks C, D, and G belong to a relatively lower RGL. Textbook E 

belongs to a middle RGL level, which is appropriate for 7.58th graders to read. Textbooks 

A, B, and F belong to relatively upper RGLs. They are fit for 8.04th graders, 7.99th 

graders and 7.93rd graders respectively. Notably, the RGL of textbook A is over 8.00, the 

highest among these seven textbooks. The RES shows a very similar distribution to the 

RGL. Out of the seven textbooks, Textbooks C, D, and G have relatively high RESs, 

which are indicated by a score of 68.55, 69.55, and 69.78 each. Textbook E is 67.20, 

which is a midrange RES. Textbooks A, B, and F have a score of 64.57, 64.83, and 61.42 

respectively, which is a relatively low RES.  

 

TABLE 3 

Reading Grade Level and Reading Ease Score for Textbooks 

Textbooks A B C D E F G Avg. 

Reading Grade Level 

Reading Ease Score 

8.04

64.57

7.99

64.83

6.88

68.55

6.99

69.55

7.58

67.20

7.93

61.42

6.97 

69.78 

7.48 

66.52 
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The overall results show that the differences among the seven English  textbooks are Ⅱ

fairly large across the textbooks themselves and the differences are even larger when 

compared to the CSATs. The RGL of the CSATs are relatively higher and the RES lower 

than High School English  textbooksⅡ . The reason textbook developers do not develop 

textbooks with a similar level of readability to the CSATs may be due to the strict 

guidelines of textbook development and writing.  

Comparing Table 2 (CSATs) and Table 3 (Textbooks), the RGL of the seven textbooks 

does not reach that of the CSATs taken from 2008 to 2012. Textbooks A, B, E and F have 

higher RGLs than the 2002 CSAT taken a long time ago, but the other textbooks have 

rather lower RGL. As for the RES, the results showed that all of the textbooks are lower 

than the 2002 CSAT, but they are higher than the CSATs taken from 2008 to 2012 except 

that only the score of Textbook F is lower than that of the 2008 CSAT. The average RGL 

of all the textbooks was lower than those of the recent five years of CSATs taken from 

2008 to 2012 except for the 2002 CSAT, and the average RES of all the textbooks was 

also higher those of the recent five years of CSATs taken from 2008 to 2012, but the 2012 

CSAT was an exception. Overall, the two tables show that the reading texts of English on 

the recent CSATs have a higher RGL and a lower RES than those of High School English 

 textbooksⅡ , suggesting that the CSATs be more difficult. 

The differences of RGL and RES between textbooks and CSATs are large and this 

might be one reason that students do not want to use textbooks when they prepare for the 

CSAT. Furthermore, the differences of RGL and RES among the textbooks are also quite 

large. The RGLs of Textbook A and Textbook C are 8.04 and 6.88 respectively. Besides, 

the RES of Textbook F and Textbook G are 61.42 and 69.78 each. This means that high 

school students study quite different levels of English textbooks, which could potentially 

affect their CSAT scores, solely depending on the decision of their schools. Based on the 

results, we could say that the announcement of the Ministry of Education, Science and 

Technology saying that high school English textbooks are enough for students to prepare 

for the CSAT sounds rather ideal and they need to set more realistic guidelines for writing 

textbooks reflecting reality.  

Based on previous research, it was also hypothesized that the average number of words 

per sentence of English reading texts on the CSATs would be greater than that of High 

School English  textbooks. The average number of words per sentence was obtained by Ⅱ

using 2.0 for Windows. Table 4 shows the average number of words per sentence in the 

CSATs taken from 2002 to 2012. The average number of words per sentence was 14.50 in 

2002, and 17.32 in 2008, showing that it increased by 2.82 words on average, and that it 

has not changed very much from 2009 to 2012. However, the average number of words 

per sentence from 2009 to 2012 is much greater than that of 2002, having more than 18 

words per sentence. 
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TABLE 4 

Average Number of Words per Sentence for 2002-2012 CSATs 

Year 2002 … 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Average Number of 

Words per Sentence 
14.50 … 17.32 18.81 18.31 18.43 18.43 

 

When it comes to the textbooks, the average number of words per sentence for the seven 

textbooks relatively varies from 12.79 of textbook C to 15.23 of textbook A (see Table 5). 

The total average of seven textbooks showed 14.09 and the range is 2.44.  

 

TABLE 5 

Average Number of Words per Sentence for Textbooks 

Textbooks A B C D E F G Avg. 

Average Number of 

Words per Sentence 
15.23 15.18 12.79 13.93 14.86 13.03 13.85 14.09 

 

According to Tables 4 and 5, the average number of words per sentence of English 

reading text on the recent CSATs is greater than that of High School English  textbooks. Ⅱ

Moreover, even the average number of words per sentence of four of the seven English  Ⅱ

textbooks is lower than that of the 2002 CSAT taken over 10 years ago. The average 

number of words per sentence for textbooks is relatively short compared with that for the 

CSATs. The average length of a sentence is much longer in the 2012 CSAT than in the 

2002 CSAT. Sentence length has gotten longer from 14.50 words per a sentence in the 

2002 CSAT to 18.43 in the 2012 CSAT. However, the average number of words per 

sentence for the seven textbooks is 14.09, and each book has quite a large difference of 

average number of words per sentence.  

This can be thought about in the same context as RGL and RES discussed in the first 

hypothesis. As RGL is getting higher and RES is getting lower, so is the average number 

of words per sentence naturally increasing. The average number of words per sentence for 

the CSATs has been getting larger, whereas the average number of words per sentence for 

the textbooks has not. Although the average number of words per sentence and syntactic 

complexity always do not go together, it is true that longer sentences are usually more 

demanding to process and retain the information. Thus, this result implies that there exists 

some gap between the CSATs and high school English textbooks. The CSAT is used to 

test students’ abilities whether they study the high school curriculum to the fullest or not 

and universities and colleges usually decide whether students are qualified or not for 

taking higher education courses mainly based on the CSAT scores. Then, the guidelines to 
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develop and write textbooks need to consider this difference and need to be revised more 

realistically.  

Lastly, in order to analyze the text readability based on vocabulary used, it was 

hypothesized that the English reading texts on the CSATs would have a higher percentage 

of academic and technical words than those of High School English  textbooks. To Ⅱ test 

this hypothesis, we used Web VP 1.5 (2003). Using the program, the number of word 

families, types, and tokens in each text was calculated. In addition, we can analyze K1 

words, K2 words, AWL words, MED words and off-list words. Off-list words represent 

words not considered K1 words, K2 words, AWL words, and MED words.  

Nation (2001, 2002, 2005) has mentioned that 2,000 most frequently used words may 

represent about 80 percent of the total words in a given text, but the division between high-

and low-frequency words could be arbitrary. Tables 6 and 7 are not exactly in line with 

what Nation has insisted. All the texts from the 2002 to 2012 CSATs account for about 80 

percent of K1 words and 5.57 percent to 7.27 percent of K2 words. However, the 

percentage of K1 words and K2 words has been slightly decreasing and the percentage of 

K1 words and K2 words combined in 2002 (92.24%) is greater than that in 2012 (84.83%), 

affirming that the vocabulary level of the 2012 CSAT is far more difficult than that of the 

2002 CSAT. 

 

TABLE 6 

Vocabulary Profiler Output for 2002-2012 CSATs 

Year 2002 … 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

K1 Words  

K2 Words  

AWL Words  

MED Words  

Off-List Words 

Total (%) 

84.97 

 7.27 

 3.10 

 0.36 

 4.30 

100.00 

… 

… 

… 

… 

… 

… 

81.08 

 6.86 

 5.54 

 0.52 

 6.01 

100.00 

79.03 

 6.90 

 5.45 

 1.30 

 7.31 

100.00 

80.33 

 6.62 

 5.77 

 0.66 

 6.62 

100.00 

80.24 

 6.12 

 5.60 

 1.43 

 6.61 

100.00 

79.26 

 5.57 

 6.46 

 0.98 

 7.73 

100.00 

 

Notably, the percentage of AWL2 words in the most recent five years has risen from 

5.54 percent in 2008 to 6.46 percent in 2012, and it has also greatly increased from 3.10 

percent in 2002 to 6.46 percent in 2012. In terms of the percentage of MED words, it 

fluctuated in the most recent five years, but compared with that of the 2002 CSAT, they all 

increased. Table 6 shows that the percentages of both AWL words and MED words of the 

                                          

2 AWL contains word families for tertiary level study which do not include the most frequent 

2000 words of English (http://www.victoria.ac.nz). MED is a word with a specialized meaning 

used in one or more disciplines (http://Wiki.answers.com). 

  

 

  

          

            

          

          

         

        

             

     

           

          

          

           

    

     

          

          

           

           

           

         

  

    

       



 Text Readability of the College Scholastic Ability Test and High School English II Textbooks 207 

2012 CSAT are higher than those of the 2002 CSAT. 

Table 7 shows the vocabulary profiler output for the English II textbooks. As the Table 

6 Vocabulary Profiler Output for 2002-2012 CSATs shows, each textbook contains about 

80 percent (avg. 81.31%) of K1 words, varying from 78.23 percent contained in Textbook 

C to 83.55 percent in Textbook G, and about 6 percent (avg. 5.99%) are K2 words, 

ranging from 5.51 percent in Textbook G to 6.67 percent in Textbook B. In addition, AWL 

words average 3.70 percent, varying from 2.55 percent in Textbook D to 4.78 percent in 

Textbook A, the range between them is 2.23, which is relatively large. The average 

percentage of MED words of the seven textbooks is 0.85, varying from 0.38 in Textbook 

B to 1.23 in Textbook A.  

 

TABLE 7 

Vocabulary Profiler Output for Textbooks 

Textbook A B C D E F G Avg. 

K1 Words  

K2 Words  

AWL Words  

MED Words  

Off-List Words

Total (%) 

81.08 

 6.28 

 4.78 

 1.23 

 6.63 

100.00 

81.72

 6.67

 3.65

 0.38

 7.58

100.00

78.23

 5.89

 3.29

 0.87

11.72

100.00

82.14

 5.46

 2.55

 1.14

 8.72

100.00

79.84

 6.06

 3.59

 0.53

 9.98

100.00

81.04

 5.56

 4.47

 0.89

 7.92

100.00

83.35 

 5.51 

 3.14 

 1.10 

 6.90 

100.00 

81.31 

 5.99 

 3.70 

 0.85 

 8.49 

100.00 

 

In Tables 6 and 7, it is a bit difficult to say which one−CSATs or textbooks−contains 

more K1 and K2 words. They have almost the same percentage of K1 and K2 words. As 

for MED words, the percentage in textbooks is almost similar to that of the 2002 CSAT. 

However, the percentage of AWL words was considerably different. That is, the 

percentage of AWL words of the CSATs was overall higher than that of the textbooks. 

K1 and K2 words are fundamental in learning English since the use of K1 and K2 

words is really high in various contexts (Nation, 2001, 2005, 2006).3 The percentage of 

K1 and K2 words used in the seven High School English  textbooks and the CSATⅡ  is 

also fairly high−the texts in both High School English  textbooks and in the CSATⅡ s 

have more than about 80 percent of K1 and K2 words. This suggests that studying these 

words may be closely related to high school students’ immediate needs, raising their 

English test scores and proficiency. A noticeable thing is that the average percentage of 

AWL words in the seven textbooks is 3.70 while those of the CSATs range from 5.54 on 

the 2008 CSAT to 6.46 on the 2012 CSAT. The findings reflect that the importance of 

                                          

3 Nation (2001, 2005, 2006) insisted that the 2,000 highest frequency words in English may explain 

about 80 percent of the vocabulary in a text such as fiction, news accounts, and academic materials. 

  

 

  

          

            

          

          

         

        

             

     

           

          

          

           

    

     

          

          

           

           

           

         

  

    

       



208 Youngsu Kim & Jee Hyun Ma 

academic vocabulary on the CSATs has been greater in the most recent five years than in 

the past. After high school graduation, many students receive college education and study 

their major using the books written in English which may contain quite a few academic 

words. In relation to this, the increase of using AWL words in the CSATs does make sense 

and the use of AWL words in textbooks especially English II textbooks may need to be 

increased.  

 

2. Questionnaire Analyses 

 

To get more information about the participants’ attitudes and behavior towards English 

and the books they use when they study English, a questionnaire consisting of 10 questions 

was administered. While responding the questionnaire, the students were allowed to ask 

any questions regarding the questionnaire items. They were also informed that they could 

write down further opinions or comments on the items, if they had any. Table 8 shows a 

part of the results of the questionnaire completed by the students.  

The responses clearly show that the students mostly study English for the CSAT. It is 

natural that one of the ultimate goals in their high school days is to be admitted to a 

university that they want to enter. The fact that a lot of students study English more than 

average shows the importance of English as a major subject of the CSAT.  

As for important factors in English, 58 percent of the students said that they think 

“reading” is the most important, and about 24 percent answered “speaking.” This suggests 

that most of the students still put emphasis on “reading” and invest a lot of time and effort 

into reading mainly because the CSAT consists of 17 listening comprehension questions 

and 33 reading comprehension questions. In a private conversation, several students said 

that reading passages of the CSAT are relatively difficult compared to their textbooks and 

some of the contents are rather abstract. Thus, they feel the need to practice a lot to get 

accustomed to these types of reading materials. 

Besides, more than 50 percent of the students answered that the CSAT is difficult. In 

regard to the reason for difficulty, 65 percent of students thought that they lack vocabulary, 

and 18 percent thought they lack grammar knowledge. This also implies the importance of 

reading since reading ability and vocabulary and grammar knowledge are not separable. 

Most of the students mechanically memorize words using a vocabulary book or word list 

mainly for the CSAT and they have few opportunities to actually use those words in their 

life, which make them retain the words effectively. A student said, “I know that 

memorizing many words is really important for me to get a good score on the CSAT. But 

it seems that I do not keep them in mind well, because I barely use them in my life outside 

of the classroom.” Not a few students responded that they have difficulties with grammar 

but they do not seem to practice grammar as much as reading. A notable reason is that the 

  

 

  

          

            

          

          

         

        

             

     

           

          

          

           

    

     

          

          

           

           

           

         

  

    

       



 Text Readability of the College Scholastic Ability Test and High School English II Textbooks 209 

CSAT has only (one or) two grammar questions and they do not want to spend much time 

studying it. 

 

TABLE 8 

Results of Questionnaire 

Questions Answers 
Percent 

(%) 

1. I study English because a. It is fun.  

b. I want to talk with foreigners.  

c. I want to raise my knowledge level.  

d. I want to enter an elite college.  

e. I have to.  

 6 

 5 

 9 

63 

17 

2. I study English a. very much  

b. a lot  

c. sometimes/somewhat  

d. a little 

e. never or little  

 3 

30 

42 

21 

 4 

3. The most important factor in English is a. listening  

b. reading  

c. writing  

d. speaking  

e. grammar  

 6 

58 

 3 

24 

 8 

4. English is difficult because a. It is tough to find the main idea  

b. I lack background knowledge.  

c. I lack grammar knowledge.  

d. I lack vocabulary.  

e. It is not difficult for me.  

11 

 2 

18 

65 

 4 

5. The CSAT is a. very difficult  

b. difficult  

c. somewhat difficult 

d. easy  

e. very easy  

 4 

52 

43 

 1 

 0 

6. What I study most is a. listening  

b. reading  

c. writing  

d. speaking  

e. grammar  

f. vocabulary  

 4 

76 

 3 

 3 

 6 

 8 

7. What I want to learn from a teacher is a. reading 

b. writing  

c. grammar  

d. vocabulary 

e. listening  

f. speaking  

42 

 3 

34 

17 

 2 

 2 

  

 

  

          

            

          

          

         

        

             

     

           

          

          

           

    

     

          

          

           

           

           

         

  

    

       



210 Youngsu Kim & Jee Hyun Ma 

Relatively many students felt burdened by the CSAT and just a few did not feel 

burdened. As for study time, 76 percent of the students spent most of their time studying 

“reading” and 3 percent studied “speaking.” Contrary to our expectations, most of the 

participants did not spend their time practicing “listening.” Only 4 percent spent the most 

time among English study in “listening” even though the CSAT consists of 17 listening 

comprehension questions in total 50 questions. The participants know that listening is as 

important as reading. However, they did not spend nearly as much practicing listening as 

they did reading partly because they think listening is not that difficult compared to 

reading. In fact, most of the participants get high scores in listening comprehension test 

referring to their school English test and nationwide Mock CSATs scores. Approximately 

42 percent of the students wanted to learn “reading” and about 34 percent “grammar” from 

their English teachers, which indicates that the students consider reading important but 

difficult .  

Overall, most of the students want to enter a prestigious university and have a positive 

perspective towards English study. In addition, they think that reading is the most 

important and it is an extremely required area in English learning. This is mainly because 

67 points out of 100 on the CSAT are allotted to the reading section. However, the 

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology has decided to decrease the portion of 

reading from a current 67 points to 50 points, starting on the 2014 CSAT, and to include 

speaking and writing sections from the 2016 CSAT. Since the CSAT has a great effect on 

high school education, it can be possible that the change may lead to more balanced 

English teaching and learning in school settings.  

Table 9, which represents the remaining part of the questionnaire, displays students’ 

attitude towards textbooks, EBS books, and CSAT prep books. The data indicate that 20 

percent of the participants answered that textbooks helped them “very much” or “a lot,” 54 

percent said that EBS books did so, and 70 percent responded that CSAT prep books did 

so.  

Some students answering that textbooks help them “a lot” or “very much” stated that 

they get help from textbooks because the texts are relatively easy to follow and they could 

learn useful grammar and different sentence constructions to a great extent. The main 

reason of students’ preferring EBS books was that if they do not study them, they may 

have a high chance of failing on the CSAT since about 70 percent of texts used on the test 

are extracted from the texts of EBS books. In addition, the students feel that CSAT prep 

books are essential for themselves in order not to fall behind. The students thought they 

could be exposed to diverse contents and familiar with test item organizations through 

those CSAT prep books. 
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TABLE 9 

Students’ Attitudes towards Textbooks, EBS Books, and CSAT Prep Books 

Questions Answers Percent (%) 

8. Textbooks help me a. very much  

b. a lot  

c. somewhat 

d. a little  

e. never or little  

 2 

18 

49 

19 

12 

9. EBS books help me a. very much  

b. a lot  

c. somewhat  

d. a little  

e. never or little  

 8 

46 

35 

 6 

 5 

10. CSAT prep books help me a. very much  

b. a lot  

c. somewhat 

d. a little  

e. never or little  

13 

57 

24 

 3 

 3 

 

3. Three Tests Analyses 

 

As the three hypotheses generally proved to be confirmed, chances are that the difficulty 

level of the 2012 CSAT is higher than that of the tests constructed from the seven High 

School English  textbooks. Ⅱ To have a clearer picture with regards to the text difficulties 

of the 2012 CSAT and textbook tests, we had the participants take three tests (the 2012 

CSAT English test and two textbook tests) and compared the results of the two types of 

tests (see Table 10). The results showed that the difference between the 2012 CSAT and 

the textbook tests did not reach statistical significance (F = 5.736, Sig = .128, p < .05) and 

the magnitude of effect size was very small (partial η2 = .003), indicating that there was not 

a strong difference between the 2012 CSAT and the textbook tests.  

 

TABLE 10 

Results of the 2012 CSAT and the Textbook Tests 

Tests N M SD F Sig. t partial η2 

2012 CSAT 

1st Textbook Test 

2nd Textbook Test 

Textbook Tests Average 

228 

228 

228 

228 

22.811

22.092

22.737

22.415

3.500

2.597

3.442

3.063

5.376 .128 1.520 .003 

p < .05 
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The 2012 CSAT has a higher RGL and a lower RES than High School English  Ⅱ

textbooks. In addition, the former has a greater average number of words per sentence and 

a higher percentage of AWL words than the latter. The findings have made us think that 

the results of the two types of tests must be different even though the item constructions of 

the two tests were exactly same. In other words, we assumed that the 2012 CSAT should 

be more difficult than the textbook tests but an unexpected result was obtained. This 

suggests that RGL, RES, average number of words per sentence, academic words, 

technical words, and so forth do not entirely explain the test difficulty level. To have more 

detailed information, we interviewed several students about the two types of tests and 

could get some plausible reasons of the result. 

 

Student A: To me, the 2012 CSAT was a little bit easier. I was familiar with the CSAT 

because I already read some of the reading texts from the EBS books. However, I think 

that the textbook texts were a little abstract and some of the questions seemed to be rather 

awkward. 

 

Student B: I think that my attitude was different towards the CSAT and the textbook tests. 

I was serious when I took the CSAT, but not as much with the textbook tests. 

 

Student C: The test papers were so different. What I mean is that the CSAT format 

looked good, but the textbook test format did not. Everything was different, from the font 

size to letter type. It seems that the latter was not well-organized to fit any formal test. 

 

Student D: The difficulty level was very similar. Still, something strange existed in the 

textbook tests that I cannot exactly describe. Some questions, I felt, did not seem authentic. 

They were definitely different from those of the CSAT. 

 

According to the students’ interview, there must be some other factors which influenced 

the test results such as students’ attitudes towards the tests, test paper format, familiarity, 

abstractness, a density of concepts, coherence, and sequence of ideas. 

The KICE have since released the standard score and percentage of each grade of the 

CSATs. The results of the CSATs from 2008 to 2012 are shown in Table 11, but the KICE 

did not release the standard score of the 2008 CSAT. Instead, they released the percentage 

of each grade only. In this table, the annual standard scores of Grade 1 are noticeable. 

From 2009 to 2011, the scores of Grade 1 were 131, 133, and 132 respectively, but they 

dropped sharply in 2012 to 128, indicating that the 2012 CSAT English was quite easy 

compared with the previous CSATs. This may be another reason why the test results 

showed rather an unexpected result. Another thing that we can think of may be that 

readability is not the same as comprehensibility. The RGL is higher, the average number 
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of words per sentence is greater, and the percentage of AWL words is higher in the reading 

texts of the 2012 CSAT than in those of the textbooks, but this may not explain why the 

2012 CSAT is more difficult in comprehensibility than the textbooks. We sometimes do 

not comprehend shorter sentences, but longer sentences better. Factors that influence 

readability and comprehensibility are very diverse and they may not always go together. 

TABLE 11 

Test Results of 2008-2012 CSATs
4
 

Grade 
2008 CSAT 2009 CSAT 2010 CSAT 2011 CSAT 2012 CSAT 

Score % Score % Score % Score % Score % 

1 

2 

3 

- 

- 

- 

 4.32 

 7.67 

11.48 

131 

126 

117 

 4.27

 7.12

14.51

133 

126 

117 

 5.31

 6.48

12.17

132 

125 

117 

 4.34

 6.98

13.37

128 

125 

119 

 6.53 

 5.28 

11.49 

 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

 

This study aims to compare and analyze the text difficulties of the CSATs and High 

School English  textbooks, focusing on reading texts. In regards to RGL and RES, the Ⅱ

RGL of the 2012 CSAT is 10.14, and the average RGL of seven textbooks is 7.48. In 

addition, the RES of the 2012 CSAT is 55.17 and the average RES of the seven textbooks 

is 66.52. In general, the English reading texts on the recent CSATs have had a higher RGL 

and a lower RES than those of High School English Ⅱ textbooks. Besides, the average 

number of words per sentence in English reading texts on the CSATs is greater than that of 

High School English  textbooks. The average number of words per sentence of the 2012 Ⅱ

CSAT is 18.43, but the average number of words per sentence of the seven textbooks is 

14.09, displaying quite a big difference. As to the words used in the CSATs and the 

textbooks, the percentage of K1 words, K2 words, and MED words in the CSATs and the 

textbooks was shown to be almost similar but the percentage of AWL words was different. 

The percentage of AWL words of the CSATs was overall higher than that of the textbooks, 

and it implies that academic words are becoming increasingly important in high school 

education as well as in higher education settings.  

Unlike our expectation, the three tests (the 2012 CSAT and two tests made from the 

textbooks) results showed no statistically significant difference. This implies that there 

                                          

4 The standard score used in the CSAT is calculated by {(raw score–raw score M)/raw score 

SD}×20+100. The result of the CSAT is divided into 9 grades by the percentage. The best 4 

percent among the CSAT applicants belong to 1st grade group, the best 5~11 percent 2nd grade 

group, the best 12~23 percent 3rd grade group, and so forth. 

  

 

  

          

            

          

          

         

        

             

     

           

          

          

           

    

     

          

          

           

           

           

         

  

    

       



214 Youngsu Kim & Jee Hyun Ma 

may be other factors that influence test results such as students’ attitude, test format, test 

difficulty, syntactic complexity of sentences, abstractness of ideas, intricacy of punctuation, 

coherence, and so forth. As for students’ attitudes towards textbooks, EBS books, and 

CSAT prep books, not many students liked their textbooks. Instead, they preferred EBS 

books and CSAT prep books mainly because those books may be more related to the 

CSAT. 

This study would have been more wide-reaching if we had chosen all the High School 

English  textbooksⅡ  and possibly EBS books, and we hope that some other researchers 

would be willing to explore this more profoundly in the near future. However, we 

compared and analyzed the difficulty levels between the CSATs and High School English 

 textbooksⅡ  directly, which is rare to see in previous research, and proved that the 

textbooks are easier in terms of readability than the CSATs. We also try to keep 

triangulation perspectives to get more valid findings with diverse research methods such as 

using a questionnaire and conducting semi-structured interview, not totally depending on a 

quantitative method for a comparative analysis.  

Based on the findings of the current study, we would like to say that the Ministry of 

Education, Science and Technology needs to start from scratch and try to reduce the gap 

between English textbooks and the CSATs. Currently, even High School English  Ⅱ

textbooks, the highest level English textbooks, are easier than the CSATs in terms of RGL, 

RES, average number of words per sentence, and academic words even though the 

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology insists that students can take the CSAT 

without much difficulty only if they follow high school curriculum with diligence. This 

means the Ministry need to reconsider the criteria of developing and writing High School 

English  textbooks, or of constructing the CSATsⅡ , reflecting on the practical relationship 

between high school education and the CSAT. That would make a contribution to 

normalizing public education and reducing the dependence of private education in our 

society. 
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APPENDIX 

Questionnaire 

 

1. I study English because ________________. 

a. It is fun  

b. I want to talk with foreigners  

c. I want to raise my knowledge level  

e. I want to enter an elite college  

g. I have to  

2. I study English ________________. 

a. very much     b. a lot   c. sometimes/somewhat 

d. a little     e. never or little  

3. The most important factor in English is ________________. 

a. listening     b. reading   c. writing  

d. speaking     e. grammar  

4. English is difficult because ________________. 
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a. It is tough to find the main idea  

b. I lack background knowledge 

c. I lack grammar knowledge  

d. I lack vocabulary 

e. It is not difficult for me 

5. The CSAT is ________________. 

a. very difficult     b. difficult   c. some difficult  

d. easy     e. very easy  

6. What I study most is ________________. 

a. listening     b. reading   c. writing  

d. speaking     e. grammar   f. vocabulary  

7. What I want to learn from a teacher is ________________. 

a. reading     b. writing   c. grammar  

d. vocabulary     e. listening   f. speaking 

8. Textbooks help me ________________. 

a. very much     b. a lot   c. somewhat  

d. a little     e. never or little  

(Reason: ________________________________________________ ) 

9. EBS books help me ________________. 

a. very much     b. a lot   c. somewhat  

d. a little     e. never or little  

(Reason: ________________________________________________ ) 

10. CSAT prep books help me ________________. 

a. very much   b. a lot    c. somewhat  

d. a little   e. never or little  

(Reason: ________________________________________________ ) 

 

 

Applicable levels: Secondary 

Key words: readability, difficulty level, the CSATs, English Ⅱ textbooks 
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