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Readability guidelines

Here are a few guidelines to assist you when writing your manuscript. You will see that many of the suggestions relate to the reading process:

Structure

· Authors should try to structure their writing in such a way that their readers can relate to it. Make the structure and content explicit (detailed) and not implied.
· Give an overview of the work at the beginning of a chapter to activate background knowledge and to provide the reader with an overall framework. 

· In an introduction explicitly state how you see the content, and outline how you will structure your exposition to support your position. You can tell readers what macro structure you intend using (for example that you are going to do a comparison, or you are going to first examine the problems and then discuss the solutions).

· Use headings that are meaningful and descriptive and then reinforce the contents of a heading as early as possible within the first paragraph.

· Restrict headings to 3 levels

· In a conclusion, use the way you structured your content to summarize your exposition.

Coherence

When a reader can make continuous sense without too many interruptions, then that reader experiences coherence. A text that is coherent for a postgraduate may not be coherent to a new student in the field. An author can write text in a way that gives a student support and reduces interruptions.

· Arrange information logically and signpost this logic explicitly. (Illogically arranged text written in very simple language is harder to read than logical text written in more complex language.)

· Particularly if your targeted readers are new to the field, introduce new concepts and specialist terminology systematically.

· Use examples that easily resonate with your target reader’s life experience and background knowledge. Bring the theory to life with case studies.

· Annotate artwork where possible. Never assume that a student will understand a diagram that follows after a theoretical explanation.

Paragraphs
· In paragraphs that facilitate easier reading for understanding, the main ideas are in the top third of the content structure, the supporting ideas with major details are in the middle third, and supporting ideas with minor details are in the bottom third. 

· The relationship between paragraphs should be explicitly signaled with linking language

Words

· When quoting from other sources ensure that the message is understandable. Very often quotes from other sources make use of subject specific terminology and/or jargon that are unfamiliar and interrupt meaning. It may be necessary to rephrase a quote to make the meaning clearer or to explain the subject specific terminology

· Choose frequently used words e.g. use before instead of prior to; now instead of presently

· Avoid the unnecessary use of long words (e.g. purchase) which in English also tend to be more abstract than the shorter words ( e.g. buy). 

· Avoid using idioms and flowery speech.

· Don’t use jargon (subject slang).

· Explain subject terminology and acronyms clearly. Whenever a new subject related word is introduced into the text it should be explained. Acronyms should also be written out in full the first time they are used in a passage.

· Readers who are new in a field do not always recognize substitute referents. For example ‘a going concern’ or ‘firm’ when an author has referred to ‘a business’ or ‘a company’. Use alternative referents with care. 

· Concrete words like buildings, machinery and vehicles are more readable than abstract words like assets, liabilities, equities. Though students have to build their abstract vocabulary to succeed in their learning, a torrent of abstract language can lose the reader. Concrete examples can lighten the load.

Language 
Some language structures can interrupt a reader

· Extended subjects make it difficult to find the basic sentence. This is a rather extreme example, but it does illustrate what happens: “The progressive refraction of light from the sky as it passes through successive layers of optically less dense air, of increasing temperature, until it finally meets a layer at an angle equal to the critical angle, is called a mirage” (Williams 1990:30).

· Inversions can flaw a reader for whom English is an additional language. So “Found in Gauteng are a number of service industries.” should rather be, “ A number of service industries can be found in Gauteng.”

· The passive voice does have some useful functions. But the active voice is much easier to read. So, avoid the unnecessary use of the active voice. Rather “The report states that ...” than “It is stated in the report that ...”

· Use punctuation to indicate breaks in clauses of sentences. It is easier to understand a sentence if it is broken up into two or three parts.

· Be concise and to the point. Avoid repetition.

To write accessibly it is useful to know something about the reading process
Decoding
Decoding letters into words, and words into groups that make up sentences is the skill that teachers concentrate on in most of our junior primary schools. For a large number of South Africans this is what they have experienced as ‘learning to read’. With very few texts that actually connect to their life experiences, this way of reading goes on far more than it does for children who find meaning in the print that they are processing. It is referred to as bottom up processing.

Background knowledge is a reader’s main resource 
Readers get meaning out of text by actively using their own experience and knowledge of content (and organization of content) to make sense of the new material they are processing. The bottom up process interacts with a top down process. An experienced reader anticipates what will come next by looking over a text beforehand and when reading, using what has already been read to hypothesize what will come next.

· If you know nothing at all about a new topic, it will be harder to read even if you are a fluent reader. As a woman, I find it hard to read articles about rugby which men devour effortlessly.

· If you know don’t know how a text is organized it will be harder to use. But, for example, if you know how a thesis is organized, it becomes easier to read. You’ll dip into the abstract and the conclusion, scan the headings in the literature review and turn the pages to see if the research is really useful to you. By this time your knowledge of the topic is beginning to heat up in your brain, and your read will probably proceed meaningfully along, particularly if the author writes well.

Cognition and reading
When we read something new, we hook the new onto what we know already. If the reader cannot hook up ideas, it might not be that the reader has nothing to hang hooks onto. It could be that the reader’s ability to use background knowledge experience actively is constrained by insufficient linguistic resources needed to do so.

Most first year students, entering a new field for the first time, do not have the linguistic resources that they need. Students who study in an additional language are more constrained than first language students. Students who have come through an education system that has not built top down processing skills may word by word process especially when encountering difficult academic texts. First language and additional language students experience cognitive strain when entering a new field.
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