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Methods of comprehensibility assessment

comprehensibility 
of instructive texts

usability testing
(e.g. Rubin 1994)

comprehensibility 
of non-instructive texts

?
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methods of determining text quality
(Karen A. Schriver 1989)

text-focused
methods

expert-judgement-
focused methods

reader-focused 
methods

readability formulas cloze procedures
questions

text reproductions
optimizing

reverbalization
with TA + logging

+ eye tracking

Methods of comprehensibility assessment

Karlsruhe 
comprehensibility concept
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An ‘ideal’ method of determining the 
comprehensibility of non-instructive texts 
should:
• be target-group-focused

• cover not only the text as a whole but also all 
its
   components

• elicit exteriorizations of the results of 
comprehension 
  that members of the target group are gaining 
while 
  reading the text

Methods of comprehensibility assessment
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Exteriorization of comprehension

introspective methods

thinking aloud
(level 1 verbalizations)
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Thinking aloud

writing process research

(interlingual)
translation process research

comprehensibility research
• reading comprehension research
• research into revision processes

optimizing reverbalization
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Target-group-focused analysis

education, communicative competence

metacognitive competence
e. g. metacognitive reading competence

metalinguistic competence
metacommunicative competence

⇒ more illuminating feedback in TAPs

comprehension evaluationcomprehension regulation

comprehension monitoring
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framework of criteria for comprehension evaluation
(Linda Baker 1985)

lexical criteria
syntactic criteria
textlinguistic criteria
• propositional cohesiveness
• structural cohesiveness
• external consistency
• internal consistency
• information quality and 
  completeness

Target-group-focused analysis
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Target-group-focused analysis

5 subjects:
• native speakers of German
• age 25–58
• 3 students
• 1 graduate
• 1 lecturer

“[A]s long as there is no 
need to use a certain piece 
of information, there is no 
need to comprehend at a 
more than a superficial 
level.” (Pander Maat 
1996:28)
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Data analysis

1.  optimized versions of the texts to be evaluated

3.  thinking-aloud protocols (TAPs) and 
protocols of retrospective interviews (RIPs) 

2.  log files (Translog)

4.  screen recordings including eye-tracking results
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Data analysis

product-oriented data analysis
 

                        vs. 

                    process-oriented data analysis
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Data analysis

+

+

+ 

–

Simplicity (syntax)  Sentence from 
original text split up into two 
sentences.
Correctness (content)  Participle 
construction verbunden mit 
semantically wrong.
Simplicity (lexis)  Complex verb ist 
gekennzeichnet durch replaced by 
simple verb ist.
Correctness (code)  Begleit und 
Folgeerkrankungen entstehen does 
not collocate, stylistically poor 
because the noun Erkrankungen is 
repeated.

2

3

4

5

Die Zucker
krankheit ist eine 
chronische 
Erhöhung des 
Blutzuckers. Auf 
Grund dieser Er
krankung können 
schwere Begleit 
und Folge
erkrankungen 
entstehen.

Diabetes mellitus 
(Zuckerkrankheit) 
ist gekennzeichnet 
durch eine chro
nische Erhöhung 
des Blutzuckers, 
verbunden mit dem 
Risiko für schwere 
Begleit und Folge
erkrankungen.

+Simplicity (lexis)1Zuckerkrankheit 
(Diabetes mellitus)

Diabetes mellitus

Optimized versionOriginal text
Eval.Comprehensibility dimensionEx. 

No.
Modifications
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Data analysis

1. Compare optimized versions to original text.

1. Analyze TAPs and RIPs for comments on why changes had been
made and on the subjects‘ maxims and strategies.

2. Analyze TAPs and RIPs for further comments on the quality of 
the original text which did not result in changes in the optimized 
versions.

3. Collect questions for specialist.

4. Determine number of subjects who criticized each item.

5. Produce optimized version.
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Applicability in commercial environments?

not on a regular basis for every document
   but for training technical communicators
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More efficient alternatives?

?
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More efficient alternatives?

Variables which influence fixation time (Rayner):
• word frequency
• contextual constraints
• semantic relationship between words in a sentence
• anaphor and co-reference
• lexical ambiguity
• syntactic disambiguation
• content word vs. function word
• items in thematic of rhematic positions
• subjects‘ reading competence
• subjects‘ interest in the text

• eye-mind span
• spill-over effect
• interindividual and intraindividual variability
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The Karlsruhe comprehensibility concept
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