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Abstract
The need to communicate in simple language is growing, and so is the need to train writers in the
production of reader-friendly texts. We trained university students (with English as a second language)
to revise English business texts by carefully taking into account the needs and preferences of the target
readers. We examined the impact of our training on the achieved comprehensibility (and lack thereof)
of the texts produced. To this end, we combined automated metrics of text difficulty provided by Coh-
Metrix with human evaluations obtained through comparative judgments in Comproved. We report the
preliminary results and conclusions of our analysis.
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1. Background

Text revision is a complex task which relies on the reviser’s ability to simultaneously consider
the intentions of the author, the features of the text, and the target audience [1]. In particular,
revising texts to make them easier to read and more engaging requires adaptation to the reading
skills, prior knowledge, and expectations of the reader [2]. Years of practice and levels of
language proficiency influence how effectively revision tasks are carried out, with novice/low-
proficiency revisers struggling to approach the text as a whole (e.g. by examining its cohesion)
and to consider readership [3] [4]. Different types of training — in different contexts and
domains — have been developed and tested, with mixed results [5] [6].

2. Research goal

Against this background, this study investigates the impact of text simplification training on the
characteristics of the revised texts produced by university students in a second language. The
training was delivered online and included theoretical and practical components. The content
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of the texts (i.e. corporate social responsibility [CSR]) and the fact that the students revised
already existing texts in a second language represent elements of novelty of this study.

3. Method

We recruited 42 Master’s students (native speakers of Dutch with English as a second language)
and we randomly assigned them to a control and to an experimental group. In a pre-test session,
each student: 1) revised a business text on CSR to make it easier to read and more engaging;
and 2) took part in online training. The experimental group received training on accessible,
engaging communication applied to CSR content, while the control group received training
exclusively on the topic of CSR. In a post-test session, the students revised another business
text on CSR using what they had learnt from their respective modules. We pre-analysed and
manipulated the features of the texts to be revised to make sure that they had similar readability
features. Both the modules and the texts to be revised were in English. In total, the students
produced 84 texts (42 in the pre-test and 42 in the post-test).

The texts revised by the studentswere evaluated automatically throughCoh-Metrix [7], as well
as by 25 human evaluators carrying out comparative judgments in Comproved [8]. Coh-Metrix is
a computational tool that automatically analyses texts and provides scores of multiple linguistic
features related to textual cohesion and text difficulty [9]. Human comparative judgment
involves comparing one text with another (rather than evaluating each text independently)
and deciding which text demonstrates the highest level of a pre-defined competence [10].
This method has shown promising results in terms of reliability and validity [8]. Most of our
evaluators (N=21) were native speakers of a language other than English, however their level of
English proficiency was very high — 17 evaluators reported having studied English for more
than 10 years and 16 of them had a doctorate degree. Each evaluator read and compared 5 pairs
of texts. Each text was assessed by 3 evaluators on average.

4. Preliminary results

Automated results from Coh-Metrix comparing pre-test and post-test sessions showed a growth
in the readability of the texts revised from both experimental and control group, possibly as a
result of their respective training. In the pre-test, the texts revised by control and experimental
group did not significantly differ along any of the readability dimensions investigated. However,
in the post-test session (i.e. after having taken part in our training), the experimental group
produced texts that contained fewer words, had shorter sentences, and were syntactically
simpler, compared with the texts of the control group. This result is in line with previous studies
showing the positive impact of technological support and feedback on syntactic simplicity
[11]. Furthermore, the revised texts from the experimental group could be read and understood
by people with fewer years of study, as indicated by the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level. On the
other hand, compared with the experimental group, the control group in the post-test produced
revised texts with higher argument overlap between adjacent sentences, possibly as a result
of their training centered around the topic of CSR and associated concepts. No significant
between-group differences were found in relation to other text features (e.g. cohesion).



Our initial explorations showed that the human evaluations were partially in line with the
automated scores. Both groups received higher scores in the post-test compared with the
pre-test. In the pre-test, the texts revised by the control group received significantly lower
scores in terms of accessibility and engagement (M=-.78), compared with the texts revised by
the experimental group (M=-.19). These differences at the pre-test stage were not reflected
in the automated scores. In the post-test, the differences between control group (M=.3) and
experimental group (M=.58) were no longer significant. In other words, despite being shorter,
syntactically simpler, and adapted to a lower grade level, the texts revised by the experimental
group in the post-test were not rated as significantly more accessible and engaging by our
human assessors. This result might be due to a lack of improvement of cohesion, a text feature
that has been shown to facilitate reading comprehension [12].

5. Conclusions

Our training on revising texts for comprehensibility in a second language helped students make
changes at the word and sentence level. However, the ability to revise global text features (e.g.
cohesion) seems to require more practice, a finding which is in line with previous research.
Students’ inability to significantly improve these global text features might explain the lack of
positive impact on the readers’/evaluators’ experience, whose scores were only partially aligned
with automated scores.
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