How to Determine the Difficulty Level of A Passage
Adapted from The Fluent Reader by Timothy V. Rasinski
The “readability level” of a passage tells you how difficult it is to read.  It is expressed as a number that represents the grade level at which most students should be able to read the passage with the teacher’s help.  A formula that measures both sentence difficulty and word difficulty determines the readability level.  However, the number is only a rough estimate because it does not consider one important factor- the individual reader!  Two ways to determine difficulty level are outlined below. 

A. COMPUTER METHOD: This method uses a word processing program.  

1. The target passage is typed into the computer.  

2. On the “Tools” menu, click on “readability.”  It is usually within the “spelling and grammar” checker, which is often under “preferences.”  
3. This program automatically determines the passages readability level in grade-level equivalents. The following “readability statistics” were obtained on this passage: 
Counts: 


Word: 268

Character: 1478

Paragraph: 38

Sentence: 5
Average: 


Sentence per paragraph: 1.6

Word per sentence: 13.1

Characters per word: 5.0
Readability: 


Passive sentences: 20%

Flesch Reading ease: 43.2

Flesch Kincaid grade level: 10th grade 4th month
B. ADAPTED FRY METHOD: This method is adapted from the Fry Readability Graph.  

1. Determine the average number of syllables per sentence in the target passage. 

i. Do this by counting the number of syllables in the words in the first 10 sentences. 

ii. Divide the total number of syllables by 10 (or just move the decimal point one place to the left). 

iii. Compare your figure against the chart below.  

Grade Level

Syllables per sentence

1 less than 8.4

2 8.5-11.8

3 11.9-14.5

4 14.6-16.3

5 16.4-18.1

6 18.2-2.9

7 22.0-26.7

8 26.8-29.4

9 29.5-33.6

10 33.7-37.4

11 37.5-37.8

12 37.9-39.3

