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The SMOG (simplified measure of gobbledygook) test provides a measure of readability of a
text. Readability is an attempt to match the reading level of written material to the "reading
with understanding" level of the reader. It does not necessarily equate to a "reading age" of
the text.  

The easiest way to assess readability is to use an online SMOG calculator, which will calculate
the readability level of any text that is pasted into it. It is based on research into different
readability tests commissioned by NIACE (National Institute Adult Continuing Education).
and carried out by Professor Colin Harrison at Nottingham University. 

Reading
Reading continues to be a skill central to the teaching and learning process. Many students
struggle when they enter post primary school. They are now using textbooks that rely on
discipline specific vocabulary, texts are longer and vary widely across subject areas. Word
complexity increases; more low frequency words are used. Sentences are now longer and
more complex and there is a greater importance placed on graphic presentations. We need to
be aware that the literacy skills that our students bring with them from primary school will
require support and scaffolding so that they further develop these skills in order that they can
cope with the literacy demands of all subjects. The good news is that we can support our
students in the process of reading and in further developing this skill.

“Education and reading are circular - the more one has of one, the better the development of the
other”, (Bozo and Simpson, 2003)

In the post-primary setting, there are three key components of reading that combined,
support a student in the process of reading; fluency, vocabulary knowledge and text
comprehension. These must be taken together, as individually they may not necessarily
support students in reading. For example, while fluency and vocabulary knowledge are
integral to comprehension – i.e. you won’t be able to comprehend unless you have the
vocabulary and a certain level of fluency. Likewise, vocabulary knowledge and fluency don’t
in themselves guarantee comprehension. We have all met students who can read with great
fluency but do not necessarily comprehend what they have read. 

How can I assess the readability of my document or write more clearly?
(This can help evaluate the suitability of school textbooks)
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There is also a manual method you can follow to calculate a SMOG level (see below) on
longer texts such as books. To get an accurate level, most people recommend taking at least
three samples - for example, one each from the beginning, middle and end - and taking the
average of the three scores. The formula was developed to help librarians categorise their
stock more easily for learners and practitioners and to act as an indication of level of
difficulty. There are no simple answers about relating readability levels to adult literacy
levels: they do not equate exactly and are not meant to. The adult literacy standards were
designed to indicate what specific skills functioned at particular levels, unrelated to age.

As a rough indication, SMOG 9–10 = Entry Level 3, 11–12 = Level 1 and 13–14 = Level 2, but
this is far from an exact science and SMOG should only be taken as one indicator among
many for the suitability of a text. All readability tests rely on a very rough gauge of the level
of reading vocabulary people can expect to acquire by a certain point in their development
- they stop generally around the 20 mark. But successful reading is about far more than word
recognition - it's about style, content, physical presentation, complexity of intellectual
engagement required, learner interest, confidence and skill. 

Advice on presentation of text, and calculating the SMOG level, is available from
www.niace.org.uk

Calculating the SMOG level of a text

1.  Select a page of a book
2.  Count 10 sentences
3.  Count the number of words which have three or more syllables
4.  Multiply this by 3 
5.  Circle the number closest to your answer 

6.  Find the square root of the number you circled 

7.  Add 8 = Readability level 
Most people will understand a readability level under about 10.  

Analysis undertaken by Niace has shown average scores for newspaper editorials as follows:  
The Sun: under 14 
The Daily Express: under 16 
The Telegraph and The Guardian: over 17 

NB: The original SMOG formula gave a score related to US school grade levels. In this version, the
constant added at the end has been changed from 3 to 8, to give a readability level. 
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Methodologies that Support Reading

•          Activating Prior Knowledge (KWL/KWHL, Anticipation Sheet, Effective Questions) 
•          Setting a Purpose for Reading 
•          Vocabulary Instruction (Semantic Maps / Visual Word Square). 
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Spelling is an element of the writing process and is often a concern of teachers in Post Primary Schools.  It
is important that we consider how it is being explained in our subject area and how we approach it. There
are many approaches to the teaching of spelling, adolescent students may find that one works well for
them, while they may find another one difficult. It is thus important that they are exposed to as many
approaches as possible. 

Independent Learning
Individual students should be encouraged to keep their own personal spelling dictionary or notebook,
noting the words that they are consistently misspelling and to work on learning how to spell these words.
A range of approaches can be utilised to support them in this.  
(see Brendan Culligan, Spelling and Handwriting:  A Guide for Teachers and Parents for more on this
approach).

Auditory Approach
Phonics is one of the most important teaching methods used to improve spelling.  A phonic approach
includes a number of key skills, these are knowing the sounds of letters, breaking up words into syllables
and recognising patterns.  Students should: 

• Build up a good knowledge of the sounds made by each letter, blends (for example bl at 
the start of black and blue, and str in street and string), and digraphs (words with ch, sh, 
ph, th and wh). 

• Sound out and spell the beginning of the word. This will make it easier to locate the word
in the  dictionary.  

• Break words into syllables and sound each syllable out one at a time. This is an essential
skill in learning to become a more competent speller, especially for longer words, e.g. 

Photosynthesis.  
• Become aware of common prefixes and suffixes for example un, dis, con, ing, ed, tion, ly.
• Recognise common morphemes: this will support students’ knowledge of prefixes and 

suffixes and is particularly useful when we consider the Greek and Latin morphemes that 
arise regularly in science subjects.   

• Recognise patterns – words that sound the same will usually be spelt in the same way, for
• example night, right, bright, fight, flight

Silent letters can often cause a problem but pronouncing the word as it is spelt can 
overcome this, for example Wed-nes-day, Feb- ru-ary, knife. Sometimes silent letters can

be remembered by associating it with another form of the word where the letter can be heard
distinctly, for example muscle – muscular, sign – signature. 
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•          the students we are teaching 
•          the nature of the words we decide to teach 
•          our instructional  purposes in teaching certain words 
•          the nature of the words we decide to teach 
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Vocabulary Instruction (Beck & McKeown, 2005)
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Some Possible Vocabulary Strategies
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Writing
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Possible Connectives for Writing Tasks
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Forms of  Writing  - Checklist
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Comments from Chief Examiners’ Reports
2012 - 2013
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The Writing Process

The Gradual Release of Responsibility
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Scaffolding Writing
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The Writer’s Toolkit
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Writing Activities



www . p d s t . i e 32

DRAFT DOCUMENT - Post-Primary Literacy:  Resources for Teachers

Writing Checklist
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Eleven Elements of Effective Writing Instruction
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List of Whole School Initiatives:
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Appendices
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Common Suffixes
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Common Greek and Latin Morphemes
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Common Latin Morphemes

Common  Greek Morphemes
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Common Greek Morphemes
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Some Examples of Greek and Latin Morphemes in Science



www . p d s t . i e 42

DRAFT DOCUMENT - Post-Primary Literacy:  Resources for Teachers

Some Examples of Greek and Latin Morphemes in Science
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Key Word Journals

Websites & Links that informed this document include:

Key Word Journals are a highly effective resource for students, so long as they are used
as a support and consolidation of vocabulary instruction strategies in the classroom
across all subject areas. The following strategies all support and enhance the use of Key
Word Journals: 
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Sample Cross-Curricular Active Literacy Strategies
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Improving Oral Literacy:
Placemat Technique

The Placemat Technique can be used with a wide variety of questions and prompts or for a
wide range of learning goals, e.g. 

•       To encourage students to share ideas and reach a consensus about a topic/idea 
•       To activate the prior knowledge of a topic among students 
•       To help students share problem-solving techniques 
•       To take group notes during a video or oral presentation 
•       To summarise learning after the class and/or to be used as an opening review for the 
        subsequent lesson 

Groups of four students are ideal for the placemat technique but it can also work with 3 – 6
students by amending  the template. 

Tips
1)     Discuss, record and post a labelled diagram of the Placemat on the board so that 
        students always have a visual reference of the organisation and required actions. 
2)     Consider the composition of the small groups and vary the membership according to 
        the students’ learning styles and interaction, subject-matter expertise, etc.  Some groups
        will require more teacher support in carrying out the task in other groups. 
3)     Use the placemats as a record of collective student thinking and post the ideas for other
        groups to see. 
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Placemat
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Graphic Organisers

Graphic Organisers provide a visual method of developing, organising and
summarising students' learning. They help  to structure disjointed information. They
facilitate the learning process by providing a scaffold for the development of ideas
and the construction of knowledge. Visual, auditory and kinaesthetic learners all
benefit from using the organisers.  High quality teaching  in  mixed ability classrooms
is also facilitated. 

Highest quality results are achieved when one organiser is shared by a small group of
(2/3/4) students  with diverse abilities and learning styles. Leadership is distributed in
the group with each student having a leadership role to fulfil. Roles of Recorder,
Timekeeper,  turntaker, Summariser, Reporter, Clarifier, Checker etc. are distributed
among the group. 

Some organisers are more applicable to the different aspects of the learning process
than others, for example: collecting information, comparing and contrasting,
developing ideas, sequencing information, summarising and extending thinking and
learning. Some are also more relevant  to different subjects and topics than others.
They can all be used at the various stages of the learning process: 
•       Pre-teaching
•       Introducing a topic 
•       Teaching a topic 
•       Independent Learning 
•       Study and revision
•       Preparing answers to examination questions. 

They scaffold learning and help to build students’ confidence. Graphic organisers also
facilitate formative assessment as students can clearly see how much they
understand.  

Some examples follow e.g. Ranking Ladder, Double Venn Diagram. 
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Ranking Ladder
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Double Venn Diagram
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Double Venn Diagram
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