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OBJECTIVES 

Ø Develop audience awareness: Understand reading 
from the perspective of an emerging reader  

Ø Develop writer’s awareness: Understand writing for 
effective communication 
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LITERACY 

Ø Literacy is the ability to read, write, compute, and use 
technology at a level that enables an individual to reach 
his or her full potential as a parent, employee, and 
community member within a given culture. 

Ø Emerging readers are readers whose literacy skills are in 
the early stages of development. 

Ø  Adult native English speakers with limited or interrupted education 

Ø  Adult English language learners 
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PIAAC STUDY 

Ø  Program for the International Assessment of Adult 
Competencies, 2012 

Ø Assessed literacy, numeracy, and problem solving in 
technology-rich environments 

Ø  Reported literacy and numeracy on a scale from Level 1 
(lowest) to Level 5 (highest) 

Ø  Reported problem solving on a scale from Level 1 (lowest) 
to Level 4 (highest) 

 
OECD (2013). Time for the U.S. to Reskill?: What the Survey of Adult Skills Says. OECD Skills 
Studies, OECD Publishing. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264204904-en 
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PIAAC OUTCOMES 

In the U.S. population: 

Ø Literacy: 18% at or below Level 1 
Ø  Unlikely to find the name of a particular Congressperson within a 

summary information sheet that lists the Congressional district, name of 
the district’s representative, and the year and place of their birth. 

Ø Numeracy: 30% at or below Level 1 
Ø  Unlikely to be able to calculate the total cost of a daily car rental when 

provided with miles driven that day, cost per day, and cost per mile 
driven. 

Ø Problem solving: 20% below Level 1 
Ø  Likely to have difficulty sorting through emails and organizing them into 

folders provided for them. 
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PIAAC AND UNDERSERVED COMMUNITIES 

Among U.S. adults with literacy at or below Level 1: 

Ø One third are under age 35 

Ø One third are immigrants 

Ø More than half are African American or Hispanic 

Ø  Two thirds of young (16-34) low-skilled adults are men, with 
the difference reversing among older age groups 

Ø  Three out of ten report having only “fair” to “poor” health 

Ø Nearly two thirds are employed, but they earn comparatively 
low wages 
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AUDIENCE AWARENESS 

Audience 
awareness is a 
matter of 
perception 
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PERCEPTION: DANDYLION 

Some folks are sad and so forlorn 
To see a dandylion in their lawn. 
But that star of gold in that sea of green 
Is the prettiest sight I've ever seen. 
 

 Dandylion, dandylion, dandylion with gold hair 
 Dandylion, dandylion, such a dandy lyin’ there. 

 
When a dandylion's hair turns grey, 
The wind it’ll come and blow it away. 
But don't be sad, oh don't despair, 
For soon there’ll be dandylions everywhere! 
 
Bob Stuart, "Rainbow’s End" 
c.1983 Bonnie Banks Records 
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PERCEPTION: WRITING FOR EMERGING READERS 

Ø Did I dumb it down 
enough?  

Ø Will it be comprehensible 
to the population I wrote 
it for? 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF EMERGING READERS 

Ø  Preference for obtaining information orally, rather than from print 
sources 

Ø  Tendency to think in the here and now and in concrete rather 
than abstract terms; to interpret the written word literally 

Ø  Limited employment experience, but extensive life experience 

In some cases: 

Ø  Limited educational backgrounds (limited literacy in native 
language for ELs) 

Ø Disabilities (reading, language, learning) or impairments (vision, 
hearing) 

10 

(c) Key Words       www.key-words.us 



THE NATURE OF READING 

Reading comprehension depends on several factors: 

Ø Visual span 

Ø Scanning ability 

Ø Vocabulary and knowledge of language structure 

Ø Fluency (reading speed) 
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VISUAL SPAN AND SCANNING 

Adults who are emerging readers 

Ø Read word for word; “plow” the text 

Ø Have a narrow field of view 

Ø Have limited ability to scan 
Ø  In print: headings, layout, relationship of graphics to text 

Ø  On the web: navigation options, scrolling, search results 
Ø Have a tendency to “satisfice” 
 

Jakob Nielsen. (2005). Lower-literacy users: Writing for a broad consumer 
audience. Retrieved from http://www.nngroup.com/articles/writing-for-lower-
literacy-users/ 
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VOCABULARY 

Ø Vocabulary is critical to the comprehension process 
when reading 

Ø Fluent English speakers have a vocabulary of 10,000 – 
100,000 words; second language speakers may have 
only 2,000 – 7,000, and may rely on cognates 

Ø Vocabulary includes metaphors and idiomatic 
expressions, which are culturally dependent 

Ø  In order to use context clues to decipher the meaning 
of a word, the reader must understand 98% of the 
other words in the passage 
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CHALLENGING VOCABULARY 

Fake "government" modification programs: 

Unscrupulous people may claim to be affiliated with, 
or approved by, the government or may ask you to 
pay high up-front fees to qualify for government 
mortgage modification programs. While government-
supported mortgage modification and refinancing 
initiatives are legitimate, the scam artists' claims are 
not. Keep in mind that you do not have to pay to 
benefit from these government programs. All you 
need to do is contact your lender or loan servicer. 
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FLUENCY AND READING SPEED 

Ø Fluency is the ability to read easily and accurately, 
and to use skimming and scanning to meet reading 
needs. 

Ø Emerging readers read fewer than 60 words per 
minute. A substantial portion of them read as slowly 
as 35 words per minute. 
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FLUENT READING 

Homeowners may be deceived into signing over the 
deed to their home to a scam artist who tells them 
they can remain in their house as a renter and 
eventually buy it back. The terms of this scheme are 
so demanding that the buy-back becomes 
impossible, the homeowner gets evicted, and the 
rescuer walks off with all of the equity.  
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COMPREHENSION CHECK 

What is the relationship between the 
scam artist and the rescuer?  
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WRITING FOR EMERGING READERS 

Ø  Goal: Writing that the intended audience can read, 
understand, and act upon the first time they read it.  

Ø  Federal government guidelines: plainlanguage.gov 

Ø  Writing for emerging readers goes beyond plain 
language in that it considers the reading 
characteristics of this specific population. 
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WRITING GUIDELINES 

Ø  Content  

Ø  Grammar and sentence structure 

Ø  Vocabulary 

Ø  Text Supplements 
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CONTENT 

1.  Present key information only. 

2.  Present information in small chunks. 

3.  Support the reader with redundancy and 
chronological flow. 

 
Write what the client needs to know,  

not what you need to say. 
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GRAMMAR AND SENTENCE STRUCTURE 

4.  Use simple sentences, short paragraphs, 

and bullet points. 

5.  Use active verbs rather than passive ones, 

and use the simplest verb form possible. 
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VOCABULARY 

6.  Choose the simplest term. 

7.  Use the same word consistently for the same thing. 

8.  Be aware of technical terms, abbreviations, and 
idiomatic expressions. Use them only if you are sure 
the reader will understand them. 

9.  Use the noun instead of the pronoun for an item 
whenever possible. 

10.  Use second person address (“you”) to speak directly 
to the reader. 
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TEXT SUPPLEMENTS 

11. Use headings and subheads to guide the 
reader. 

12. Use examples to illustrate your meaning. 

13. Use graphics to present concepts in visual 
ways. 

14. Use tables to organize information for the 
reader. 
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WRITING PRACTICE 

Avoid payday lenders. A payday loan is a cash advance secured by a personal 
check or paid by electronic transfer. It is very expensive credit. How 
expensive? Say you need to borrow $100 for two weeks. You write a personal 
check for $115; $15 is the fee to borrow the money. The check casher agrees 
to hold your check until your next payday. When that day comes around, 
either the lender deposits the check and you redeem it by paying the $115 in 
cash, or you roll over the loan and are charged $15 more to extend the 
financing 14 more days. If you agree to electronic payments instead of a 
check, here’s what would happen on your next payday: the company would 
debit the full amount of the loan from your checking account electronically, or 
extend the loan for an additional $15. The cost of the initial $100 loan is a 
$15 finance charge, which works out to an annual percentage rate of 391 
percent. If you roll-over the loan three times, the finance charge would climb 
to $60 to borrow the $100. 
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WRITING PRACTICE 

PAYDAY LOANS AND FINANCE CHARGES 

$100 
+ $15 
fee 

$115 + 
$15 fee 

$130 + 
$15 fee 

$145 + 
$15 fee 

$160 

Week 1 

Week 3 

Week 5 

Week 7 
Week 9 
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FINAL THOUGHTS 

Ø Put the message together in a way that works for you 
and for your readers. 

Ø Think about reader awareness as you read the writing 
of others. 

Ø Work with a colleague. Edit one another’s writing. 

Ø Ask your readers for input. 
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THANK YOU! 

Contact Info: 

Ø deborah.kennedy@key-words.us 

Ø www.key-words.us 
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