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This paper presents some of the finding from a series of investigations of 
English and technical reading skills involving 336 undergraduate students 
at the University of Technology, Sydney and undertaken during Autumn 
Semester 1992.  In the initial study, 101 Non-English speaking background 
students (NESB) and 235 English speaking background students (ESB) 
completed the English Skills Assessment Part II (ESA II).  The ESA test 
batteries were developed by The Australian Council for Educational Research 
to meet the needs for a comprehensive, readily administered test of basic 
English and reading skills.  A major use of the ESA is as a diagnostic 
tool.  Emphasis when interpreting test scores is upon the type of errors 
made by students rather than the total test score (ACER 1982).  

In subsequent studies, randomly selected subgroups of the same student body 
participated in investigations into the effects of various factors upon 
recall of text content, or upon comprehension of technical material.

This paper focuses on three important study findings:
1. The difference in performance on the tasks for ESB and NESB student 
groups
2. The major problems evidenced by students in comprehension of a passage 
of technical text
3. Strategies that may assist students to improve comprehension of 
technical reading materials

The ESA II
The ESA was developed by ACER from two American tests of tertiary students 
writing skills.  It is designed to provide a general indication of the 
level of English expression as well as of some of the  specific types of 
errors of expression made by tertiary students (Holbrook & Bourke 1989).  
Content is closely related to the English program taught in many Australian 
schools and it is reported to be the only readily available diagnostic test 
of English Skills adapted for use with Australian tertiary students.    

Details of the content of the ESA II are included in Appendix I.  It is a 
multiple choice instrument with 93 questions arranged in five separate 
sections: Comprehension II, Usage, Vocabulary, Sentence Structure and 
Logical Relationships. The ESA II is designed to provide information about 
students strengths and weaknesses in areas of English and reading skills, 
to promote individualised student instruction and to help teachers to 
develop effective English and remedial programs (ACER 1982). 



In an evaluation of the instrument, Holbrook and Bourke (1989) compared 
tertiary students' performance on the ESA (Parts I and II) with their 
performance on two other forms of assessment of writing skills.  The ESA 
was found to provide a general indication English expression level andto 
identify some of the types of errors of expression made by tertiary 
students. They found that the level of the test was more appropriate and 
reliable when used with students who have lower levels of English 
expression, for example Accounting I students, compared with  more advanced 
tertiary students, such as fourth year Dip Ed students.

1: ESA II profiles for NESB and ESB groups

Aim
The study was undertaken to examine English and reading skills for ESB and 
NESB student groups in relation to the specific diagnostic areas of the ESA 
II.  

Procedure
The students included in the study were enroled in undergraduate 
communication or psychology subjects in the Faculties of  Design, 
Architecture and Building, Engineering, Mathematical and Computing 
Sciences, Science, or  Social Sciences. During one workshop session 
students completed and scored their own ESA II assessments. Students kept 
their individual profiles but returned the original answer sheet, together 
with details of age, gender, whether English was their first language, and 
if not, how many years English had been spoken. The answer sheets were then 
rescored by the researchers and entered into a computer data base for 
analysis.  Students completed the assessments anonymously.  

Results and Discussion

The percentage frequency distributions of total ESA II scores for ESB and 
NESB groups are shown in Table 1.  The differences between the two 
distributions shown are dramatic.  One quarter of the NESB students scored 
lower than the lowest ESB student, while only 15% of NESB scored at or 
above the mean for ESB students.  Only 7% of the ESB students scored at or 
below the mean for the NESB group.  
____________________________________________________________
ESA II Score   ESB Students   NESB Students
     Frequency      % Frequency    Frequency % Frequency
____________________________________________________________
19-23     1    1
____________________________________________________________
24-28     4    3.9
____________________________________________________________
29-33                         4    3.9
____________________________________________________________
34-38     10   9.9



____________________________________________________________
39-43                         8    7.9
____________________________________________________________
44-48     1    0.4  10   9.9
____________________________________________________________
49-53     8    3.4  9    8.9
____________________________________________________________
54-58     7    2.9  13   12.8
____________________________________________________________
59-63     15   6.3  9    8.9
____________________________________________________________
64-68     27   11.5 11   10.8
____________________________________________________________
69-73     36   15.3 6    5.9
____________________________________________________________
74-78     52   22.1 9    8.9
____________________________________________________________
79-83     36   15.3 5    4.9
____________________________________________________________
84-88     40   17.0 2    1.9
____________________________________________________________
89-93     13   5.5
____________________________________________________________
Table 1:  Frequency and percentage frequency distributions of ESA II scores 
for the NESB (N=101) and ESB (N=235) student groups.  

Overall, the ESA II mean score (54.8 + 15.8) for the NESB students was 
statistically significantly lower than the mean score (74.9 + 9.7) for the 
ESB students (t=14.2, p<0.0005).  In each area and for the total ESA II,  
the ESB students scored statistically significantly higher than the NESB 
students.  Further, in each case the t test had a significance level of 
p<0.0005.

Table 2 shows mean scores, expressed as percentages of the maximum score 
for each area, for the 235 ESB students and the 101 NESB students in 
relation to the five test areas and for the complete ESA II.  Table 3 
provides a breakdown of the results for the five test areas in relation to 
the separate diagnostic or skills items that contribute to each area.   In  
Appendix I, the details of the content of each diagnostic item are 
summarised.  For every item,  in both tables, the mean score for the ESB 
students was statistically significantly higher than for the NESB group at 
the p<0.0005 level of significance (t test).
                              _____________________________________
ESA II    Mean Score as Percentage of Maximum Score for ESA II Area
Area ESB  NESB
     
1. Comprehension II
Maximum score: 15   89%  73%  



2.  Usage
Maximum score: 20   79%  54%  
3. Vocabulary
Maximum score: 20   77%  53%  
4. Sentence Structure    
Maximum score: 18   79%  58%  
5. Logical Relationships 
Maximum score: 20   82%  58%  
All areas of ESA II  
Maximum score: 93   81%  59%  
     Table 2: Mean scores shown as a percentage of the maximum score for 
the test area, for the five ESA II test areas and for the total ESA II,  
for ESB (N=235) and NESB (N=101) students. 

                                   
ESA II    Mean Score as Percentage of Maximum Score for ESA Item
Item ESB  NESB
                                   
     Comprehension II Items
1. Understanding main ideas  
Maximum score: 5    88%  70%
2. Understanding direct statements  
Maximum score: 6     90% 78%
3. Drawing inferences                     
Maximum score: 4    88%  68%            
                                   
     Usage Items
1. Pronouns 
Maximum score: 3    80%  53%
2. Modifiers 
Maximum score: 5    84%  56%
3. Diction and idiom 
Maximum score: 6    77%  52%            
4. Verbs 
Maximum score: 6    77%  55%
                                   
     Vocabulary Item
1. Synonyms
Maximum score: 20   77%  53%
                                   
     Sentence Structure Items
1. Using complete sentences
Maximum score: 3    70%  40%        
2. Using coordination and subordination 
Maximum score: 9    81%  63%       
3. Placing modifiers appropriately
Maximum score: 6    80%  60%
                                   



     Logical Relationships Items  
1. Using appropriate connectives
Maximum score: 8    80%  55%       
 2. Drawing analogies
Maximum score: 5    90%  66%       
3. Recognising principles of organisation
Maximum score: 7    77%  54%
                                   
Table 3: Mean scores expressed as pecentages of maximum item scores for the 
individual ESA II diagnostic items for ESB (N=235) and NESB (N=101) 
students.  

Holbrook and Bourke (1989) regard the 70 percent correct response rate 
(overall and for individual ESA areas) as the minimally acceptable level, 
below which academic performance could be expected to suffer.  Referring to 
Table 1, in relation to this criterion, over 67% of the NESB group compared 
with 13% of the ESB group are below this criterion level (ie scored below 
65 on the ESA II).  That is, the ESA II scores predict that the academic 
performance of these students would be adversely affected by these English 
skills deficits.  

Table 2 indicates that the mean scores for the NESB group only pass this 
criterion for the Comprehension II Area and, from Table 3, this results 
from means for the the items  Understanding Direct Statements and 
Understanding Main Ideas.  Both these involve more basic reading skills. 
Understanding direct statements involves the simplest comprehension skill, 
the restatement of the passage.  This requires some idea of the meaning of 
a group of words in a given context, and some knowledge of vocabulary.  
Understanding main ideas  involves understanding what the passage is about 
and requires the ability to recognise generalisations, to identify their 
supporting details and to distinguish fact from opinion.  The ESB group's 

mean scores for ESA II areas ranged from 89% of maximum score for 
Comprehension II to 77% for Vocabulary.  The NESB group's mean scores 
showed wider variation, from 73% of maximum area score for Comprehension 
II, to 53% for Vocabulary.

The difference between the groups' mean scores was not consistent among the 
areas or items tested.  The two groups' mean scores were most similar for 
the Comprehension II area (NESB mean = 82%  ESB mean) and most disparate 
for Usage (NESB mean = 68% ESB mean).

With reference to the Newcastle University study by Holbrook and Bourke 
(1989), the results for the ESB group are comparable with those for their  
English I student group  (N=74), for whom the mean was 76.5+10.72, and 
above the mean for their Accounting I students (mean 66.4±16.09).  The 
results for the NESB group however are below those for the Accounting 
Group, not only overall, but in all areas of the ESA II.  



The NESB students were grouped according to age at which they first spoke 
English and means for duration of English usage and ESA II scores compared 
for each  three-year subgroup. This distribution is shown in Table 4.
                                   
Age English         N    Mean Age           ESA II Score  
first spoken    mean ±sd    %  max score
     1-3       6    19.3 +2.4 63.0 +11.8     (68%)
                                   
     4-6  18   18.7 +2.0 67.2 +1.0 (72%)
                                   
     7-9  20   19.5 +2.4 61.9 +14.6     (67%)     
                                   
     10-12     13   19.8 +1.5 45.2 +16.4     (49%)     
                                   
     13-15     11   20.5 +2.5 50.5 +13.4     (54%)
                                   

     16-18     12   21.2 +4.3 48.6 +12.5     (52%)
                                   
     19-21     10   24.1 +6.8 45.8 +12.6     (49%)     
                                   
     22-31     11   33.9 +4.1 47.5 +16.9     (51%)
                                   
Table 4: Mean (+ standard deviation) years English spoken and ESA II score 
for NESB students shown in relation to age in years at which English was 
first spoken.  Mean scores are also shown as percentages of maximum 
possible ESA II score (93).

There were statistically significant differences (p< 0.0001) among the ESA 
II mean scores for the different age of commencement of English groups of 
students    This related to significantly higher mean ESA II scores for 
students who began speaking English at ages 1-3, 4-6 or 7-9 years, compared 
with students from any other commencement age groups.   The results provide 
a textbook illustration of the relative ease with which a language is 
acquired by young children compared with adolescents or adults.  The mean 
ESA II score of 47.5 for all students beginning English  at age 10+years is 
only 74% that of the mean score of 64.2 for the students who began using 
English at ages 1-9 years (p<0.0005).

However, the ESA II mean scores for each of the three NESB groups whose 
English usage began during childhood are still dramatically lower than the 
mean score of 74.9 for the ESB students.  With reference to Holbrook and 
Bourke's (1989) criterion of 70 percent as the minimally acceptable score, 
below which academic performance would begin to suffer, the only NESB group 
clearly above this level are those beginning English between ages 4-7 
years.

These findings raise the question of the manner in which English is used in 



the lives of many NESB students.  For example, is English spoken regularly 
in the home environment or is it used in a more limited manner at work and 
at University?  Certainly, among students who are more recent arrivals to 
Australia, feedback has indicated that families are concerned their 
children will forget their native language and so English tends not to be 
spoken in the home.  Others report being the sole family member with 
substantial English and therefore unable to practice their English at home.

It would seem that without direct input, language learning may not be a 
process of ongoing development, but may become inert and fixed at some 
stage of learning.  The findings of this current study suggests that 
language learning strategies become habits which then do not allow students 
to develop an ongoing acquisition of knowledge nor a continuing development 
of strategies for reacting with written text in order to construct meaning 
(Hood & Solomon, 1985).

This first study established significant differences in performance for the 
NESB students as a group on the ESA II.  The second study examined such 
deficits in relation to comprehension of technical material.

2: Comprehension of Legal Text Material

From the total student group, 111 (83 ESB and 28 NESB) completed a second 
study that investigated comprehension of a legal passage.  The students 
were all first year Information Science students and were selected since 
they are required to read a wide range of technical material and because 
they have the opportunity of studying a legal strand at a later stage of 
their course.  The passage selected, The Pesticides Order 1978, has a 
number of features which made it appropriate for use:  

it was not likely to have been read by any student
it is particularly low on field specific items
it has many features in common with technical texts from other fields (ie 
expanded and condensed clauses, nominalisation and grammatical metaphor)

it is representative of legal texts the community reads in the course of 
daily activity of buying/selling property, signing contracts and so on.

Students also completed a brief questionnaire, aimed at determining their 
perceived difficulties in relation to comprehension of the legal text. In 
this way the study identified the problem areas for students, both 
perceived and otherwise and investigated the conscious or unconscious use 
of strategies students used to unravel the intricacies of the language of 
law.  This information would help determine what reading skills need to be 
taught to students to enable them to comprehend law more effectively.

Procedure

Students completed the two tasks during the same workshop.  They retained 



the same confidential identification codes they previously used for the ESA 
II study,  so that performance among the various tasks could be related.  
First they read an extract from the Pesticide Order 1978  (Appendix II) and 
responded to seven Law Comprehension Test questions (Appendix III).  While 
an upper time limit of 30 minutes was set  for the task, it was not 
required.

Students then completed the Legal Language Questionnaire (Appendix IV) 
which sought information about difficulties they encountered in 
understanding legal material and to be explicit about reading strategies 
they used when reading such material.

The relationship between performance on each Law Comprehension Test 
question and diagnostic groupings from the ESA II were examined more 
closely.   That is, mean ESA II scores were compared for students answering 
each individual  question correctly or incorrectly, to determine whether 
their response related significantly to skills areas of the ESA II.  This 
was completed separately for ESB and NESB groups.  That is, for each of the 
seven Law Comprehension Test questions,  ESB and NESB groups were 
subdivided on the basis of correctly or incorrectly answering the question 
and the mean scores for ESA II items were compared for the two groups using 
a t test.

Results and Discussion

The Law Comprehension Test was scored out of seven. Table 5 shows the 
percentage distribution of scores for the ESB and NESB groups. The 
distributions show similar patterns of performance to those found for the 
ESA II distribution of scores.   For example, 79 percent of the ESB scored 
at or above the mean for the NESB group compared with  26 percent of the 
NESB scored at or above the mean for the ESB group.  Table 6 shows mean 
scores for ESB and NESB groups for the seven comprehension test questions.  
Note that each score also indicates the proportion of NESB or ESB students 
correctly answering a question. 
     
__________________________________________________________________________
     Law Comprehension   Percent of student group
     Test Score     ESB  NESB
     
__________________________________________________________________________
     0    0    0    
     1    10   11
     2    11   41
     3    19   22
     4    31   11
     5    10   15
     6    11   0
     7    8    0



     
__________________________________________________________________________
Table 5: Percentage frequency distribution of Law Comprehension Test  
scores for ESB and NESB groups.

     
__________________________________________________________________________
Law Comprehension   Mean Score
Test Question  ESB  NESB significance level
     
__________________________________________________________________________
1    0.28      0.14      
2    0.97      1.0  
3    0.66      0.38 p<0.03
4    0.57      0.61 
5    0.38      0.24 
6    0.54      0.14 p<0.001   
7    0.34      0.4
     
__________________________________________________________________________
Table 6:  Mean scores for ESB and NESB groups for the seven comprehension 
test questions.  

Overall, the mean test score is statistically significantly higher for the 
ESB (3.8±1.7) than the NESB group (2.9±1.0) t=2.621, p<0.01). This was also 
the case for questions 3 and 6 (question 3 means: 0.66 cf 0.38, p<0.02 and 
question 6 means: 0.54 cf 0.14, p<0.001). 

Since each question was scored out of 1, the mean score for each question 
shown in the table is also the proportion of ESB or NESB students correctly 
answering that question. Virtually all students from either group answered 
question 2 correctly.  Very similar proportions of ESB or NESB students  
correctly answered questions 2, 4 and 7.   Questions 1 and 6 posed the 
greatest difficulty for the NESB group (with 14% correct in each case).  
However, for ESB students question 6 did not share this level of  
difficulty.  

Ranking the level of difficulty of the questions for the ESB and NESB 
students, showed some similarities.  For both groups, question 2 was least 
difficult,  question 1 most difficult and question 5 was third most 
difficult .  The major differences related to questions 6 and 3, already  
noted to have significant differences in mean scores for ESB and NESB 
groups.  However, while the rankings for the NESB and ESB groups may have 
been similar, it is important to note that must higher proportions of NESB 
incorrectly answered questions 1, 3, 5 and 6. Indeed, the majority of the 
NESB group incorrectly answered five of the seven questions, compared with 

three of the seven question for the ESB group.



Discussion of Individual Law Comprehension Test Question Results

Question 1. What does the Registrar of Pesticides do in this order?
The order is syntactically complex.  The initial thirteen clause sentence 
consists of coordinating, subordinating and modifying clauses.  The first 
sentence is discontinuous text since the intrusions of the dependent 
clauses mean that the reader has to keep track of many constituents 
concurrently.  It is this ability to recognise the logical relationships 
between clauses that is primarily tested by Question 1.  The question 
necessitated that respondents connected the subject 'I' (line 1) with the 
finite 'do' (Line 2) with the main verb 'authorise' (line 4).  This 
particular combination of grammatical features most likely accounted for 
the poor scoring of both ESB and NESB students. Question 1 was the most 
difficult for both ESB and NESB groups with only 28% of ESB and 14% of NESB 
answering it correctly.

Question 2.  Does this order apply to 2 litre containers?
This requires the reader to draw logical conclusions.  The answer had to be 
deduced from the text and was not available directly to the reader.  Almost 
all students answered correctly.

Question 3.  Does this order represent a tightening or easing of 
restrictions under the Pesticides Act 1978?  
This question requires the reader to identify the order as an easing of 
restrictions (line 8 and section 6).  The aim of question 3 is to test the 
student's ability to understand direct statements (ie to do or to omit to 
do certain things). Since it provided a clear choice then an element of 
guess may contribute to the question.  This can be examined in relation to 
responses to Question 4, which required the part of the passage that 
provided this information.  Responses to Question 3 (and 4 )may have been 
affected by acculturation factors - there is an expectation that 
legislation usually tightens rather than eases restrictions.
There was a statistically significant difference in ESB and NESB mean 
scores for Question 3 (p<0.03), while 66% of the ESB group compared with 
38% of the NESB group answered correctly.

Question 4.  What part of the order gives you this information?  
This question focuses on the macro structure of the text as an easing of 
restrictions and thus the reader had to be able to identify main ideas and 
this required linking relative pronouns (such as 'which' (line 13) with the 
nouns to which they refer (line 9)  The responses to Question 4 included 
incorrect reasons to support the answer to question 3.  For example 
incorrectly stating the order was a tightening of restrictions but quoting 
a correct piece of text to show the order eased restrictions.  The two 
groups performed similarly on the question with 57% of ESB and 61%  of NESB 
students answering correctly.

The text has an enabling function (I ... authorise any person [other 



than..] to do or omit to do any one or more things) and eases restrictions 
imposed by the text itself (the doing of which, or the omission to do which 
would, but for this order ... constitute an offence).
However the text contains a predominance of negatives (no responsibility, 
may not, does not,  shall not) and ideas of exclusion (any person other 
than),  prohibition (a person shall not...unless) and restriction (this 
order is in force from .. to .)
This incongruity between the text's enabling function and its restraining 
function seemed to be a major difficulty for students.  At the macro level, 
the Pesticide Order is a written command with the expected response or 
undertaking to comply.

Question 5.  What can a person legally do because of this order?
This question required the informant to relate certain things (Line 13) 
back to Section 29(1), 29(2)c etc in line 8.  Inferencing skills may have 
allowed some readers to connect 'certain things (line 13) with section 29 
or 30 (line 8). This question, which ranked third most difficult for both 

groups, was correctly answered by 38% of the ESB group and 24% of the NESB 
group.

Question 6.  Who does this order apply to?
This question tested general comprehension which necessitated students 
being aware that the order applied to any person 'other that' two groups of 
people.   Those excepted from complying with the order were given 
additional focus by the layout of the text. This tested the ability to 
recognise modification at clause level. 

Overall this question was answered correctly by  14% of NESB and 54% of ESB 
students.  This difference in performance was statistically significant 
(p<0.001).  For the NESB group, the question ranked equally most difficult 
(with Question 1) but third easiest for the ESB group. 

Question 7.   In your own words give a brief summary of the disclaimer in 
Section 6.
This was correctly answered by  34% of ESB and 40% of NESB. Similar to 
Question 2, the information needed to reply to this question was contained 
in a section of the order which was lexically uncomplicated.  This question 
aimed to test student's ability to summarise text by selecting major ideas.  
It wold appear however from the poor overall success rate that the legal 
term 'disclaimer' proved to be a difficulty for no law readers, since there 
were no surrounding contextual clues to help students deduce its meaning.  
The question did however give a certain focus to the information required 
by drawing attention to Section 6, which contained three main points.  To 
score on this question, any two of the three points was required, and 
required to be summarised in the student's own words.  By doing so it was 



possible to ascertain whether reader had interpretative level skills.

The major reading skill deficit shown by students in relation to this 
question was that they focussed on only one third of the relevant text 
rather than the whole of the relevant section. Thus, they tended to only 
summarise one of the three points included in Section 6. This finding can 
be related to responses to Item 4 in the Legal Language Questionnaire (see 
page 10), where some students report reading word by word and relying 
heavily on dictionaries, such strategies interfere with gaining an overview 
of a text.

Relationship between scores for ESA items and Law Comprehension Test scores
For each test question, in turn,  ESB and NESB groups were subdivided on 
the basis of correctly or incorrectly answering each Law Comprehension Test 
question, and the mean scores for ESA II items were compared for the two 
groups (unpaired t test).  Table 7 includes all significant  (at least 
p<0.05) differences found for comparisons between ESB and NESB group  mean 
scores on the ESA II items and the Law Comprehension Test.

For the ESB students, in general, the mean ESA II score was higher (and 
often statistically significantly higher) for students correctly answering 
a question of the Law Comprehension Test  compared with those incorrectly 
answering.  This applied not only to the total ESA II score, but to many of 
the specific diagnostic areas. This supports the validity of the Law 
Comprehension Test questions as a test of comprehension of English, as well 
as identifying the specific skills areas involve for each question.

However, for the NESB this comparison revealed few significant 
relationships.  Factors involved here include the generally low performance 
of the NESB group both on the individual ESA area skills (ie a paucity of 
high scorers to compare with low scorers) and on the Law Comprehension Test 
questions.

For example, typically, where there were statistically significant 
differences in ESA II item scores for groups correctly or incorrectly 
responding to a Law Comprehension Test question,  the 'correct' responders 
had very high scores for the  ESA II area (ie scores that ranged from 80 - 
100% of the maximum score for the area).  This was the case for both ESB 
and NESB groups, however, for the NESB group, very small number of students 
were involved.  

By contrast, there were wide differences for NESB and ESB groups in their 
mean scores for the 'incorrect' responders for the same comparisons.  The 
ESB group ESA II area means ranged from high 60 to low 80s percent of 
maximum score, compared with the NESB group means, ranging from 40 to 60 



percent of maximum score. From the table it can be seen that the skills 
involved in the individual ESA II diagnostic sections were significantly 
related to students correctly or incorrectly answering most of the law test 
questions for the ESB students, but not for the NESB students.
________________________________________________________
ESA II    Law Test Question
Area Item 1    3    4    5    6    7
___________________________________________________________________________
Comprehension II
Understanding  E    E              
main ideas          ***N
___________________________________________________________________________
Understanding  E
direct statements
___________________________________________________________________________
Drawing inferences  E    E    E         *E
___________________________________________________________________________
Usage
Pronouns                      **E
___________________________________________________________________________
Modifiers *E                  ***E E
          **N
___________________________________________________________________________
Diction and idiom   ***E      ***E E    E    **E
     N
___________________________________________________________________________
Verbs     **E                 E    E
___________________________________________________________________________
Vocabulary                         
Synonyms  ***E      *E        **E  **E
___________________________________________________________________________
Sentence structure
Using complete      *E        E
sentences
___________________________________________________________________________
Using coordination  **E  *E   E
and subordination                  N
appropriately
___________________________________________________________________________
Placing modifiers                       ***E
appropriately                      N
___________________________________________________________________________
Logical relations
Recognising principles   E    ***E *E   *E   ***E
of organisation                         *N
___________________________________________________________________________
Using appropriate   E         ***E      E
connectives         N
___________________________________________________________________________
Drawing analogies   E



Significance level = 0.05 unless starred; * =p<0.01, **=p<0.005, 
***=p<0.001         
Table 7: ESA II items for which means scores differed significantly for 
groups correctly compared with incorrectly answering an individual Law 
Comprehension Test question. (E=ESB, N=NESB).

The Legal Language Questionnaire

The Legal Language Questionnaire (see Appendix IV) provided input from the 
students concerning their difficulties and strategies they employed with 
technical (legal) texts. Results are discussed in relation to these two 
areas.

1. Reading strategies used by students to gain meaning from technical texts
Questionnaire Item 4 sought information about conscious use by students of 
particular skills for reading law that they do not use the skills for 
reading as recreation.  Over one third of the NESB students were not aware 
of utilising any particular reading strategies. Further, the main 
strategies mentioned by the NESB students are ineffective as 
studying/reading strategies.  These included dependence on dictionaries 
(25%), reading word by word (25%) and attempting to memorise key words. 
That is, over half of those students who think they employ useful reading 
strategies are in fact using ones that are counterproductive in their 
attempts to gain meaning from texts.

Thirty percent of ESB students did not consciously use particular skills 
when reading difficult texts.  Categories of strategies provided by ESB 
students tended to be vague or all encompassing.  Strategies each mentioned 
by approximately one quarter of students included greater concentration 
(which may or may not incorporate many subskills), the need to re read a 
text several times,  text analysis or identifying the relationship of 
ideas.  Ten percent of ESB students each mentioned identification of key 
words or attempting to gain adequate background knowledge prior to reading 
a technical text - a useful strategy.  The strategy of identifying key 
words is more useful memorising words (mentioned by NESB students) since 
the aim is understanding, cue formation and concept formation rather than 
recall. 
 
2. Textual difficulties raised by NESB and ESB students
Syntax was a reported difficulty by 40% of NESB students, who stated that 
long and or complex sentences caused confusion as well as significantly 
lowering recall of information. When asked to rank items of difficulty on a 
six point scale (Item 5), complex sentences were ranked as most or equally 
most difficult by 27% of the NESB group. This finding was supported  by the 
NESB response to Question 1 of the Law Comprehension Test which required 
reading an extremely complex sentence.  Only 14% of NESB respondents were 
able to provide a correct response.  



The objective results of the ESA II collaborates the subjective findings of 
the Legal Language Questionnaire and the Law Comprehension Test findings.  
Sentence coordinating and subordination was quite satisfactorily completed, 
however, NESB students had greater difficulty with placing modifying 
clauses and phrases in appropriate sentence positions and had greatest 
difficulty in using complete sentences.

The results for the Usage component of the ESA II also suggests that the 
NESB students have many problems at sentence level of a text.  While the 
ESA II only tested personal and impersonal pronouns, however, when reading 
more abstract texts, the NESB students also must contend with relative 
pronouns (who which etc).  The NESB students had difficulty connecting 
pronouns with the nouns to which they referred.  It is likely that NESB 
students will have as much or greater difficulty connecting relative 
pronouns with the nouns/clauses to which they refer.

However, technical texts also use the reduced clause in order to condense 
information by omitting the relative pronoun (eg allow any person to do or 
omit to do certain things outlined in this order) and presuming on the 
skill of the reader to make the connection. The NESB student is at extreme 
disadvantage at this level of writing.  In response to Item 3 on the Legal 
Language Questionnaire, several NESB students mentioned that such reduced 
clauses were as problematic for them as complex sentences.

A further example of difficulty in correct usage of English is an 
examination of scores on the Verb section of the ESA II.  Verbs tested on 
the ESA II were concrete words, yet the NESB mean scores were  
significantly lower than for the ESB students.  However, when reading legal 
or technical text, a greater percentage of verbs used are abstract and 
therefore must present even greater problems for the NESB student.

In response to Legal Language Questionnaire Items 1,3,4 and 5, the lexical 
density of legal texts was raised by the majority of NESB students. Whether 
lexical density of the Pesticides Order was a difficulty for students was 
not directly assessable, however, the NESB responses to the Vocabulary 
section of the ESA II shows that students do have significant vocabulary 
difficulties.  However, it is acknowledged that if these students had been 
provided with a context for the tested items, they may have scored 
significantly higher.

NESB students stated repeatedly (in answer to Legal Language Questionnaire 
Items 1, 3, 4 and 5) that their difficulty was at word level.  To focus 
predominantly on one aspect of reading is ineffectual since the information 
density of a text is largely determined by larger grammatical units 
(Halliday 1985), and ESA II scores for Usage, Sentence Structure and 
Logical Relationships may have been adversely affected by poor word-by-word 
reading strategies.



As may be anticipated major reading difficulties raised by the ESB group 
were significantly fewer than those raised by the NESB group. However, both 
groups had similar concerns.  

ESB students, like NESB students reported complexity of sentences as a 
major source of difficulty.  This was reflected in their low scores on 
question 1 of the Law Comprehension test, where only 28% were able to 
answer correctly.

Sentence structure was a major concern for one third of all respondents. 
This was followed by complaints that jargon or terminology interfered with 
meaning (27%). However, If terminology is difficult for ESB students, they 
are generally able to relate the item to the context and use cultural or 
prior knowledge cues to be able to predict a meaning. 

It is significant that one quarter of ESB students stated that 'connecting 
up' ides or analysing the text was a useful strategy. Identification of 
main words as a reading strategy suggests that these students may use words 
to construct their own texts which indicates that the interpretative level 
of reading is in place.  Several students also raised the point that having 
an adequate background knowledge was useful prior to reading legal texts.
 

Reading strategies when reading for depth and detail,

For all readers, whether ESB or NESB, reading is an interplay of reader, 
text  and context (Siegal & Carey 1985) requiring two levels of skills; the 
literal and the interpretative.  First level skills focus on understanding 
the text and necessitates the ability to separate main ideas from 
supporting details and major from minor points.  A successful reader at 
this level has, at the end of the reading task, formed an overview of the 
text and can provide a summary of the read text.  Questions 1, 2, 5 and 7 
of the Law Comprehension were based on this literal level of meaning.

Second level skills involve interpreting the text.  The first stage at this 
level requires the reader to reflect on the text and to gain new insights 
from the text.  The next step for the interactive reader is to evaluate the 
text and finally to form a justifiable opinion about the text.  Questions 3 
and 4 of the Law Comprehension were based on the interpretative level of 
meaning.

These two levels of skills are necessary for all readers whether ESB or 
NESB. However, particular difficulties arise with the second level skills 
for NESB students since it is often culturally inappropriate for Asian 
students to  incorporate the interpretative level skills into their 
reading. Students in their homelands are required to learn facts and it is 
not their role to form opinions, evaluate texts or indeed to reflect on the 



significance of a text.  It is a difficult process to move these students 
from the literal level  of meaning to being constructors of meaning 
(Cairney 1990).  The poor results of NESB students in response to question 
3 indicate that for what ever reason, interpretative skills are not 
adequately developed.

In conjunction with the two levels of reading skills discussed above, all 
students need to have several strategies for unravelling difficult texts.  
Collins and Smith's (1985) taxonomy of reading failures is a useful tool.  
Their taxonomy encourages students to identify where the reading problem 
arises - at word, sentence, paragraph or whole text level. Once identified,  
the student is encouraged to implement  a series of strategies which are 
graded from least disruptive to the reader's connectedness to the text to 
most disruptive.  These strategies include suspending judgement and reading 
on, to forming a tentative hypothesis, to rereading or resorting to the 
most disruptive stage of having to go to an expert source (another book, 
lecturer etc).  Collins' and Smith's comprehension monitoring skills allow 
for word level failures through to text level failures to be accommodated.  
In practice, the comprehension monitoring skills and strategies discourage 
the rigid adherence to set strategies as raised by NESB students in 
response top questionnaire item 4 (such as memorisation reading word by 
word) in favour of a flexible range of strategies which allow the 
possibility of greater comprehension of the text.  Nor does Collins' and 
Smith's taxonomy ignore the importance of vocabulary as an aid to 
developing concepts which is a significant aspect of being able to read 
inferentially as well as literally (Fullagar 1991).

The implementation of these strategies also discourages the heavy reliance 
on dictionaries as reported by 25% of NESB students in response to Item 4 
of the Legal language Questionnaire.  On the process of interacting with a 
text, the use of a dictionary is a last resort strategy since it is so 
disruptive to the reading process.

A comparison of the ESB and NESB students' scores on the ESA II highlights 
different areas of need for skills development. scores for understanding 
direct statements were comparable.  However increasingly the gap between 
the two groups mean scores widens with items testing the interpretative 
level of meaning, such as using appropriate connectives, drawing analogies, 
recognising principles of organisation. 

Research conducted by Brumfit (1984) and Ellis (1985) reported on 
communication strategies frequently used by NESB students.  These include 
mother tongue interference, overgeneralisation and reduction strategies.  
Because of the nature of the ESA II in this study it was not possible to 
ascertain the level of mother tongue interference or the process of 
overgeneralisation.  However, there was some evidence of the use of 
reduction strategies: students seem to focus on content words  (nouns and 
verbs) to build minimal texts from written contexts rather than using 
sentence connectors and modifiers which create the logical relationships 
between ideas.  



Comment
The results suggest that NESB of students is an important factor 
influencing their English and reading skills.  They also suggest that these 
are long term problems not automatically remedied by increasing years of 
speaking English as a second language.  Possibly, during the early stages 
of acquiring English many NESB students develop and rely upon less 
effective strategies in relation to reading and comprehension and these 
'habits' may not be replaced over time with more sophisticated and 
efficient strategies.  Investigation of such strategies forms one aspect of 

our present readability research.

The study findings indicate that the same technical text will present 
different problems for NESB and ESB students and thus to adequately address 
many students' needs, each group should be taught skills separately.

NESB students need assistance to develop reading skills and strategies 
transferable to a wide variety of reading tasks.  By focussing on reading 
at a word level, NESB students fail to connect ideas between sentences and 
larger units of text (Collins and Smith 1985).  In particular, NESB 
students need to be taught how to use cues within a text to generate and 
evaluate ideas appropriate for an English language cultural perspective.

Universities need to be aware that many NESB students have major problems 
with English comprehension, expression and writing and this will be 
reflected in their work in those disciplines that require skills in written 
English.  Lowering of tertiary educational standards should not be regarded 
as an option, since this devalues the tertiary qualification for all 
students, regardless of whether ESB and NESB.  Investigations are required 
to identify  possible counterproductive strategies NESB students may use 
(eg reading word by word, reliance on dictionaries, memorisation etc) and 
to develop effective strategies that can be substituted.  Perhaps more 
importantly, the problems that are present for many NESB students may need 
to be made clearer to students at risk when they enrol at University, and 
every encouragement should be given to such students to seek diagnostic and 
remedial assistance early in their studies.
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APPENDIX I
      ENGLISH SKILLS ASSESSMENT PART II: CONTENT AREAS

ESA II Content
The ESA II has five sections: Comprehension II, Usage, Vocabulary, Sentence 
Structure and Logical Relationships.  There are 93 questions in total. All 
responses are of multiple choice format requiring circling of one of four 
choices.  Each section of the ESA is timed (10 or 15 minutes each).  ACER  
report the times permit most students to consider every question.

1. Comprehension II: requires the use of sophisticated syntactic and 
semantic strategies in reading.  There are passages of 60-70 words that 
test the following comprehension skills:
1. Understanding main ideas : what the passage is about. Requires ability 
to recognise generalisations, to identify their supporting details and to 
distinguish fact from opinion.
2. Understanding direct statements : is the information understood?  
Involves the simplest comprehension skill, only requiring restatement of 
the passage.  Requires some idea of what a group of words mean in a given 
context, and some knowledge of vocabulary.
3. Drawing inferences: ability to recognise hidden meaning and specific 
inferences in a passage.

2. Usage: requires selection from a series of sentences, the part of each 
sentence that is in error, according to standard written English 
conventions. The types of errors include:



1. pronouns: for example, errors in pronoun case, shift in pronoun use, 
unclear or inappropriate references
2 . Modifiers:  adjective-adverb confusion and comparison of modifiers.
3. Diction and idiom: for example, incorrect choice of words or commonly 
accepted expressions in English.
4. Verbs:  errors in tense, sequence, subject-verb agreement and verb form.

3. Vocabulary: mainly a test of word knowledge, only involving selection of 
synonyms for given words in isolation.  Many students may recognise word 
meanings when they are in context. 

4. Sentence Structure: there are two kinds of question: (i) to find and 
correct an error, if present, in a sentence part printed in bold type (ii) 
to rephrase a sentence mentally, making a new sentence that is equally 
acceptable in standard written English. 
The English skills required  are:
1. Using complete sentences: how to make a sentence which, according to a 
generally accepted definition, expresses a complete thought and contains 
both a subject and predicate.
2. Using coordination and subordination appropriately: ability to put 
together different ideas in a sentence through correct use of conjunctions
3. Placing modifiers appropriately: ability to place a modifying phrase or 
clause in a sentence is that the meaning of the sentence is absolutely 
clear.

5. Logical Relations: how well students can see relationships between 
words, between sentences, and between ideas. Students must select the 
connective that will relate two parts of a sentence logically. They must 
choose words that have the same relationship as a given pair of words, and 
must determine the relationship between two sentences eg whether the 
relationship is one of statement restatement, contradiction or 
generalisation.   
The skills are classified into three groups:
1. Using appropriate connectives
2. Drawing analogies
3. Recognising principles of organisation.
 The ESA was developed:
1. to help teachers choose suitable instruction material for each student 
and modify existing programs to ensure effective learning

2. to identify students requiring special assistance before undertaking 
particular courses
3. to help select the content of remedial programs
4. to compare students performance on the ESA tests with achievements in 
other areas of the curriculum requiring competency in language and reading 
skills
5. to assess the relative standing of newcomers
6. to encourage student self assessment and provide guidance for students 
at a time in their education when they need a realistic assessment of their 



language and reading abilities

APPENDIX II
     LEGAL TEXT COMPREHENSION PASSAGE 

     NEW SOUTH WALES GOVERNMENT GAZETTE No. 126           [1 August, 1986]

NOTE: Students were told to ignore the paragraphs in italics (sections 2 
through 5.3) since they contained no relevant material.  These paragraphs 
were crossed out and marked OMIT

PESTICIDES ACT, 1978
PESTICIDE ORDER UNDER SECTION 27 (i)
Pesticide Order Number PO-CHDA-51

1.   HARVEY JOHN BAKER, being the Registrar of Pesticides appointed under 
the Pesticides Act, 1978, and in pursuance of the powers conferred on me by 
that Act, and with the consent of the Minister for Agriculture and 
Fisheries, do, by this my order, in respect of any pesticide, the 
distinctive name of which appearing in an application for registration made 
under section 8 (1) (a) (i) of the Pesticides Act, 1978, is specified in 
Schedule 1 hereto, authorise any person, other than:

     1.   a person who is an applicant for registration of such pesticide 
under the Pesticides Act, 1978; or

     2.   the person who, in the opinion of the Registrar, was the initial 
person who placed such pesticide on the market in New South Wales

to do, or omit to do, any one or more things the doing of which or the 
omission to do which would, but for this order and the operation of section 
28, constitute an offence under section 29 (1), section 29 92) (a), section 
29 (2) (c) or section 30 (1).

     This order does not apply to any pesticide which is in a container 
holding 1 litre or more.

FURTHER TERM(S) AND/OR CONDITION(S)

     1.   A person shall not sell or supply any pesticide unless a copy of 
a document containing the information specified in Schedule 2 hereto 
accompanies each pack of the pesticide product as presented for sale or 
supply, and/or is sold or supplied; and

     2.   Any person who sells or supplies the pesticide shall keep records 
of:

     2.1  the date of each sale or supply; and



     2.2  the distinctive name of the pesticide sold or supplied; and
     2.3  the quantity sold or supplied; and
     2.4  the name and complete address of the person to whom the pesticide 
is sold or supplied; and

     3.   The records referred to in Term or Condition 2 are to be 
available for inspection by an Inspector of Pesticides at any time; and

     4.   The records referred to in Term or Condition 2 are not required 
to be kept where the sale is by way of retail or supply is equivalent; and

     5.   A person who sells and/or supplies the pesticide shall not:

          5.1  before making a claim that the pesticide may be prepared for 
use and/or used in the situations and for the purpose specified in Schedule 
2 hereto, fail to read, or have read to him, the information specified in 
this pesticide order; and

          5.2  make a claim that the pesticide may be prepared for use 

and/or used int eh situations and for the purpose specified in Schedule 2 
hereto, unless that person, at the time of making such claim, specifies 
that:

               5.2.1     the preparation for use and/or use is the subject 
of a pesticide order made under the Pesticides Act, 1978; and

               5.2.2     it is a term or condition of the pesticide order 
that  a person shall not, before preparing for use and/or using the 
pesticide, int eh situations and for the purpose specified in the order, 
fail to read, or have read to him, the information specified in Schedule 2 
to Pesticide Order Number PO-CHDA-49; and

          5.3  make a claim that the pesticide may be prepared for use 
and/or used contrary to the instructions, terms and/or conditions specified 
in Schedule 2 hereto: and

     6.   The purpose of this pesticide order is nothing more than to allow 
any person to do, or omit to do, certain things outlined in this order; 
which things would, but for the making of this pesticide order, constitute 
an offence under the Pesticides Act, 1978.

          This pesticide order does not constitute any sort of 
recommendation by the Registrar of Pesticides, the Government, a Department 
of the Government, a governmental authority, an organisation, a corporation 
or any other person.

          No guarantee is given and no responsibility risk or liability is 
accepted, as to the effectiveness; safety including safety to the public, 



any individual, crops or other vegetation, or the environment; or any other 
thing; which may, or may not, occur as a result of:

          6.1  the information specified in this pesticide order; and/or

          6.2  selling or supplying any pesticide, and/or making a claim 
that the pesticide may be prepared for use and/or used.

     This order is in force from 7th June 1986, until 31st December 1986.

     Signed this 4th day of June, 1986.

          C. C. BYRNES for H. J. BAKER, Registrar of Pesticides.
________________________________________________________________

APPENDIX III
LEGAL TEXT COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

1.   What does the Registrar of Pesticides do in this order?

 

2.   Does this order apply to 2 litre containers?

3.   Does this order represent a tightening or easing of restrictions under 
the Pesticides Act 1978?

4.   What part of the order gives you this information?



5.   What can a person legally do because of this order?

6.   Who does this order apply to?

7.   In your own words give a brief summary of the disclaimer in section 6.

APPENDIX IV
LEGAL LANGUAGE QUESTIONNAIRE

Please circle correct answer.

1.   For you, in what ways is legal language different from ordinary 
English?

          

          

          

          

          

          

2.   Do you think legal documents have to be so different from ordinary 
English?



     Yes  No

     Why? or Why not?

          

          

          

          

          

          

3.   Do you often find after reading a legal document that you cannot 
remember what you have read?

     Yes  No

     Why do you think this happens?

          

          

          

          

          

4.   Are you aware of using any particular skills for reading law that you 
do not use the skills for reading as recreation?

     Give details.

          

          

          

          

          



          

5.   Number the items below 1 - 6 to show the area of greatest difficulty 
for you in understanding legal language?

     1 = greatest difficulty
     6 = least difficulty

          Number

     Lack of punctuation [     ]

     Ordinary words have special meanings    [     ]

     Long sentences [     ]

     Complex sentence patterns     [     ]

     Old fashioned words or phrases     [     ]

     Repetition of words and phrases    [     ]


