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Abstract

We study the alignment between human and au-
tomated assessments of Wikipedia articles’ read-
ability using surveys and interviews. We find that
people’s assessment of readability is subjective,
depending on factors like the rater’s education.
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Introduction
Automatic Readability Assessment, one of the prereq-
uisites for text simplification, aims to computationally
measure the difficulty level of texts. Assessing the read-
ability of Wikipedia articles is of prime importance due
to Wikipedia’s value in educational contexts. Previous re-
search has used automated readability metrics on English
Wikipedia articles, and found that their readability level
is too high, often catering to highly educated people while
remaining inaccessible to wider populations (Lucassen et
al., 2012). To address these knowledge gaps, the Simple
Wikipedia project1 attempts to create simpler, more read-
able versions of English Wikipedia articles. However, it
is unclear if automated readability metrics are well-suited
for assessing the readability of Wikipedia articles. Par-
ticularly, we know little of whether people’s perceptions
of readability align with these automated measures, es-
pecially for Wikipedia and it’s Simple edition.

Therefore, to better understand how readers gauge the
readability of Wikipedia articles, we conduct surveys to
obtain quantitative and qualitative measures of perceived
readability. By studying the alignment between people’s
perception of readability of Wikipedia articles and au-
tomated readability metrics, we shed light on the utility,
applicability, and limits of these automated measures.

In this extended abstract, we discuss preliminary re-
sults of people’s assessment of readability based on pilot
surveys and cognitive pretesting (Koskey, 2016). Specifi-
cally, we sample pairs of articles from English and Simple
Wikipedia, and ask participants which article snippet they
find easier to read and understand, without telling them
which snippet comes from which Wikipedia edition. We

1https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Main_Page

also obtain the participants’ relevant background and de-
mographic information, such as their education levels,
level of fluency in English, etc. Finally, we complement
the findings from this survey using cognitive pretesting.

We find that the agreement between survey participants
is lower than fair agreement, indicating that people fail
to come to a consensus about which snippet is simpler to
read and understand. We also find varying and opposing
views on what facets of text drive readability assessments.

Data and Methods
Survey Layout. We used LimeSurvey2 to construct our
survey. To control for confounds due to the topic of the
articles, each survey question consists of pairs of snippets
that came from the same article, but in different readabil-
ity levels, i.e., pairs of snippets where one article was from
Simple Wikipedia (easy, labeled ‘simple’) and the other
from English Wikipedia (difficult, labeled ‘en’). We also
added an optional free-text question at the end of the sur-
vey for the participants to describe what type of strategies
they rely on when judging the ease of reading. Since we
opt for a descriptive annotation paradigm (Röttger et al.,
2022), i.e., our goal is to understand how people perceive
readability without priming, we do not provide an explicit
definition of what ‘simpler’ means. Figures 2 and 3 show
the layout of our survey.

Data Selection and Preprocessing. We used the Me-
dia API to collect 103,971 articles and their texts, where
each text was taken from the same article in two different
versions (Simple Wikipedia and English Wikipedia). We
retained those pairs which have at least three sentences for
both versions. Since we can only show a limited amount
of text in the survey, we truncated all the articles to 750
characters to obtain article snippets. We then randomly
selected 40 pairs of snippets for the pilot. We calculated
the automated readability score of all snippets with the
Flesch Reading Ease (FRE) formula.3

Survey Participants. We recruited 15 participants
from Prolific,4 who were either fluent in English or had
English as their first language. Each participant was
shown 10 randomly selected pairs out of the total 40

2https://www.limesurvey.org/
3https://pypi.org/project/textstat/
4https://www.prolific.com/
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Figure 1: Association between Education Levels of Participants and their Perception of Readability. People with
higher education levels, especially those with graduate degrees, tend to pick the ‘en’ version, i.e,, the more difficult
English Wikipedia version as more readable. (‘HS’: High School, ‘Comm. College’: Technical or Community College,
‘UG’: Undergraduate Degree, ‘PG’: Graduate Degree)

snippet pairs and each pair had at least three ratings.
Cognitive Pretesting. The pretesting was done with

three participants who took the same survey taken by
the Prolific participants, but this time while engaging in a
‘think-aloud’ session with an interviewer, where the inter-
viewee explained why they rated a snippet to be simpler.

Results

Analyzing the results from survey, we find that out of a to-
tal of 150 ratings of the 40 snippets, the Simple Wikipedia
version was picked to be more readable 58 times, i.e., only
38.6% of the time. Interrater-agreement, measured us-
ing Krippendorf’s 𝛼 is 0.15; this indicates low or weak
agreement. We find no correlation of agreement with
difference in FRE scores of the pair of articles. The
raletively low rate of picking the Simple Wikipedia ver-
sion and the low agreement indicates that there is some
subjectivity in people’s perception of readability. How-
ever, one of the factors driving this subjectivity could be
the raters’ education levels; people with higher education
levels tended to pick the English Wikipedia (and not the
Simple Wikipedia) snippet as more readable (Figure 1).

Qualitatively analyzing the free-text answers about
strategies for assessing readability, we find that raters
have variable preferences — some prefer shorter sen-
tences, while others think that too-short sentences break
the text’s flow. During the pretesting interviews, we find
that raters struggle to identify the more readable snippet
when the two snippets in a pair diverge in terms of con-
tent, indicating a specific issue with Wikipedia English-
Simple pairs and document-level readability assessment
vs. the more common sentence-level assessments.

In conclusion, our preliminary results from the pilot
reveal that readability is subjective and may depend on
several characteristics of the raters (e.g., education level),
of the content (e.g., short vs. long sentences, complex
words), and possibly their combination.

Discussion
Given the importance of Wikipedia for educational and
informative purposes, it is crucial to measure the readabil-
ity level of Wikipedia articles in a reliable and sound man-
ner. Automatic Readability metrics are widely used, how-
ever they might not align with people’s perceptions (Alva-
Manchego et al., 2021). Furthermore, there are very
few studies measuring people’s readability assessment of
Wikipedia articles. This work attempts to bridge this
gap by using a mixed-methods approach, relying on sur-
veys and pretesting interviews. Our ongoing work and
preliminary results surface the subjectivity of assessing
readability and point to the need for studying reader de-
mographics as a mediating variable. We will follow-up
on this work to conduct a survey with a larger pool of par-
ticipants and more article pairs. Our work has important
implications in the context of personalizing Wikipedia ar-
ticles for specific and diverse audience groups, based on
their motivations, backgrounds, and sociodemographics.
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Figure 2: Instructions given to participants in the Readability Assessment Survey.

Figure 3: Example of Questions in the Readability Assessment Survey. Each question consists of one of the 10
snippet pairs and the question soliciting the readability rating for it, including the “both are equally easy” option for
cases perceived to be ambiguous.
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