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a b s t r a c t

Reading academic and specialised texts in a foreign language is a difficult process, and
support for making materials more linguistically accessible is scarce. Approaches used in
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teaching could inform responses to this, as in EFL
academic texts are routinely simplified to make them more comprehensible. However,
there is a lack of research on the most used method of making texts more accessible –

intuitive text simplification. In this study, 24 experienced EFL teachers with Spanish,
Chinese and Russian language backgrounds were asked to simplify two academic texts in
an online task and then to explain their rationale for each change in a follow-up stimulated
recall interview. The study showed that despite the reliance on subjective approximations
of comprehensibility in intuitive simplification, there is a shared understanding among
teachers as to what constitutes a more accessible academic text in English. The study
creates a clearer conceptualisation of the processes involved in intuitive text simplification
and suggests a set of pedagogical guidelines that can be used in language teacher training
for both general and specific English teaching purposes, as well as in training and support
of English-medium instruction (EMI) teachers.

� 2022 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Reading is an important channel of learning, especially in academic contexts. However, reading academic texts in English
is often a difficult process for learners, particularly when English is not their first language (L1). Research evidence suggests
that the primary source of these difficulties posed by reading in a foreign language stems from the lack of vocabulary
knowledge in English and the consistency of comprehension across different sections of the text among learners, which
creates a barrier for many of them to understand the content presented in the text (e.g., Atai & Fatahi-Majd, 2014; Hsu, 2014;
Rets et al., 2020; Schmitt et al., 2011; Ward, 2001).

The difficulties associated with English academic reading among non-native speakers of English have been voiced in
various areas of English language instruction, with suggestions put forward that teachers should be able to adapt the content
of the class according to the learners’ English level (e.g., Coxhead & Boutorwick, 2018; Galloway et al., 2017). One such area
where these suggestions have been voiced is English-medium instruction (EMI). For example, Coxhead and Boutorwick
(2018) in their study with 468 participants enrolled in an EMI international secondary school found that low-proficiency
learners needed support with learning English academic vocabulary. The authors concluded that these learners ‘would
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benefit from teacher-developed learning materials’, or ‘simplified reading materials, which are more comprehensible in all
subject areas’ (Coxhead & Boutorwick, 2018, p. 606). A recent study in a representative ESP area – aviation English – also
suggested that additional teacher-guided language training is needed to prepare ESP students to learn how to clarify or
enhance explicitness of their message when communicating in English, as the lack of comprehensibility in their future
practice is directly related to fatal accidents (Ishihara & Prado, 2021).

Simplification of learningmaterials in English referred to in the studies above involves reducing the complexity level of the
original, authentic texts (texts written for English L1 speakers) to increase their linguistic accessibility andmake them a better
match to the learners’ English proficiency level (e.g., Crossley et al., 2012; Rets & Rogaten, 2021; Rets et al., 2022). A number of
studies have indicated that compared to authentic texts, simplified texts lead to better text comprehension (Crossley et al.,
2014; Long & Ross, 1993; Tweissi, 1998; Yano et al., 1994), text recall (Crossley & McNamara, 2016), and to shorter re-
inspection time of the text, while directing EFL learner’s attention to the text’s main themes (Rets & Rogaten, 2021).

At the same time, existing teacher training programmes do not offer courses aimed at equipping teachers with effective
linguistic accessibility strategies, support for the text adaptation process is scarce (Crossley et al., 2012; Jin & Lu, 2018), and
research on reading comprehension instruction in relation to English academic texts is still limited (Atai & Fatahi-Majd,
2014). For example, Carabantes and Paran (2022) reported that although the ability to select and design materials is
part of the official standards for teacher education in many countries, learning to adapt materials is ‘still an elusive
component in most teacher education programmes’ (p. 2). The lack of support with text simplification is particularly
prominent with EMI teachers, who are not trained to provide language support. Numerous studies showed that EMI
teachers admit to feeling inadequately prepared to teach non-native speakers of English (e.g., Doiz & Lasagabaster, 2021;
Farrell, 2020)

In lack of such support, teachers resort primarily to an intuitive approach, relying on their own teaching experience or
writing expertise, and on their beliefs concerning what makes a text more comprehensible to the target group of learners
(Crossley et al., 2012; Young, 1999). Secondarily, teachers turn to a structural approach to simplification, guided by the use of
word lists and traditional readability formulas to assess the complexity of the simplified texts afterwards (Jin & Lu, 2018). This
approach mainly involves replacing rare words with the words of higher frequency of use in the language, and shortening
sentences (Tickoo, 1993). Structural simplification can also involve elements of grammatical simplification – the process of
replacing advanced grammatical structures with the ones learners acquire at earlier stages of language development. For
example, Biber et al. (2011) contrasted 28 grammatical features in research articles with conversation and hypothesised that
lower-level proficiency learners are likely to use fewer noun phrases and complex phrases (groups of modifiers that do not
present a complete thought with a subject and verb). Follow up testing studies with participants at different levels of English
language proficiency confirmed this hypothesis (e.g., Ansarifar et al., 2018; Lan et al., 2022; Parkinson & Musgrave, 2014). The
evidence from these studies suggests that noun phrases and complex phrases might be avoided when preparing materials for
lower levels.

However, structural simplification has been criticised for its overreliance on readability formulas and the associated
practice of focusing on word frequency and sentence length alone in simplification. It has been demonstrated to be less
effective in helping readers understand the text, as this approach ignores or even disrupts text cohesion – the ways in which
the ideas conveyed in the text are connected (e.g., Crossley et al., 2016; Reed & Kershaw-Herrera, 2016). In light of these
inherent weaknesses of the structural approach, the use of this to develop simplified texts has been criticised (e.g., Crossley
et al., 2012; Long, 2020), making the first approach – intuitive simplification – a more popular type of text simplification used
in classrooms.

Despite the widespread use of intuitive simplification among teachers and its demonstrated potential to alleviate the
burden of comprehension, the changes that teachers make in the original texts ‘are not well studied or supported in literature
or in training courses’ (Tomlinson & Masuhara, 2017, p. 83). Furthermore, most studies with teachers on this topic are based
on verbal classroom discourse and do not focus on specific textual modifications that facilitate the comprehension of aca-
demic texts (e.g., Basturkmen & Shackleford, 2015; Glass & Oliveira, 2014).

The main purpose of this study is to identify the strategies that teachers use when simplifying academic texts for non-
native English speakers at lower proficiency levels. For this study, we chose English as a Foreign Language (EFL) context for
three reasons. First, the language classroom is the most immediate context of use of text simplification (Crossley et al., 2011,
2012; Long, 2020). Secondly, EFL teachers can be considered an expert population on the topic in light of their direct
experience with English learning materials, and their skill at judging the text’s level which is right for their learners (Jin &
Lu, 2018). Finally, while still aimed at non-native English speakers at varying levels of English proficiency, EFL curricula
have started to expose more learners to academic reading, as an increasing number of EFL learners go on to engage in
online, lifelong learning and follow subject courses in English (Atai & Fatahi-Majd, 2014; Bakken & Lund, 2018; Rets &
Rogaten, 2021).

Thus, one contribution of this study is to create a clearer conceptualisation of the processes involved in intuitive
simplification by building an inventory of simplification strategies used by teachers. Additionally, this inventory and a text
simplification task can be used in teacher training programmes to better prepare novice teachers in both general and specific
English teaching settings for the challenges they will face in their future practice. This study can also inform those working in
other areas, such as EMI, on strategies for mediating access to the text’s content.
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2. Literature review

2.1. Effects of intuitive text simplification

Substantial research on intuitive text simplification has analysed the effects of this practice and the kind of linguistic
features simplified texts have. One foundational work on the topic has been carried out by Allen (2009), who built a corpus of
news texts in English intuitively simplified to beginner, intermediate and advanced English as a second language (L2) levels.
The author then compared the use of relative clauses across the three levels of the simplified texts. In the methodology
section, the study provided a brief account of how the authentic texts were simplified – only simplifying when absolutely
necessary; modifying idiomatic language at the intermediate level and removing it completely from the elementary level;
removing all passive structures and phrasal verbs from elementary level texts. Allen (2009) showed that relative clauses were
often omitted from lower levels when the person performing intuitive simplification needed to abridge the original text or
split sentences – divide a long, complex string of clauses into single, independent clauses. The author further found that
relative clauses were added to simplified texts when there was a need to supply information in the text or elaborate on causal
relationships. The corpus of intuitively simplified texts in Allen (2009) was further explored in the subsequent studies of
Crossley et al. (2011, 2012).

Crossley et al. (2011) investigated which readability formula best classifies the text level of intuitively simplified texts.
Their study showed that the readability formula, which was based on psycholinguistic and cognitive models of reading, had
higher scores for this classification than the traditional readability formulas. Thus, the study showed that writers who are
engaged in intuitive text simplification do not simply select words that are shorter, or reduce the number of words in sen-
tences, but instead focusmore on the features related to text comprehensibility (e.g., cohesion andmeaning construction) and
cognitive reading processes (e.g., decoding and syntactic parsing).

Crossley et al. (2012) examined which linguistic features distinguish the levels of intuitively simplified texts (beginner,
intermediate and advanced) from one another, and more generally – what linguistic features constitute comprehensible
input. The study showed that the beginning simplified texts contained more cohesive devices, less sophisticated language,
and easier syntax (e.g., greater syntactic similarity and fewer words before the main verb) than the advanced simplified texts.
Themajority of the differences found between the levels were lexical in nature, with lexical diversity (proportion of unique vs.
repeated words in the text) demonstrating the strongest relationship to the text level.

Two common findings in these studies are that text simplification produces texts that contain more linguistic features
related to text comprehension and readability than authentic texts, and that intuitive text simplification is multifaceted, going
beyond the traditional processes used in structural simplification. However, the sizeable body of research literature on text
simplification mainly consists of testing studies that examined the effects of simplified texts either using comprehension
testing with EFL learners (Crossley et al., 2014; Long & Ross, 1993; Tweissi, 1998; Yano et al., 1994), or corpus and compu-
tational approaches (Allen, 2009; Crossley et al., 2011, 2012). Few studies have explored how and why teachers make specific
linguistic modifications in authentic academic texts. Thus, there has been detailed exploration of the effects of simplification,
but no detailed account of how texts were simplified or what weighting or priority the different simplification processes had.

2.2. Teachers’ approaches to text simplification

The existing studies on intuitive text simplification mainly focus on verbal accommodation strategies teachers use in class
to help learners understand the material better (Basturkmen & Shackleford, 2015; Glass & Oliveira, 2014). For example,
Basturkmen and Shackleford (2015) analysed 8 h of recorded lectures on accounting and focused on the classroom inter-
action. The authors found that participants had to use strategies to accommodate students’ understanding of the learning
content once every 3 min during the lecture. This finding further highlights the barriers that learners for whom English is not
the L1 havewith text comprehension. In terms of the strategies employed by the teachers to facilitate comprehension, most of
these strategies were found to be related to vocabulary (46%) and conventional articulation of ideas in the register of ac-
counting (41%). Another frequently used strategy in the study was expansion, which involved the teacher repeating the
meaning of the student’s incorrect utterance in English but providing a linguistically accurate version and expanding on it. In
an earlier study conducted with science teachers, Glass and Oliveira (2014) used qualitative micro-ethnographic analysis to
research the strategies teachers used to promote student comprehension in class. The authors also found that the most
commonly used strategy, simplified rewording, was related to vocabulary simplification.

The studies on text simplification conducted with language teachers simplifying written text are, for example, Green and
Hawkey (2012), and Young (1999). Green and Hawkey (2012) asked four experienced English teachers to reflect on the
processes they employed when adapting source journalistic texts for a test of academic reading. The study elicited several
strategies employed by participants, which are presented below in the descending order by the frequency of their use: a)
deletion, or cutting the information in the text participants found redundant (e.g., journalistic elements) or repetitive; b)
substitution, or replacing technical vocabulary in the text with the words that might be more familiar to the reader; c)
expansion, or adding to a stretch of text to make implicit information in the text clearer to the reader; and d) move, or
changing the position of elements within a text to reduce overall text length.

Young (1999) recruited two theoretical linguists and four pairs of university-level Spanish instructors to simplify magazine
articles to second-year university-level Spanish learners and explain the rationale for each change they made. While Young

I. Rets et al. / English for Specific Purposes 68 (2022) 31–46 33



(1999) focused primarily on the effect of text simplification on learners’ comprehension scores, the author also showed that
similar types of modifications were made across all texts, irrespective of whether the modifications were made by the in-
structors or the linguists. This is an interesting finding, which provides further evidence for the assumption guiding our
current study: language teachers have expertise in how to facilitate text comprehension. Similarly to the studies described in
this section, Young (1999) also showed a tendency towards predominantly using the vocabulary-related rewording strategy
to simplify the texts. The author concluded that a high percentage of the total modifications were lexical, the modifications
were described as ‘substitute words or phrases that are less common with words, or phrases students have a higher prob-
ability of knowing’ (Young, 1999, p. 352).

The present study aims to understand the strategies that EFL teachers use to simplify academic texts for lower-level
proficiency EFL learners and to explore the priority of teachers’ use of the different strategies. As such, the research ques-
tion of this study is as follows:

1) What strategies of text simplification do EFL teachers employ when intuitively simplifying academic texts in English to
low-proficiency EFL learners?

a. In what order of priority are these strategies applied?

3. Methodology

3.1. Participants

Participants constituted a voluntary purposive sample and were recruited through social media (Facebook; Twitter) and
academic mailing lists related to EFL teaching. In line with Robinson (2014) we sought diversity in participant profile and
teaching context as a means to assess whether the patterns in the findings of how EFL teachers approach text simplification
were consistent and could be considered to have a level of generalisability. To ensure participants’ diversity and to control for
the effect of participants’ language background on their choice of simplification strategies, we recruited participants whose
L1s (Chinese, Spanish and Russian) had strong contrasts to each other and were also familiar to the authors. These three L1s
belong to the language families that are among the top ten world languages by the number of L1 speakers. Secondly, we
controlled for the amount of time participants spent teaching EFL. The focus of the study is on experienced teachers and a
minimum five years of teaching experiencewas chosen in compliancewith that used in other studies as the minimum level of
practice required to establish teaching expertise (e.g., Webb et al., 1997).

In total, 24 EFL teachers volunteered to participate in this study. Most participants were female (n ¼ 22), which is largely
reflective of the language teaching field. All participants held aminimum qualification level of an undergraduate degree in EFL
teaching. Information on participant characteristics appears in Table 1 below. As can be seen from the table we have an equal
number of participants in the three language groups.

3.2. Procedure

The ethical clearance for this study was obtained from the research ethics committee at the first author’s institution. The
methods of data collection involved two phases: an online task completed through a web-based survey tool, and a follow-up
Skype interview. The online task consisted of a short demographic questionnaire and a simplification task of two academic

Table 1
Participant Demographics (N ¼ 24).

Category Percentages

L1 and the country of
teaching English

� Chinese: 33.33%, n ¼ 8, all participants teach EFL in China
� Spanish: 33.33%, n ¼ 8, Peninsular Spain (n ¼ 4), Latin America (n ¼ 4):

Colombia (n ¼ 1), Bolivia (n ¼ 1), Cuba (n ¼ 1), Mexico (n ¼ 1)
� Russian: 33.33%, n ¼ 8, all participants teach EFL in Russia

English teaching experience � 5 years: 12.5%, n ¼ 3
� 6–10 years: 41.66%, n ¼ 10
� 11–15 years: 12.5%, n ¼ 3
� 16–20 years: 16.66%, n ¼ 4
� 21 or more years: 16.66%, n ¼ 4

Level of institution Some participants indicated more than one option. They all teach EFL at the following levels:
� University: 37.03%, n ¼ 10
� Secondary school: 11.11%, n ¼ 3
� Primary school: 3.7%, n ¼ 1
� Private language school/adult continuing education: 48.14%, n ¼ 13

Language proficiency level
at which the participants
teach

Some participants indicated more than one option, as per the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR):
� Beginners A1-A2: 22.5%, n ¼ 9
� Intermediate B1-B2: 57.5%, n ¼ 23
� Advanced C1-C2: 20%, n ¼ 8
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texts, approximately 300 words in length. Two texts were chosen from an online learning platform, OpenLearn (2022), which
allows a free reuse and revision of the academic materials it hosts. All materials on the platform are in English, written for
English L1 speakers (Rets et al., 2020; Rets et al., 2022), and the platform itself is curated by a university in the UK. There were
two criteria for the selection of the texts. One criterion was that the texts should be part of the first section of introductory
courses, so that they do not assume prior knowledge of the subject matter from an EFL teacher. Another criterion was that the
texts represent different topics (‘Introduction to vitamins’ and ‘Social workers’) to control for the effect of topic on approaches to
text simplification.

Participants were asked to retype each text in the web-based survey tool, and to simplify it to make it more under-
standable to intermediate proficiency (B1) speakers as defined by the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR)
(Council of Europe, 2001). Participants were able to make as many modifications to the original text as they felt were
important. The online task was not timed; participants took as much time as they needed to complete the task.

The online taskwas followed by an interview in Skype at a time convenient for each participant andwithin three days after
the submission of the online task. The interview was semi-structured and followed the format of a stimulated recall (Gass &
Mackey, 2016). In the interview, participants looked back at the original texts from the online task and the texts they
simplified; they were asked to explain the rationale for each change they had made in the simplification. Each participant
received a £10 gift voucher for their participation.

The average length of the interviews was 65 min. Each interviewwas conducted in English and was audio recorded during
the Skype call using the functionality of the software. In this study, pseudonyms are used for the names of participants. All
data from the 24 interviews were transcribed manually from the audio recordings and uploaded into NVivo11 for further
analyses. The average length of the interview transcripts was 7500 words.

3.3. Data analysis

The research question of this study concerned the type of strategies used in academic text simplification and the priority of
their use by EFL teachers. To answer this question, the analysis of the task responses was conducted through the comparison of
the original and simplified texts to detect any modifications that each participant made. Once each change in each participant’s
simplification was detected, this analysis was followed by content analysis in NVivo11 using the processes outlined below.

The unit of content analysis was each modification that occurred in the simplified text. As there is very limited research on
teachers’ approaches to text simplification, these modifications were first coded inductively. A confirmation stage of the
analysis of the codes was then performed using, where possible, the information from the stimulated recall interviews, which
provided participants’ descriptions of each modification. Thus, the second coding phase allowed us to refine the coding
scheme by adding new sub-categories or re-labelling the existing ones. To facilitate the narrative in a structured way, the sub-
categories were also organised into larger category units: ‘Form (lexico-syntactic) modifications’, ‘Content modifications’, and
‘Cohesion modifications’. The three larger categories emerged from a process of gradual synthesis aided by consulting the
interview data. Participants mainly talked about facilitating understanding of either the literal meaning of the text (form
modifications), text’s implicit meaning (content modifications) or how the elements in the text are connected to one another
(cohesion modifications). Three reflective sessions were conducted with other independent reviewers to refine exclusionary
and inclusionary criteria for the codes. The final inter-rater reliability sessionwith one further independent reviewer whowas
not involved in the previous stage showed 95% of agreement with the coding. In order to analyse the priority of use of the
different simplification strategies, the number of frequency references for each sub-category from each participant was
exported from NVivo11, which enabled us to calculate the relative frequency of use of these strategies across the sample and
in the three L1 groups. The final coding scheme developed in this study to answer the study’s research question with the
corresponding descriptions of each sub-category is presented in Table 2 below.

Table 2
Final content analysis coding scheme with category descriptions.

Strategies Sub-strategies Interpretation

Form modifications Change word frequency Replace rare word(s) with what a teacher feels is more common word(s) in language
Convert into SVO order Make the subject of the clause/sentence more pronounced; add or replace

a phrase with subject-verb-object
Split sentence Divide a sentence with two or more clauses into several shorter sentences
Convert passive into active Convert passive voice structures into active voice
Compress meaning Express the same or similar idea using fewer words
Add emotional emphasiser Add or replace with (a) word(s) that carries emotion
Convert noun into verb Convert nouns into verbs
Break the noun phrase Not use too many words before the noun in the noun phrase
Split paragraph Split longer paragraphs into shorter paragraph chunks
Combine sentences Combine the ideas from two sentences into one sentence

(continued on next page)
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Besides triangulating our inductive coding with the teachers’ responses in the stimulated recall interviews and
conducting four reflective intercoder sessions, the reliability of our coding scheme has been further established through
rigorous testing of the simplification strategies in a follow up study (Rets & Rogaten, 2021). Participants in Rets and
Rogaten (2021) were 37 EFL learners at lower levels of English proficiency, from diverse language backgrounds,
recruited from adult English learning programmes. Participants’ L1s were from four language families – Indo-European
(n ¼ 21), Sino-Tibetan (n ¼ 12), Altaic (n ¼ 2), Afro-Asiatic (n ¼ 2). Each participant in Rets and Rogaten (2021) read
authentic academic texts and the academic texts simplified using our inventory. The between-subjects design and
triangulation of multiple research methods – multiple choice comprehension testing, text recall, and eye-tracking
revealed that these simplification strategies led to a significantly better text comprehension, text recall, and to a
decrease in processing time during text re-reading. This follow-up research provided strong emerging evidence that the
simplification strategies elicited in the present study are effective for the text comprehension and processing among non-
native speakers of English. Thus, it is important to provide a detailed account of the inventory of the text simplification
strategies put together in this research.

4. Results

4.1. EFL teachers’ text simplification strategies

We identified 1396 codes (i.e., acts of simplification) through the content analysis in this study. The codes were divided
into 15 sub-categories (hereafter ‘sub-strategies’), which were grouped into three larger category units (hereafter ‘strategies’).
Figure 1 below illustrates the relative frequency of different strategies and sub-strategies across the participant sample. As can
be seen from the figure, replacing infrequent words with the words that the teachers perceived as more common (‘change
word frequency’) was the sub-strategy used most often by the participating teachers (534 instances of use registered), and
combining sentences – the least (7 instances).

Although the frequency of use of different sub-strategies varied within the larger category units, overall, participants
mostly modified the lexical and/or syntactic forms in the academic texts (68.58% of the strategies), while cohesion features
were modified the least (6.17% of the strategies). The sub-strategies in Figure 1 below are ordered from less to more frequent
within each strategy.

Figure 1. Strategies and sub-strategies used to simplify texts across the sample (in %).

Table 2 (continued )

Strategies Sub-strategies Interpretation

Content modifications Cut information Cut out (an) item(s) from the text without changing anything else
Add clarification Add information that is implied in the text indirectly and that the reader has to infer

Cohesion modifications Add logical connectives Add linkers between clauses or between sentences; connect the new sentence or
clause to what has been said previously

Change order of ideas Change the position of clauses in the sentence
Resolve pronoun Replace the pronoun with its referent
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We further explored descriptive statistics of the relative frequency of use of the sub-strategies elicited in this study be-
tween participants in the three language groups. A descriptive summary of each sub-strategy use by each group is presented
in Table 3 below.

As can be seen from Table 3, although some sub-strategies only constitute a very small proportion of the total, these were
common (sub-) strategies used by our sample of 24 EFL teachers across the three L1 groups. Therefore, these strategies are
likely to represent common strategies used by EFL teachers to simplify texts, rather than constitute individual behaviour.

This section will next provide a qualitative account of the different strategies to text simplification employed by
participating teachers.

4.1.1. Form (lexico-syntactic) modifications
The most commonly used strategy to text simplification, which accounted for more than half of the modifications par-

ticipantsmade in the authentic texts, wasmodifying the lexical and/or syntactic forms. The sub-strategies within this strategy
mostly concerned the facilitation of the literal understanding of the text and included sub-strategies aimed at making lexical
modifications (changing word frequency, adding emotional emphasisers), abridging the lexical and/or syntactic forms
(splitting long sentences and paragraphs, compressing meaning, breaking the noun phrase, and combining sentences),
changing the word order in the sentence, changing the voice (passive/active) and converting nouns into verbs.

The word frequency sub-strategy implied replacing a word or a word combination with the synonymous expression
more familiar to learners or with what a teacher felt was more common word(s) in the language (e.g., replacing ‘voyages’ in
the original text with ‘journeys’ in simplification), as was done by one of the participating teachers in (1) below.

(1) Original Before the 19th century, one of the hazards of long sea voyages was a condition called scurvy.
Simplified Before the 19th century, one of the difficulties of long sea journeys was a disease called scurvy.

When using the word frequency sub-strategy, participants talked about choosing words, based on their intuition, that are
more commonly used in English. Among the reasons participants gave for employing this strategy was the idea that even a
handful of unknown words in the text can discourage learners from continuing to read the text and learn from it.

Bai (Chinese): ‘He died disillusioned’ confused me very much, even for me as a teacher I never saw the usage like this. I
wasn’t even sure if he died because there is another meaning for ‘died’ like ‘dying for’, it might mean ‘he loved
something’. Then I looked up ‘disillusioned’, and I changed it into ‘disappointed’, which is a more common word in
English.

Lidia (Russian): And also, the last word of the text, ‘quantities’, I’ve changed to ‘amount’. Just by instinct, I thought
‘amount’ might be easier. And ‘quantities’ – I think they probably don’t know the word.

Another type of lexical modification made in simplification, although less often employed than changing the word fre-
quency, was adding emotional emphasisers in the simplified texts. As part of this sub-strategy participants either added or
replaced an original word with a lexical item expressing attitude towards or feelings about the entities or propositions
discussed in the text, as in (2) below.

Table 3
Text simplification strategy use per language group.

Strategy Sub-strategy n of participants
contributed

% of total
codes

Spanish Chinese Russian

Average
individual

SD Average
individual

SD Average
individual

SD

Form modifications Change word frequency 24 34.71 26.38 15.20 18.75 11.59 16.75 13.02
Convert into SVO order 21 7.92 4.75 4.89 5.63 5.90 3.75 1.66
Split sentence 23 6.52 3.50 2.5 4.25 3.45 3.88 2.74
Convert passive into active 18 6.31 6.13 7.56 2.38 4.27 2.75 1.75
Compress meaning 20 6.10 5.00 3.11 2.63 3.70 3.25 2.05
Add emotional emphasiser 10 2.88 2.00 2.07 1.38 1.76 1.75 1.66
Convert noun into verb 13 1.40 1.25 2.05 0.75 1.75 0.50 0.53
Break the noun phrase 9 1.33 1.25 1.90 1.00 1.06 0.13 0.35
Split paragraph 7 0.91 0.63 1.18 0.63 1.18 0.38 1.06
Combine sentences 6 0.49 0.25 0.70 0.50 0.53 0.13 0.35

Content modifications Cut information 24 15.15 11.63 7.38 6.63 9.33 8.75 4.92
Add clarification 21 10.01 7.00 7.12 6.75 4.33 4.26 3.15

Cohesion modifications Add logical connectives 19 3.72 2.38 2.06 2.25 2.55 2.00 1.60
Change order of ideas 11 1.33 0.38 0.74 1.38 1.40 0.63 0.83
Resolve pronoun 10 1.12 0.50 0.75 0.63 1.40 0.88 0.83

Note: total number of participating English teachers N ¼ 24.

I. Rets et al. / English for Specific Purposes 68 (2022) 31–46 37



(2) i. Original .until a Scottish physician, James Lind, in the 1750s discovered that adding a daily portion.
Simplified .until James Lind, a Scottish doctor, made a great discovery in the 1750s. He found that adding a portion of.

ii. Original .so, despite Lind’s evidence, his ideas were not accepted by his fellow physicians.
Simplified Sadly, Lind’s evidence and his ideas were not accepted by many of his colleagues.

The reasons participants provided for adding emotional emphasisers in simplificationwere to help learners relate more to
the text, make certain items of the text more salient and attract learners’ attention to them.

Interviewer: The next change is you split the sentence and added ‘great’ to discovery.

Evgeniya (Russian): Oh, I didn’t even notice [laughter]. I don’t know why I added ‘great’ – something personal, sub-
conscious. I think this is how I understood the text and wanted to emphasise that Lind’s discovery was a breakthrough.
Because I also performed a sentence split, the new sentence starts with ‘He found that’, which allowed me to attract
students’ attention once again to the fact that Lind discovered something.

At the same time, the emotional emphasiser sub-strategy was, in part, motivated by the use of the word frequency sub-
strategy described above. Thewords of perceived higher frequency might not have the same connotations as the words in the
original text, and using emotional lexis helped teachers maintain those connotations and further enhance them (e.g., ‘died
disillusioned’ vs. ‘died with great disappointment’ in simplification; ‘hazards’ vs. ‘worst dangers’).

María (Spanish): I changed ‘hazards’ not just into ‘dangers’ but ‘worst dangers’ in my simplification. For me, ‘hazard’ is
more than ‘danger’. I just tried to emphasise the fact that ‘scurvy’ is a very serious disease that used to happen to sailors
during long sea voyages, and it was very, very dangerous.

Besides lexical modifications, another set of sub-strategies used in the form modifications category was presenting the
ideas in the academic texts in smaller units by abridging the lexical and/or syntactic forms. Participants often referred to the
length of sentences and paragraphs as the aspect of the text that can cause difficulty for learners. Participating teachers
tended to split sentences with more than two clauses, see (3) below; and cut the length of long paragraphs.

(3) Original Before the 19th century, one of the hazards of long sea voyages was a condition called scurvy, whose symptoms were.
Simplified Before the 19th century, one of the risks of long journeys at sea was a condition called scurvy. Its symptoms were.

The rationale behind sentence and paragraph split was to help learners unpack and separate the layers of meaning and,
thus, identify the main idea of each sentence faster. Sentence split was identified by participants as an especially important
strategy for the opening sentences of the text, as such sentences set the tone of the text. This sub-strategy was also employed
in the instances when a sentence contained a keyword for the topic of the text and a full stopwould give a chance for learners
to rest and process that word. Another reason participants voiced for shortening sentences and paragraphswas the attempt to
avoid overloading learners’ working memory with too many ideas.

Alla (Russian): The rhythm of life has become faster, more dynamic. Not many people will take the effort to read a long
sentence or structure. I feel like this is the general tendency even when reading in the native language. Not many
people are capable of and/or want to read texts where one sentence is half a page long.

Compressing meaning or expressing the same idea using fewer words was another abridging sub-strategy often
employed by participating teachers in the form modifications category (e.g., ‘act where the law permits’ in the original vs. ‘act
within the law’ in simplification); see (4) below for another example.

(4) Original For example, many young people coming to the attention of social workers may already be known to teachers, school counsellors.,
before their situation arrives at the point of needing social work action.

Simplified For example, many young people coming to the attention of social workers may already be known to teachers, school counsellors.,
before they need social work action.

As with splitting long sentences and paragraphs, the rationale for compressing meaning was to speed up learners’ pro-
cessing of the academic text and attract their attention to the text’s core idea.

Breaking the noun phrase refers to the instances where participants placed words describing the main noun in the
postposition of the noun phrase (e.g., ‘sea voyages’ in the original text vs. ‘travelling on sea’ in simplification); see (5) below for
another example.

(5) Original It can be argued that, on many occasions, social workers engage with some of society’s most complex issues.
Simplified Social workers often deal with some of the most complex problems in society.

Participants talked about wanting to help learners identify the keyword in each phrase faster and, thus, take in the ideas in
the text in smaller segments. One participant in the sample further stated that their motivation for abridging the noun phrase
was driven by their awareness of how often this grammar structure is practised in EFL classes with low-proficiency learners.
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Lucia (Spanish): For them at this level, the possessive. you know when I was younger and I was learning English at
school, it was called ‘The Saxon Genitive’, I don’t know if you’ve ever heard about that? And now it’s just called ‘The
Possessive’. So, my learners are used to using the possession with people, like ‘Maria’s book’. They would be lost with
‘society’s most complex issues’.

The final abridging sub-strategy used by the participating teachers was combining sentences. It involved merging two
sentences in simplification, as in (6) below.

(6) Original . social workers do not make decisions . alone. Their judgements are made in conjunction with.
Simplified Social workers do not make decisions. alone, but they do it together with.

While this was the least used sub-strategy to simplify academic texts, participating teachers followed this sub-strategy in
the instances where they identified that the idea of two consecutive sentences was similar and combining them would help
avoid redundancy. As with the abridging sub-strategies described above, participants believed that this sub-strategy helps
speed up text processing.

YingFei (Chinese): I combined the two sentences, because I think, the meaning of these two is tighter, they’re closely
related, and they’re equally important according to the original meaning.

The remaining three sub-strategies within form modifications – ‘Converting into SVO order’, ‘Converting passive into
active’, and ‘Converting noun into verb’ – concerned usingmore active structures with a clear agent in the simplified academic
texts. For example, the ‘passive into active’ sub-strategy allowed participating teachers to avoid passive voice structures in
simplification; see (7) below.

(7) i. Original .before their detailed chemical structures were known.
Simplified .before scientists knew about their chemical structures.

ii. Original They are generally still referred to by that letter, as well as by their chemical name.
Simplified We still call them by that letter, as well as by their chemical name.

Converting into SVO order involved making the subject of the clause or sentence more pronounced by removing
impersonalized subjects (e.g., ‘it’, ‘there’) and replacing them with subject-verb-object (SVO); see (8) below.

(8) Original There often seems to be an unrealistic expectation of omniscience, when in fact social workers can only work with the information
and resources available to them.

Simplified People expect social workers to have superpowers, when in fact they can only work with the information and resources available to
them.

Converting noun into verb involved reducing the average number of noun elements in the sentence (e.g., ‘in discussion
with’ vs. ‘discuss with’); see (9) below.

(9) Original . and especially themedia – in the shape of newspapers, radio and television – demonstrate little understanding of the complexity of
the social work task

Simplified . and especially the media – newspapers, radio and television – understand little how complex the social work task is.

Among the reasons participants gave for using these three sub-strategies was the idea that putting a clear agent into the
focus of the clause helps learners integrate that clause into the meaning-making of the sentence and reminds themwhat the
sentence is about.

Heng (Chinese): In the simplified version, I used ‘they will die in the end’ instead of the original ‘whose symptoms
were. eventually death’. In the original sentence, there can be a question ‘whose death’? And in the simplified version,
we change it with the exact subject ‘people, they’. I once more emphasised who does the action. I think it’s easier for
them to understand if the structure is subject-verb-object.

Diego (Spanish): I used verbs ‘lose’, ‘bleed’ and ‘heal’ in my simplification instead of the original ‘loss’, ‘bleeding’,
‘healing’. In general, I try to use verbs plus nouns to modify nouns to indicate an action, I seldom use clusters of nouns.
It’s hard in that case to identify who modifies who and besides the verb stresses the actual action.

4.1.2. Content modifications
The second most commonly used strategy to simplify texts among participants was making content modifications. In

contrast to the formmodifications strategy, which focused on the literal meaning of the text and aimed to leave the content of
the text largely intact, the content modifications strategies mainly dealt with the implicit meaning and involved editing the
information in the text.

The first sub-strategy within this category, cutting information, concerned removing redundancy in the text that par-
ticipants judged as not helpful to understanding. Participants cut items from the text, and in some instances –whole clauses –
where they identified these items as not key in understanding the meaning of the sentence or as repetitive, as in (10) below.
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Evgeniya (Russian): I removed the whole thing after the dash and rather left ‘especially’ – ‘Politicians and especially the
media’. It is clear without this listing that ‘newspapers, radio and television’ are the media. I feel like it’s the same story
as when writers get paid per number of words they’ve written. They then try to be as verbose as possible.

Heng (Chinese): I feel that sometimes they [learners] are too obsessed with meaning. They keep asking, ‘What does it
mean? What does it mean?’ Even though it’s not related and does not bring anything important to the text.

A contrasting sub-strategy to removing and cutting information from the text was to add more information which
elaborated on key points in the text. Adding clarification mainly involved giving more context to understand a concept
described in the sentence. Within this sub-strategy, participants provided definitions and examples to certain terms (e.g., ‘fat-
soluble vitamins’ in the original text vs. ‘fat-soluble vitamins (e.g., vitamin A)’ in simplification). These elaborated definitions
concerned the items participants found important for the learners to know and which they determined highly relevant to the
topic of the text (e.g., defining ‘scurvy’ in the text about the discovery of vitamins). Another reason for employing this sub-
strategy was to provide more context for the instances in the text which were not explicitly described, but which partici-
pants found important for understanding the text. As emphasised by participants, such instances in the original text would
make learners take considerable effort to access their meaning. The examples in (11) below illustrate how ‘adding clarifi-
cation’ sub-strategy was used in the simplification of two participating teachers.

Nai (Chinese): I added an extra word ‘help’ to complete the idea of the sentence. In the original, we have ‘X could
prevent the condition, whereas Y could not’, and students may feel puzzled – ‘couldn’t do what?’ So, it’s hard for the
students to figure out that ‘could’ refers to ‘prevent’.

Interestingly, as part of ‘Adding clarification’, some participants added time references, such as ‘today’, to the simplified
texts (e.g., ‘they are generally still referred to by that letter’ in the original text vs. ‘today, we still call them by that letter’ in
simplification). The rationale participants gave for doing this was the idea that low-proficiency learners are used to seeing
time references quite often andmight expect to see them in the text. According to participants, time references make the text
less abstract and help learners position it in time and space.

Kristina (Russian): I added the time reference ‘nowadays’ to the opening sentence to create a familiar start for the
students. When I was an English learner and was reading texts in English, I found it easier to read texts that start with
something familiar like a time reference, which I understood really well on my level of language proficiency. I think I
even had expectations of how texts should be structured.

4.1.3. Cohesion modifications
The final and the least frequently used strategy to simplify academic texts across the sample was modifying text cohesion

features within/between sentences. The three sub-strategies that were used within this category were adding logical con-
nectives, resolving pronouns, and changing the order of ideas in the simplified texts.

The first two sub-strategies listed above were aimed at improving cohesion between sentences. Adding logical con-
nectives was the most popular sub-strategy within the cohesion modifications category. Most such linkers added to the
simplified texts elaborated on the causal relationships in the text (e.g., ‘therefore’, ‘that is why’, ‘so’), and indicated succession
(e.g., ‘first’, ‘second’, ‘this led to the fact that’), a few added connectives highlighted contrast (‘but’, ‘however’); see (12) below.

(10) i. Original It can be argued that politicians and especially the media – in the shape of newspapers, radio and television –

demonstrate little understanding.
Simplified Politicians and especially the media may understand little.

ii. Original For example, many young people coming to the attention of social workers may already be known to teachers, school
counsellors, health professionals or others, before their situation arrives at the point of needing social work action.

Simplified For example, many young people may already be known to teachers, school counsellors, health professionals or others,
before their situation needs social work action.

(11) i. Original . in the 1750s discovered that adding a daily portion of citrus fruit to the rations of those at sea could prevent the condition
Simplified . in the 1750s, discovered that adding citrus fruit (for example, lemons, oranges, grapefruit) every day to the food of sailors

could prevent the disease.
ii. Original . could prevent the condition, whereas adding cider, vinegar or various other substances that he tested, could not.

Simplified . could prevent this disease, but adding cider, vinegar or various other substances that he tested, did not help.

(14) Original ., although he tried to restrict the types of food eaten by a group of volunteers to attempt to produce scurvy in them,
he was unable to do so.

Simplified .Although he tried to produce scurvy in a group of volunteers by restricting the types of food they ate, he failed.
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(12) Original . he was unable to confirm his work by experiments on land.. probably because it can take several months for the condition to
develop, and in that time his volunteers occasionally cheated on their diet.

Simplified . he could not prove his work by experiments on land, probably for several reasons. First, the disease can take several months to
develop, and second, in that time his volunteers sometimes cheated on their diet.

Participants explained that adding logical connectives helps to connect the sentences, and it makes the logical relations
between the sentences more explicit. Thus, it should help learners better integrate these sentences into the overall meaning
framework of the text. Many participants indicated that the usage of the logical connectives sub-strategy was motivated by
sentence splitting, described above, which they often employed to simplify academic texts. Participants wanted to ensure that
the resultant simplified text would not lack coherence in terms of its thematic progression.

Heng (Chinese): Since I divided this sentence, the shorter sentence lost connection to the previous one. But by adding a
linker, I give a reference to the previous sentence. So, I help my students understand what the link is between the
sentences, and the linker is not difficult.

Pronoun resolutionwas another sub-strategy usedwithin the cohesionmodifications category and refers to the instances
where participants replaced the pronoun with the corresponding noun in the simplified text (e.g., ‘those at sea’ in the
authentic text vs. ‘sailors’ in simplification; ‘he’ vs. ‘the scientist’); see (13) below.

(13) Original They do, however, have significant power given to them by law, and this has to be exercised ethically.
Simplified The law gives social workers significant power, but they need to exercise this power ethically.

The rationale behind this strategy was also the idea that a more cohesive text with evident links between the agents in
different sentences contributes to an easier and faster understanding of the text. Pronoun resolution concerned not only the
replacement of personal pronouns but also relative and possessive pronouns with their corresponding nouns.

Diego (Spanish): Anaphoric analysis is always difficult. And, besides, here this anaphora is used in the 3rd paragraph, the
student might be tired having coped with two paragraphs already. And here again a trap is awaiting him/her. The
student needs to understand what ‘their’ refers to.

The remaining sub-strategy within the strategy of making cohesion modifications – changing the order of ideas in the
simplified texts – aimed to improve the links within sentences. This sub-strategy involved repositioning the clauses in the
sentence to help learners better understand the logical development of the text and the sequence of ideas described in it, as in
(14) below.

Lidia (Russian): I disagreed with the author in the development of the logic of the sentence in the original text. Because
the aim is confused with the means. What did Lind try to actually do? He wanted them to get scurvy. And for that he
restricted the types of food. I wanted to deliver the information to the learner in a more straightforward way. Here the
main idea is – ‘he tried to produce scurvy’, ‘he failed’, and in themiddle – ‘he tried through what means’. The simplified
text makes the link between the ideas and their development clearer.

4.2. Simplification task as a reflection exercise

Quite a few participants mentioned that even though they were EFL teachers by training, they did not learn simplification
strategies as EFL pre-service teachers. Participating in this study’s interview and performing a simplification task was re-
ported by participants as a helpful exercise to reflect on their own practices of reading comprehension instruction.

Evgeniya (Russian): It’s interesting to take part in this interview, because I always do these things intuitively. I never
follow a list of the complexity parameters.

María (Spanish): But when I did my first simplification when I was a student, the idea wasn’t to simplify a text but to
adapt it to teach a grammar structure. Now I remember, I wasn’t simplifying a text, I never did that before as a student.
It was a nice experience that made me think about what I do as an experienced teacher.

Participants reflected on the fact that assessing language complexity of a written text is an indispensable part of their day-
to-day job. It involves working through the assigned reading before the class to apprehend how difficult the text might be for
their learners, and what elements in it might be particularly difficult for them. Interestingly, none of the teachers mentioned
using the structural approach (traditional readability formulas and predefined word lists) to adapt texts in their teaching
practice. One participant stated that having worked with graded materials before, which ‘tell us what vocabulary or structures
we should use in a certain level of CEFR’ (Diego, Spanish), he learnt how to ‘recognise these structures’ in a given text and, thus,
assess its complexity. Several EFL teachers referred to using their own experience as non-native speakers of English, when
they were early career teachers, to benchmark the kinds of difficulties their learners would be facing in the text. A few other
teachers mentioned ‘piloting’ the text when teaching across several groups of learners at a similar level of English proficiency
and learning from observing the difficulties those learners experienced with the text.
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Bai (Chinese): I don’t have a standard procedure, but I definitely look through the text beforehand. I trust my experience.
If there is anything in the text that I myself find difficult, like, I need to read something in the text twice to be able to
understand it – so then my students will definitely find it difficult.

Alla (Russian): I see the people I amworkingwith first as peoplewho should enjoy the reading process, and only then as
students. I know that if they stumble over an unnecessary complexity of the text – they will neither enjoy the text nor
will there be any outcome of reading it. Everyone will get stuck at the difficult elements.

Many participants referred to the teachers’ ability to perform comprehension mediation, help learners relate to the text
and bring these texts to the level of learners’ language proficiency as the essence of teaching.

Evgeniya (Russian): Trying to match the language level of educational materials with the proficiency level of the stu-
dents – I think that’s the idea of teaching, I always try to do that. That’s what makes learning effective.

Maya (Spanish): Simply because a text is published – is it good? Not really. You have texts published all the time that
aren’t too good. Editing is an important part of my teaching.

5. Discussion

This studywas inspired by the fact that research on language teachers’ approaches to simplifying academic texts is limited.
There is a lack of support for the text adaptation process (Crossley et al., 2012; Jin & Lu, 2018), while there is a need for teachers
in various areas of instruction to be able to simplify the reading materials for their learners (Coxhead & Boutorwick, 2018;
Galloway et al., 2017). For example, in ESP areas, students need to learn how to enhance the accessibility of their future
professional communication (Ishihara & Prado, 2021). To that end, and since EFL teaching is the most immediate context in
which reading materials are simplified, we explored EFL teachers’ practices of making academic texts in English more
accessible to low-proficiency EFL learners. This enabled us to unpack the kind of processes involved in intuitive simplification
and their priority of use.

In contrast to a structural approach to text simplification, an intuitive approach is, by its nature, more subjective and
depends solely on the author’s natural sense of text comprehensibility (Allen, 2009; Crossley et al., 2012). The key finding of
this study is that despite this reliance on subjective approximations of comprehensibility, there is a shared understanding
among experienced EFL teachers from diverse language backgrounds as to what constitutes a more accessible academic text
in English. Our study supported the findings of earlier research, which described intuitive text simplification as rich and
multifaceted, involving multiple processes that extend the traditional ways of simplifying texts based on readability (Allen,
2009; Crossley et al., 2011). Our analysis of the teachers’ rationale for the use of the different simplification sub-strategies
further showed that intuitive text simplification is a creative process in which a teacher becomes a co-author of the
reading material they provide to learners.

This study identified 15 sub-strategies that were categorised into three general text simplification strategies. Results
showed that the most common strategy to simplify academic texts across the sample was modifying lexical and/or syntactic
forms and facilitating learners’ literal understanding of the text. Our study also showed that exchanging words with ones that
the teachers felt weremore frequently used in English was key to intuitive text simplification, taking up almost 40% of all sub-
strategies used to simplify academic texts. This is in line with the study of Crossley et al. (2012), where the majority of the
differences between authentic and simplified texts were found to be lexical in nature. Earlier studies with subject teachers
also identified that rewording or replacing words with synonymous terms or expressions more familiar to students was
perceived by the teachers as the most important type of modifications (Basturkmen & Shackleford, 2015; Glass & Oliveira,
2014). Such an inclination towards simplifying lexis in intuitive text simplification can be supported by a sizeable body of
vocabulary research, which showed that there is a relatively linear relationship between the percentage of vocabulary known
by the learner and the degree of their text comprehension (e.g., Hsu, 2014; Schmitt et al., 2011). Learners need to know 95%–
98% of the words in the text to be able to understand 70% of the information in it (Bi, 2020). Our study further showed that
besides changing the word frequency, another type of lexical modification used in simplification was adding emotional
emphasisers in the simplified texts. This is an interesting finding in light of the evidence that EFL learners generally report
feeling more distant towhat they read in English, as compared to reading in their L1 (Iacozza et al., 2017). This sub-strategy to
help EFL learners relatemore to the text might represent teachers’ attempt to increase learners’ situational interest in the text,
a short-lived psychological state of focused attention, curiosity, and positive affect (Soemer & Schiefele, 2019). Since it is
known that more difficult texts are perceived by readers to be less interesting, and less interest, in turn, is associated with
reduced focus of the readers towards the text (Soemer & Schiefele, 2019), adding emotional emphasisers elicited in this study
might help alleviate this challenge in simplified texts.

Our study further showed that as part of modifying lexical and/or syntactic forms, participating teachers also employed a
series of abridging sub-strategies, and sub-strategies aimed at using more active structures with a clear subject in the
simplified texts. This result complements the findings of corpus studies on grammatical simplification, which showed that the
use of noun phrases and complex phrases within a single sentence is characteristic of an advanced stage of language
development, and such structures might be avoided when preparing materials for lower levels (e.g., Biber et al., 2011; Lan
et al., 2022). Although these sub-strategies have not been featured in the previous studies with teachers (e.g., Basturkmen
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& Shackleford, 2015; Green & Hawkey, 2012), and they have not appeared as a single inventory, they have been demonstrated
to relate to text comprehension and characterise easier texts (e.g., Allen, 2009; Crossley et al., 2012; Tickoo, 1993). The finding
of this study that these strategies were actively used by EFL teachers in their simplification provides additional evidence that
EFL teachers are an expert population on the topic.

Another finding of this study is that a substantial amount of EFL teachers’ modifications in the text (25.16%) concerned
content modifications – cutting information in the text to remove redundancy and adding clarifications to elaborate on
certain points in the text. In the latter case, such elaborations concerned providing definitions of the key terms and making
the information presented in the text less ambiguous. We further found that in some instances time references were among
the items added to the text, with the purpose of creating similarity between academic texts and the learning texts used in the
language classroom. The need to employ this sub-strategy also echoes the need for the ‘word frequency’ sub-strategy. Since
teachers reported that learners were concerned with the meaning of every word in the text, they could be adding time
references to further mark the difference of verbs in the present and past tense and clarify the meaning of these verbs for the
learners.

Both of these sub-strategies – reduction and supply or expansion of information – have been described in previous studies
as the processes involved in intuitive text simplification (Allen, 2009; Basturkmen & Shackleford, 2015; Glass & Oliveira,
2014). Our study provided additional evidence on EFL teachers’ rationale for employing such sub-strategies, which suggest
counter action. EFL teachers’ choices of cutting or adding informationwere guided by their decisions on the importance of the
information they encountered in the text.

A few studies on text simplification (e.g., Allen, 2009; Long, 2020) raised concerns that sentence splitting and information
reduction may considerably affect text cohesion, and the resultant simplified text will contain short, choppy, disconnected
sentences ‘creating an irritating, breathless, staccato effect’ (Long, 2020, p.172). This study found that EFL teachers made
cohesion modifications to simplify academic texts to remedy sentence splitting and clarify the logical development of the
text. Accounting for cohesion factors in the text simplification research is a relatively recent trend, which was ignored in
traditional, structural simplification approaches (e.g., Tickoo,1993). Despite the demonstrated importance of text cohesion for
reading comprehension (Crossley et al., 2016; Reed & Kershaw-Herrera, 2016), making cohesion modifications was not
highlighted in the previous research involving teachers (Basturkmen & Shackleford, 2015; Glass & Oliveira, 2014; Green &
Hawkey, 2012). This study showed that participating EFL teachers were aware of the strategies concerning cohesion.
Although this was the least used strategy across the sample (6.17%), participants did employ these strategieswhen simplifying
academic texts.

Finally, we also found that while being trained language teachers, participants in this study reported that they had not
learned simplification strategies as EFL pre-service teachers, they mainly relied on their intuition when adapting the texts,
and the simplification exercise helped them reflect on their reading comprehension instruction practices. At the same time,
selecting materials, assessing their language complexity, and alleviating this complexity through intuitive simplification are
daily activities of an EFL teacher. In light of the latest research evidence, which suggests that learning to adaptmaterials is ‘still
illusive’ in most teacher education programmes (Carabantes & Paran, 2022, p. 2), our findings provide strong implications for
training novice teachers and increasing their awareness of the simplification strategies teachers with extensive experience
use implicitly.

6. Pedagogical implications

As evidenced in previous research on the effects of intuitive text simplification (e.g., Allen, 2009; Crossley et al., 2012;
Iacozza et al., 2017), the sub-strategies identified in this study are related to text comprehension and linguistic accessibility,
which demonstrates the profound knowledge experienced EFL teachers have on the topic. These strategies can be sum-
marised to the points below, each point is illustrated with one or two simplification examples:

1. Choose vocabulary that has more common usage in English.
E.g., replace ‘kin’ with ‘family’, ‘unmistakable’ with ‘correct’
2. Use shorter sentences and paragraphs.
E.g., split long sentences and paragraphs
3. Put a clear agent into the focus of each sentence in the text.
E.g., change ‘it appears that these people’ to ‘these people appear.’;
‘advice is available in the office’ to ‘you can get advice from the office’
4. Avoid noun clusters, use more verbs in the text.
E.g., change ‘we had a discussion’ to ‘we discussed’;
‘long sea journey’ to ‘long journey at sea’
5. Use concise structures, remove unnecessary redundancy, and repetition.
E.g., change ‘act where the law permits’ to ‘act within the law’;
‘before you start needing.’ to ‘before you need.’

6. Elaborate on the points in the text, which are stated implicitly, and which are essential for the meaning-making of the text.
E.g., change ‘social work service-user’ to ‘person in need of social services’
7. Add words with emotional connotations and time references to help the reader relate to the text.
E.g., change ‘died disillusioned’ to ‘died with great disappointment’;
‘vitamins are still called.’ to ‘these days vitamins are still called.’

8. Add logical connectives and links between sentences.
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E.g., change ‘I will read the literature and prepare the draft’ to ‘First, I will read the literature. Then I will prepare the draft’.
9. Resolve references in the text by replacing pronouns with the corresponding nouns.
E.g., change ‘those at sea’ to ‘sailors’
10. Reposition parts of the sentence in a way that clarifies the logical development of the text for the reader.
E.g., change ‘although he tried to. he was unable to do so’ to ‘he was unsuccessful in. although he tried’.

It is important to note that the simplification sub-strategies elicited in this study form an interconnected system of acts of
simplification made in the original texts and should not be used in isolation from each other. For example, as mentioned
earlier, the use of the ‘sentence splitting’ sub-strategy, in part, motivated teachers to add logical connectives to ensure that
simplified texts do not lose cohesion links as a result of shortening sentences. Similarly, adding emotional emphasisers helped
teachers maintain and further enhance the lexical connotations that might have been lost as a result of using the word
frequency sub-strategy.

In light of the reported lack of support for simplifying texts (Crossley et al., 2012; Jin & Lu, 2018) and the fact that teachers
mainly rely on intuitive approach to help learners with material comprehension, novice teachers in both general and specific
English teaching settings can benefit from the text simplification inventory, developed in this research, given their lack of
teaching experience. Furthermore, we argue that such guidelines can be particularly useful for EMI teachers, both pre- and in-
service, as they receive little language training and report being left on their own to support students with different pro-
ficiencies in English (Doiz & Lasagabaster, 2021; Farrell, 2020). In addition to providing novice teachers with the text
simplification guidelines, we further suggest that a text simplification exercise, such as the one used in this study, where
teachers read the text and rewrite it in a simplified way, followed by a reflection session on themodifications they havemade,
can be useful in teacher training programmes and peer discussion sessions. Previous research suggests that teachers should
be able to think about and reflect upon their own teaching practices (e.g., Jin & Lu, 2018; Rets et al., 2020). In light of the
findings of this study on the pedagogical value of the text simplification exercise, this activity has the potential to enhance
novice teachers’ understanding of comprehensibility features and enable the development of the kind of ‘self-awareness, self-
discovery, and personal internalisation’, which would lead to a greater teaching efficiency (Basturkmen & Shackleford, 2015,
p. 95).

7. Conclusion

Few studies give a comprehensive account of how teachers approach a task of making academic texts in English more
accessible to non-native speakers of English. Moreover, while language teachers constitute an expert group on the topic, there
is a lack of research on language teachers from diverse language backgrounds simplifying academic texts. This study provided
a definition and rationale for the use of different intuitive simplification strategies, as employed by EFL teachers, and ex-
amples of how these strategies were implemented and which strategies were used more regularly.

Due to the small sample size and the focus on the qualitative analysis insights in this study, no comparative statistics have
been conductedwith the frequencies of use of the elicited simplification strategies between the three L1 groups. Although our
results showed that each sub-strategy was present in the simplification of the teachers from all the L1 groups that the study
controlled for, it would be interesting to obtain further evidence on how, why or why not the L1 influences the processes
involved in intuitive text simplification.

As described earlier, the strategies put together in this study have been tested with EFL learners with different L1s (Rets &
Rogaten, 2021). The emerging evidence in Rets and Rogaten (2021) demonstrated the effectiveness of this simplification
inventory for the non-native-speakers of English at lower levels of English proficiency reading academic texts. Future
research should test these strategies further with students in other English language instruction areas, where there is a need
to support teachers with simplifying academic materials or explaining approaches to accessible English.

Data availability

Data will be made available on request.

Acknowledgement

The first author would like to thank Dr Viviana Cortes for her support in the journey this article has made since its first
draft. I am also very grateful to the anonymous reviewers for their insightful and detailed feedback. Special thanks also go to
colleagues from Beijing Foreign Studies University and Volgograd State University for their help with participant recruitment.
This work was supported and funded by the Leverhulme Trust, Open World Learning initiative.

References

Allen, D. (2009). A study of the role of relative clauses in the simplification of news texts for learners of English. System, 37(4), 585-599.
Ansarifar, A., Shahriari, H., & Pishghadam, R. (2018). Phrasal complexity in academic writing: A comparison of abstracts written by graduate students and

expert writers in applied linguistics. Journal of English for Academic Purposes, 31, 58-71.

I. Rets et al. / English for Specific Purposes 68 (2022) 31–4644

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref1
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref2


Atai, M. R., & Fatahi-Majd, M. (2014). Exploring the practices and cognitions of Iranian ELT instructors and subject teachers in teaching EAP reading
comprehension. English for Specific Purposes, 33(1), 27-38.

Bakken, A. S., & Lund, R. E. (2018). Why should learners of English read? Norwegian English teachers’ notions of EFL reading. Teaching and Teacher Education,
70, 78-87.

Basturkmen, H., & Shackleford, N. (2015). How content lecturers help students with language: An observational study of language-related episodes in
interaction in first year accounting classrooms. English for Specific Purposes, 37, 87-97.

Bi, J. (2020). How large a vocabulary do Chinese computer science undergraduates need to read English-medium specialist textbooks? English for Specific
Purposes, 58, 77-89.

Biber, D., Gray, B., & Poonpon, K. (2011). Should we use characteristics of conversation to measure grammatical complexity in L2 writing development?
TESOL Quarterly, 45(1), 5-35.

Carabantes, L., & Paran, A. (2022). ‘It may also be our own fault to think so, to limit them before even trying’: Assuming learner limitations during materials
design in English language teacher education. TESOL Quarterly, 1-24.

Council of Europe. (2001). Common European framework of reference for languages: Learning, teaching, assessment. Cambridge University Press.
Coxhead, A., & Boutorwick, T. J. (2018). Longitudinal vocabulary development in an EMI international school context: Learners and texts in EAL, maths, and

science. TESOL Quarterly, 52(3), 588-610.
Crossley, S. A., Allen, D. B., & McNamara, D. S. (2011). Text readability and intuitive simplification: A comparison of readability formulas. Reading in a Foreign

Language, 23(1), 84-101.
Crossley, S. A., Allen, D., & McNamara, D. S. (2012). Text simplification and comprehensible input: A case for an intuitive approach. Language Teaching

Research, 16(1), 89-108.
Crossley, S. A., Kyle, K., & McNamara, D. S. (2016). The tool for the automatic analysis of text cohesion (TAACO): Automatic assessment of local, global, and

text cohesion. Behavior Research Methods, 48(4), 1227-1237.
Crossley, S. A., & McNamara, D. S. (2016). Text-based recall and extra-textual generations resulting from simplified and authentic texts. Reading in a Foreign

Language, 28(1), 1-19.
Crossley, S. A., Yang, H. S., & McNamara, D. S. (2014). What’s so simple about simplified texts? A computational and psycholinguistic investigation of text

comprehension and text processing. Reading in a Foreign Language, 26(1), 92-113.
Doiz, A., & Lasagabaster, D. (2021). An analysis of the use of cognitive discourse functions in English-medium history teaching at university. English for

Specific Purposes, 62, 58-69.
Farrell, T. S. (2020). Professional development through reflective practice for English-Medium Instruction (EMI) teachers. International. Journal of Bilingual

Education and Bilingualism, 23(3), 277-286.
Galloway, N., Kriukow, J., & Numajiri, T. (2017). Internationalisation, higher education and the growing demand for English: An investigation into the English

Medium of Instruction (EMI) movement in China and Japan. In ELT research papers, 17 February 2017. British Council.
Gass, S. M., & Mackey, A. (2016). Stimulated recall methodology in applied linguistics and L2 research. Taylor & Francis.
Glass, R., & Oliveira, A. W. (2014). Science language accommodation in elementary school read-alouds. International Journal of Science Education, 36(4), 577-

609.
Green, A., & Hawkey, R. (2012). Re-fitting for a different purpose: A case study of item writer practices in adapting source texts for a test of academic

reading. Language Testing, 29(1), 109-129.
Hsu, W. (2014). Measuring the vocabulary load of engineering textbooks for EFL undergraduates. English for Specific Purposes, 33(1), 54-65.
Iacozza, S., Costa, A., & Duñabeitia, J. A. (2017). What do your eyes reveal about your foreign language? Reading emotional sentences in a native and foreign

language. PLoS One, 12(10), E0186027.
Ishihara, N., & Prado, M. (2021). The negotiation of meaning in aviation English as a Lingua Franca: A corpus-informed discursive approach. The Modern

Language Journal, 105(3), 639-654.
Jin, T., & Lu, X. (2018). A data-driven approach to text adaptation in teaching material preparation: Design, implementation, and teacher professional

development. TESOL Quarterly, 52(2), 457-467.
Lan, G., Zhang, Q., Lucas, K., Sun, Y., & Gao, J. (2022). A corpus-based investigation on noun phrase complexity in L1 and L2 English writing. English for Specific

Purposes, 67, 4-17.
Long, M. H. (2020). Optimal input for language learning: Genuine, simplified, elaborated, or modified elaborated? Language Teaching, 53(2), 169-182.
Long, M., & Ross, S. (1993). Modifications that preserve language and content. In M. L. Tickoo (Ed.), Simplification: Theory and application (pp. 29-52).

Singapore: SEAMEO Regional Language Center.
OpenLearn. (2022). Free learning from the open university [OER courses website]. Retrieved June 3, 2022, from https://www.open.edu/openlearn/.
Parkinson, J., & Musgrave, J. (2014). Development of noun phrase complexity in the writing of English for Academic Purposes students. Journal of English for

Academic Purposes, 14, 48-59.
Reed, D. K., & Kershaw-Herrera, S. (2016). An examination of text complexity as characterized by readability and cohesion. The Journal of Experimental

Education, 84(1), 75-97.
Rets, I., Coughlan, T., Stickler, U., & Astruc, L. (2020). Accessibility of open educational resources: How well are they suited for English learners? Open

Learning: The Journal of Open and Distance Learning, 1-20.
Rets, I., & Rogaten, J. (2021). To simplify or not? Facilitating English L2 users’ comprehension and processing of open educational resources in English using

text simplification. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 37(3), 705-717.
Rets, Irina, Stickler, Ursula, Coughlan, Tim, & Astruc, Lluisa (2022). Simplification of Open Educational Resources in English: Exploring its effect on text

processing of non-native English speakers. In Bart Rienties, Denise Whitelock, Eileen Scanlon, & Regine Hampel (Eds.), Open World Learning (pp. 89-
103). London: Routledge.

Robinson, O. C. (2014). Sampling in interview-based qualitative research: A theoretical and practical guide. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 11(1), 25-41.
Schmitt, N., Jiang, X., & Grabe, W. (2011). The percentage of words known in a text and reading comprehension. The Modern Language Journal, 95, 26-43.
Soemer, A., & Schiefele, U. (2019). Text difficulty, topic interest, and mind wandering during reading. Learning and Instruction, 61, 12-22.
Tickoo, M. L. (1993). Simplification: Theory and application. Anthology Series, 31.
Tomlinson, B., & Masuhara, H. (2017). The complete guide to the theory and practice of materials development for language learning. John Wiley & Sons.
Tweissi, A. I. (1998). The effects of the amount and the type of simplification on foreign language reading comprehension. Reading in a Foreign Language, 11,

191-206.
Ward, J. (2001). EST: Evading scientific text. English for Specific Purposes, 20(2), 141-152.
Webb, J. M., Diana, E. M., Luft, P., Brooks, E. W., & Brennan, E. L. (1997). Influence of pedagogical expertise and feedback on assessing student comprehension

from nonverbal behavior. The Journal of Educational Research, 91(2), 89-97.
Yano, Y., Long, M., & Ross, S. (1994). Effects of simplified and elaborated texts on foreign language reading comprehension. Language Learning, 44, 189-219.
Young, D. N. (1999). Linguistic simplification of SL reading material: Effective instructional practice? The Modern Language Journal, 83(3), 350-366.

Dr Irina Rets is a Lecturer at the Institute of Educational Technology, Open University (UK), and a Visiting Researcher at the Department of Management
Science, Lancaster University. Her research expertise focuses on online collaborative learning, accessibility of education to international learners, as well as
online measures of learning behaviour. Irina is a Fellow of the Higher Education Academy (FHEA). Email: irina.rets@open.ac.uk

Dr Lluisa Astruc is a Lecturer at the School of Languages and Applied Linguistics, Open University (UK). Her research interests include applied linguistics,
mixed-method research design and quantitative methods of linguistic analysis. E-mail: lluisa.astruc@open.ac.uk

I. Rets et al. / English for Specific Purposes 68 (2022) 31–46 45

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref7
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref7
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref11
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref11
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref13
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref13
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref15
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref15
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref17
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref17
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref18
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref18
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref19
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref20
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref20
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref21
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref21
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref22
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref23
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref23
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref24
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref24
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref25
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref25
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref27
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref28
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref28
https://www.open.edu/openlearn/
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref30
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref30
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref31
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref31
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref32
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref32
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref33
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref33
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/optk2mJkOw2QI
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/optk2mJkOw2QI
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/optk2mJkOw2QI
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref34
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref35
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref36
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref37
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref38
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref39
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref39
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref40
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref41
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref41
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref42
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0889-4906(22)00023-0/sref43
mailto:irina.rets@open.ac.uk
mailto:lluisa.astruc@open.ac.uk


Dr Tim Coughlan is a Senior Lecturer at the Institute of Educational Technology, Open University (UK). His research interests include Education and Human-
Computer Interaction. He is particularly focused on the design and evaluation of systems that support inclusion, creativity, and openness in learning. E-mail:
tim.coughlan@open.ac.uk

Dr Ursula Stickler is a Senior Lecturer at the School of Languages and Applied Linguistics, Open University (UK). Her research interests include technology
enhanced language learning and online teaching skills, qualitative research methods, and eye-tracking. E-mail: ursula.stickler@open.ac.uk

I. Rets et al. / English for Specific Purposes 68 (2022) 31–4646

mailto:tim.coughlan@open.ac.uk
mailto:ursula.stickler@open.ac.uk

	Approaches to simplifying academic texts in English: English teachers’ views and practices
	1. Introduction
	2. Literature review
	2.1. Effects of intuitive text simplification
	2.2. Teachers’ approaches to text simplification

	3. Methodology
	3.1. Participants
	3.2. Procedure
	3.3. Data analysis

	4. Results
	4.1. EFL teachers’ text simplification strategies
	4.1.1. Form (lexico-syntactic) modifications
	4.1.2. Content modifications
	4.1.3. Cohesion modifications

	4.2. Simplification task as a reflection exercise

	5. Discussion
	6. Pedagogical implications
	7. Conclusion
	AcknowledgementThe first author would like to thank Dr Viviana Cortes for her support in the journey this article has made  ...
	Acknowledgement
	References


