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Previous research has assessed whether the typographic layout of 

reading examinations aơects performanceǤ To complement this 

under-researched aspect of assessment, an experimental study sought 

to Ƥnd out whether such an eơect is limited to types of question that 

require more location than comprehension processesǢ or whether it is 

also found with types of question that require comprehension processes 

to a greater extentǤ The results showed that participants read a text 

and answered questions on it faster with a text layout conforming to 

legibility guidelinesǤ This is true for both types of questionǡ regardless of 

the reading processes requiredǤ 
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There has been some recognition that examinations can defeat their 

own good intentions as educational tools ȋHughes ͙͡͠͡Ǣ Jacobs and 

Chase 1992: 13). In the opening chapter of his book Testing for language 

teachers ȋ͙͡͠͡ǣ ͙Ȍǡ Hughes tries to establish why examinations are so 

mistrustedǤ He starts by saying that ǲToo often language testsǥ fail to 

measure accurately whatever it is they are intended to measure.” As a 

result, the scores students obtain do not always mirror their real skills. 

Some authors such as Hughes ȋ͙͡͠͡Ȍǡ Zimmerman et alǤ ȋ͙͘͡͡Ȍǡ Weir 

(1993), and Davis (1993) address the importance of well laid out and 

perfectly legible examination materials. 

Previous studies have speciƤcally investigated the inƪuence that 

the typographic layout of reading examination materials has on 

performance, and how that compromises the validity and reliability of 

the examination ȋLonsdale et alǤ ͚͘͘͞Ǣ Lonsdale ͚͘͘͟ȌǤ The outcomes 

of these studies were clear in showing that the typographic layout of 

examination materials aơects the speed and accuracy of reading a 

text and answering questions based on itǤ SpeciƤcallyǡ eƥcient search 

reading and answering of questions can be supported if using text 

layouts and question and answer sheet layouts conforming to legibility 

guidelines, but impeded if legibility guidelines are disregarded. In these 

studies, participants also reported that the layouts conforming to 

legibility guidelines made it easier to locate the information and answer 

the questionsǤ

 

However, despite the importance of typographic layouts for the 

construct validity of examinations, this issue still remains under-

researched. Lonsdale et al. (2006) and Lonsdale (2007) are the only 

existing studies on this matter. Although Lonsdale et al. (2006) and 

Lonsdaleǯs ȋ͚͘͘͟Ȍ research provides solid evidence on the eơect of 

typographic layout on performance in an examination-type situation, Lonsdale. 2014  |  5
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there is an important aspect of reading examinations that is yet to 

be addressedǣ the types of questionȀreading tasks testedǤ In their 

studies, Lonsdale et al. (2006) and Lonsdale (2007) included only 

one of the two types of question tested in English language reading 

examinationsǡ which diơer in reading process requirementsǤ That isǡ 

some questions require more location process ȋeǤgǤ locate and match 

speciƤc informationȌ and other more comprehension process ȋeǤgǤ 

understanding of main ideas). 

Thereforeǡ the present paper proposes to Ƥll this gap in the research by 

ascertaining whether text layout has an eơect on performance when 

answering both types of questionǡ or whether it is limited to a type of 

question that requires more location than comprehension processesǤ

In order to understand the aim of the proposed study, this paper 

starts by reviewing literature to provide background information on 

the relevant aspects inherent to the construction of English language 

reading examinations. 

 

Lonsdale. 2014  |  6



Construction of reading examinations

General principles

In the book Understanding and developing language testsǡ Weir ȋ͙͛͡͡ǣ 

19-22) gives an explicit description of the general principles that should 

underlie all good examination designǤ Hughes ȋ͙͡͠͡ǣ ͞Ǧ͠ and ͚͚Ǧ͜͟Ȍ also 

analyses these general principlesǡ or Ǯqualities of testsǯǡ as he deƤnes 

them ȋ͙͡͠͡ǣ ixȌǤ Both authors agree that examinations should be validǡ 

reliable, and practical.

An examination is said to have construct validity if it measures just the 

skill it is supposed to measure ȋeǤgǤǡ Hughes ͙͡͠͡ǣ ͟ and ͚͞Ǣ Weir ͙͛͡͡ǣ 

͙͡Ǧ͚͘ and ͚͟Ǧ͛Ǣ Douglas ͚͙͘͘ǣ ͙͘Ǧ͙ȌǤ In other wordsǡ if the aim of the 

examination is to assess the candidatesǯs proƤciency in readingǡ ǲthen 

we must address the problems in testing this and try to avoid other 

constructsǥ interfering with its measurementǤǳ ȋWeir ͙͛͡͡ǣ ͚͟ȌǤ

As shown by the Lonsdale et al. (2006) and Lonsdale (2007) studies, 

legible examination layouts decreased candidates’s speed of reading 

and accuracy of answering questionsǤ This means thatǡ in those cases 

where the typographic layout aơects performanceǡ the construct 

validity of the examination will be compromised since legibility is 

confounded with candidates’s reading skills. 

Hughes ȋ͙͡͠͡ǣ ͟Ȍǡ Weir ȋ͙͛͡͡ǣ ͚͘Ǧ͙Ȍǡ and Douglas ȋ͚͙͘͘ǣ ͙͘Ȍ further 

emphasize that reliability is an essential ingredient in the construction 

of an examination. According to them, an examination is reliable if it 

measures consistently from occasion to occasion and, therefore, we 

can depend on the results it produces. For example, if a candidate 

is given two equivalent examinations on diơerent occasionsǡ the 

two examinations should give a similar picture of the candidate’s 

ability, provided they are carried out under the same circumstances. Lonsdale. 2014  |  7
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Relevant circumstances might be the time of day or the legibility of the 

typographic layoutǤ As Hughes ȋ͙͡͠͡Ȍ claimsǣ 

Too oftenǡ institutional tests are badly typed ȋor handwrittenȌǡ have 

too much text in too small a space, and are poorly reproduced. 

As a result, students are faced with additional tasks which are not 

the ones meant to measure their language abilityǤ Their variable 

performance on the unwanted tasks will lower the reliability of a test 

ȋHughesǡ ͙͡͠͡ǣ ͛͡ȌǤ

Practical matters such as cost eơectiveness and the resources available 

are also signiƤcant considerations when constructing an examinationǤ 

However, practicality should not put at risk the validity of the 

examination ȋWeirǡ ͙͛͡͡ǣ ͚͙Ǧ͚ȌǤ For instanceǡ examinations should 

not be short just because they have to be economical in terms of time 

and money.  

Typographic layout isǡ thereforeǡ one aspect of the assessment which 

determines the validity and reliability of a reading examination. If 

legibility is confounded with candidates’s reading skills, then validity is 

compromised because the examination does not measure accurately 

the skill it is intended to measure, i.e., reading. If the examination does 

not measure performance consistentlyǡ iǤeǤǡ if diơerent scores may be 

obtained with diơerent layoutsǡ then reliability is also compromisedǤ

Typographic layout

Zimmerman et alǤ ȋ͙͘͡͡ǣ ͝Ȍ and Davis ȋ͙͛͡͡ǣ ͚͜͡Ȍ emphasize the 

importance of an examination’s presentation and the need to make 

sure that the arrangement or typography of the materials contributes 

to maximum legibilityǤ They suggestǡ for exampleǡ the use of margins 

and interlinear space to make the examination easy to read and score. 

They also refer to the importance of the layout of the question and 

answer sheet by recommending that similar types of question should be 

grouped together. Moreover, it should be kept in mind that the amount 

of space left for shortǦanswer questions often signiƤes to the students 

the length of the answer expected from them. 

Lonsdale et al. (2006), and Lonsdale (2007 and 2014) go further and 

provide an overview of the legibility guidelines developed from research 

and practice that should be taken into account when designing reading 

examinationsǤ These guidelines are summarized in Table ͙ and relate 

to the typographic features that deƤne the layout of text as well as Lonsdale. 2014  |  8

2.2



of the question and answer sheetsǤ It is clear from the literature that 

the typographic features of text can be manipulated to help, or at 

least not impair, the speed and accuracy of reading and answering in 

examinationsǤ Butǡ it is important to emphasize that for good legibility 

the various typographic features should be selected and combined in 

relation to each other. (For a more comprehensive literature review, see 

Lonsdale 2014).

Lonsdale. 2014  |  9

Type

• To make the hierarchical structure clear and emphasize

important information, the following features can be used:

– Different weights of the same type family (e.g. contrast

larger and bolder with smaller and lighter type variants).

[ Gray, 1975; Waller, 1984 ]

– A variation of type (capitals, lowercase, and italics), 

and size. Two different type families of the same kind

should never be combined.

[ Gray, 1975; Waller, 1984 ]

– Color for the type or background.

[ Gray, 1975, Waller, 1984 ]

Systematic manipulation of space

• Space should be used between items to show their

connectedness:

– To signal the end of each section, space can be 

changed slightly between sections but kept consistent

between questions.

– If plenty of space is used between paragraphs (nearly a

line space) the text is seen as a number of separate, yet

related, blocks.

[ Waller, 1984; Cutts and Maher, 1981; Lonsdale, 2007 ]

• Similar types of question should be grouped together

and arranged inside one another graphically.

[ Waller, 1984; Zimmerman et al., 1990; Davis, 1993 ]

• The more space there is around an item of 

information, the more it should stand out from the

surrounding text.

[ Simmonds and Reynolds, 1994 ]

• Margins and interlinear space make the examination

easy to read and to score.

[ Zimmerman et al., 1990; Davis, 1993; Lonsdale, 2007 ]

Type

• Serif should be used for the body of the text and sans

serif can be used for headings, captions, and marginalia. 

[ McLean, 1980; Simmonds and Reynolds, 1994; Schriver, 1997 ]

• A typeface should be avoided if it:

– Loses its identity when printed or copied.

– Has unusual features. 

– Calls attention to itself rather than to the text.

– Has not been tested objectively.

[ Simon, 1945; Hartley, 1994 and 2004; Black, 1990; Luna, 1992 ]

• When printing text on a black or colored background,

bold should be used to thicken the lines of the characters.

[ Bringhurst, 1992 ]

Type size, line length, interlinear space

• The optimum arrangement for prose text should have: 

– A 10- and 11- point size type.

– A line length of 60 to 70 characters per line.

– An additional interlinear space of one to four points.

Arrangements with relatively long or short lines, smaller

type sizes and tight interlinear space slow reading. 

[ Tschichold, 1967; Hartley and Burnhill, 1977; Spencer, 1969; Black, 1990;

Bringhurst, 1992; Schriver, 1997; Winjholds. 1997; Lonsdale, 2006 ]

Paragraphs

• Paragraphs should be denoted using one line space 

(with or without an indent), or simply using a new line with

a moderate indentation of one to three ems. 

[ Hartley et al., 1978; Schriver, 1997; Hartley and Burnhill, 1977; Rehe,

1979; Bringhurst, 1992; Carter et al., 1993; Hartley, 1994 ]

• The first paragraph should have no indent.

[ Simon, 1945; Tschichold, 1967; Carter et al., 1993 ]

TEXT QUESTION AND ANSWER SHEET

Table 1. Summary of the findings and opinions on the typographic features of text and question and answer sheets.



Academic reading activities tested

As mentioned aboveǡ Weir ȋ͙͛͡͡Ȍ argues that the reading activities which 

students are involved in during their academic life should be replicated 

in reading examinations. Scanning, skimming, and careful reading are 

highlighted by Hughes ȋ͙͡͠͡Ȍǡ Weir ȋ͙͛͡͡Ȍǡ and Enright et alǤ ȋ͚͘͘͘Ȍ as 

being the three main reading activities in an academic context. 

Moore et alǤǯs ȋ͚͙͚͘Ȍ study comparing reading requirements in IELTS 

(International English Language System) test items and in university Lonsdale. 2014  |  10

Instructions and questions

• Lengthy instructions should be avoided, specially if they

are printed in small type.

[ Hartley, 1994 ]

• Numbers should be set close to the corresponding

question for quick identification. 

[ Lonsdale, 2007 ]

Answer spaces

• Answer spaces should:

– Be big enough to fit all the necessary information.

[ Wright and Barnard, 1975; Hartley, 1994 ]

– Have the same length to avoid giving clues about the

length of the answer. 

[ Davis, 1993; Jacobs and Chase, 1992 ] 

– Be located in a suitable place so that it is clear where the

answers are supposed to be written (for example,

alongside the respective questions).

[ Wright, 1981; Wright and Barnard, 1975; Hartley, 1994; Lonsdale, 2007 ]

– Be arranged in vertical columns wherever possible, for

convenient scoring. 

[ Hawkes et al., 1936 ]

– Be placed to the left of the question, particularly when

just a number or letter are required as the answer. 

[ Hawkes et al., 1936; Jacobs and Chase, 1992 ] 

Rules and boxes

• Rules should be used to divide, enclose or link different

components, and boxes should be used to isolate each

component in space.  

[ Waller, 1984 ]

Columns

• A single column layout with wide margins or a double

column layout with a medium line length should be used.

[ Rehe, 1979; Simmonds and Reynolds, 1994 ]

• If the text requires headings or other non-textual

elements that could occupy two columns, then a single

column layout should be used. 

[ Hartley and Burnhill, 1977; Southall, 1984 ]

• If the column measure increases, the interlinear space

should also increase.

[ Carter et al., 1993 ]

Text alignment and margins

• Justified text with rivers and excessive hyphenation

should be avoided. 

[ Carter et al., 1993; Schriver, 1997 ]

• Margins are relaxing and very functional. They allow to: 

– Hold the book without covering the printed text or image; 

– Punch or clip copies for filing without damaging the text;

– Make notes.

[ Simon, 1945; Spencer, 1969; Tschichold, 1967; McLean, 1980; Bringhurst,

1992; Carter et al., 1993; Hartley, 2004 ]

Headings

• For text set in serif type the heading should be set in

semi-bold or bold, sans serif, or in a suitable contrast type.

For text set in sans serif type, only sans serif type should

be used for headings, either in the same weight or bolder.  

[ Tschichold, 1967; Simmonds and Reynolds, 1994; Schriver, 1997 ]

• Headings should be aligned left with no word breaks.

[ Tschichold, 1967, Simmonds and Reynolds, 1994 ]

TEXT QUESTION AND ANSWER SHEET

Table 1. Continued

2.3



study, showed that a sizeable proportion of tasks in the academic 

corpus require mainly a basic comprehension of relatively small textual 

units ȋsentencesǡ interǦsentencesǡ paragraphsȌǤ Thereforeǡ only careful 

reading for basic comprehension should be assessed and not careful 

reading to learn. 

Enright et al. (2000: 4) defend the use of the activities of scanning and 

skimming in English language reading examinations because a high 

percentage of the reading practiced in academic life also involves 

these activities. 

According to Urquhart and Weir ȋ͙͡͡͠ǣ ͙͛͘Ǧ͜ and ͙͘͟Ȍǡ scanning involves 

selective readingǤ That isǡ the readers deliberately omitǡ avoid or pay 

very little attention to some sections of the textǤ This is the process used 

to achieve very speciƤc reading goals rather than reading for the gistǤ For 

exampleǡ reading selectively to Ƥnd the answer to a speciƤc questionǢ 

to Ƥnd wordsǡ phrasesǡ Ƥguresǡ percentagesǡ namesǡ dates of particular 

events in a textǢ or to Ƥnd speciƤc items in an indexǤ Moreoverǡ little or 

no syntactic processing needs to be involved. 

Skimmingǡ on the other handǡ is deƤned by Urqhuart and Weir ȋ͙͡͡͠ǣ 

102-3, 105, and 107) as reading for the gist and, like scanning the reading 

is selective and has a clearly deƤned goalǤ Readers skip some text 

sections in an attempt to comprehend the main ideas just on the basis 

of a few details from the textǤ Thereforeǡ the amount of text processed is 

more substantial than when scanning, since readers may process entire 

sentences and sections of textǡ and not just wordsǤ Urqhuart and Weir 

ȋ͙͡͡͠ǣ ͙͘͟Ȍ also suggest thatǡ as with scanningǡ readers conƤrm whether 

the text surveyed is relevant or not before moving on.

Enright et al.’s (2000: 4) argument to use scanning and skimming 

in English language reading examinations because they are used in 

academic lifeǡ is supported by Weir et alǤǯs ȋ͚͙͚͘bȌ surveyǤ The survey was 

conducted for a study on the relationship between the academic reading 

tasks tested in IELTS and the reading experiences of students in their 

Ƥrst year of study at a British universityǤ The data suggested thatǡ for 

university students, expeditious skills and strategies like scanning and 

skimming are just as critical for academic study as careful reading. 

Jakeman and McDowell have described scanning and skimming as 

Ǯenabling skillsǯ because they can help to deal more eơectively with 

most questions in the reading examinationǤ This is supported by Baxǯs 

ȋ͚͙͛͘Ȍ Ƥndingsǡ which showed that the most successful candidates 

were those who made use of expeditious reading strategies to locate in Lonsdale. 2014  |  11



the text the possible site of the correct answer as speedily as possible. 

Successful candidates also showed better abilities at matching words in 

the question and the textǡ and in doing the same with synonymsǤ

Types of question 

Several authors describe and discuss a number of short-answer tasks 

such as: multiple-choice, matching, and completion tasks (e.g., 

McKeachie ͙͡͠͞ǣ ͙͡Ǣ Hughes ͙͡͠͡ǣ ͝͡Ǧ͙͚͜Ǣ Jacobs and Chase ͙͚͡͡ǣ 

͡͝Ǧ͙͘͘Ǣ Davis ͙͛͡͡ǣ ͚͛͜Ǣ Weir ͙͛͡͡ǣ ͙͜Ǧ͘͡Ǣ Urquhart and Weir ͙͡͡͠ǣ 

͙͝͠Ǧ͙͛͞Ǣ Svinicki and McKeachie ͚͙͛͘ǣ ͠͞ȌǤ  

Multiple-choice, matching, and completion tasks were analyzed for the 

purpose of this study in terms of their limitations and advantages. In 

summaryǡ there does not seem to be a deƤnitive conclusion on which 

task is better for measuring reading skills. However, multiple-choice 

tasks, in general, are regarded as having more limitations and being 

‘unreal’ reading tasks. People are rarely (or never) presented with a list 

of options from which to choose in order to show their understanding 

of a text ȋeǤgǤǡ Weir ͙͛͡͡ǣ ͙͜Ǣ Urquhart and Weir ͙͡͡͠ǣ ͙͝͡ȌǤ In contrastǡ 

there are several situations where matching and completion tasks can 

be extremely useful and reliable. Contrary to multiple-choice, matching 

and completion tasks have been strongly recommended as either an 

alternative or complement to other tasks ȋJacobs and Chase ͙͚͡͡ǣ ͙͙͘Ǣ 

Weir ͙͛͡͡ǣ ͡͝ȌǤ 

To further understand the types of question used to test reading 

skills in English Language Examinations several IELTS books of 

practice tests were also analyzedǤ The source materials wereǣ Jakeman 

and McDowell ȋ͙͡͡͞ȌǢ UCLES ȋ͚͘͘͘ȌǢ Jakeman and McDowell ȋ͚͙͘͘ȌǢ 

Wilson and Terry ȋ͚͘͘͝ȌǢ Cambridge IELTS ͠ ȋ͚͙͙͘ȌǢ the Specimen 

Material booklet provided by UCLES ȋ͚͙͘͘Ȍ and the Oƥcial IELTS 

Practice Materials 1 (2009) and 2 (2010). Information regarding the 

nature of the matching and completion tasks, and corresponding types 

of questionǡ was gatheredǤ 

In order to test scanning, skimming, and careful reading for basic 

comprehension in English language examinationsǡ two diơerent types 

of questionǡ which fall under the umbrella of shortǦanswer questionsǡ 

are usedǤ One type of question is weighted more towards location than 

comprehension processesǤ The second type of question is weighted 

more towards comprehension than location processes. (Enright et al. 

͚͘͘͘ǣ ͝ and ͙͛ȌǤ The use of the term Ǯweighted more towardsǯ reƪects Lonsdale. 2014  |  12
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the fact that comprehension and location processes are never tested 

in complete isolationǤ This is due to the fact that the task and level of 

diƥculty would simply be inappropriate for the test purpose ȋEnright 

et alǤ ͚͘͘͘ǣ ͙͛Ǣ Weir et alǤ ͚͙͚͘aȌǤ Furthermoreǡ many test questionsǡ 

even questions designed to target particular cognitive processesǡ might 

in practice be answered using a range of cognitive reading processes 

operating together ȋBax ͚͙͛͘ǣ ͘͜͞ȌǤ

Of the types of question used in English Language Examinations ȋeǤgǤǡ 

IELTSȌ those such as matching names with opinions seem to require 

location processes to a greater extent, while selecting a heading for each 

paragraph seems to require more comprehension processesǤ  

 

Lonsdale. 2014  |  13



As introduced aboveǡ the Ƥndings that emerged from Lonsdale et 

al. (2006) and Lonsdale’s (2007) experimental work showed that 

the typographic layout of examination materials aơects the speed 

and accuracy of reading a text and answering questions based on 

itǤ Howeverǡ only one type of question was usedǢ a type of question 

weighted more towards location than comprehension processes. 

Thereforeǡ the question remains as to whether these signiƤcant 

results found by Lonsdale et al. (2006) and Lonsdale (2007) are 

limited to one of the two types of question tested in English reading 

language examinations. 

With this in mindǡ it was decided to focus on the possible interaction 

between text layout and type of questionǤ As a resultǡ an experimental 

comparison was conducted to test whether the eơects of text layout 

on performance would be found in relation to the two types of question 

described above. 

Based on the Ƥndings of previous experiments ȋLonsdale et alǤ ͚͘͘͞Ǣ 

Lonsdale ͚͘͘͟Ȍǡ it was expected that with the type of question weighted 

more towards location processes, the text layout conforming to 

legibility guidelines would once again result in better performance. 

As suggested by Lonsdale et al. (2006) and Lonsdale (2007), two 

levels can be distinguished in the process of reading in examination-

type situationsǣ perceptual and conceptual processing of textǤ ȋThis 

suggestion is in line with Massonǯsǡ ͙͚͡͠ and ͙͡͠͝ characterization 

of cognitive processes of skimming storiesǡ in which he identiƤes the 

interplay of the perceptual and conceptual aspects of skimming.) 

At the perceptual level of reading, candidates skim for gist, scan, and 

search for key wordsǡ go back and forwards between a question and a Lonsdale. 2014  |  14

Purpose of the study3



speciƤc section of the textǤ At the conceptual level of readingǡ candidates 

seek to understand the instructions and questionsǡ choose key wordsǡ 

and read the text around the key word more carefully in order to conƤrm 

whether the section contains the right answer. As concluded by Lonsdale 

et al. (2006) and Lonsdale (2007), it seems that the typographic layout 

of text has an eơect on performance at the perceptual level of readingǤ 

Thereforeǡ assuming that questions weighted more towards location 

processes require perceptual processing to a greater extent in order to 

locate the relevant informationǡ then an eơect might be found for this 

particular type of questionǤ 

Questions weighted more towards comprehension processes, on the 

other handǡ require conceptual processing to a greater extentǤ Howeverǡ 

as explained by Enright et alǤ ȋ͚͘͘͘ǣ ͙͛Ȍǡ both types of questionǡ whether 

involving more location or comprehension processesǡ require the 

candidates to locate information in the text by matching information 

from the question ȋeǤgǤǡ key words noted in the questionȌ to identical or 

closely paraphrased corresponding information in the textǤ Weir et alǤǯs 

ȋ͚͙͚͘aȌ study on reading tasks used by students in the IELTS Academic 

Reading Test reinforces Enrightǯs ȋ͚͘͘͘Ȍ suggestionǤ The results showed 

that the most popular strategy in the study (which involved the various 

questions tested in IELTSȌ was to quickly match words that appeared 

in the question with similar or related words in the textǤ This was the 

strategy selected by participants in ten of the Ƥfteen sections testedǡ 

with ͛͠ά of the participants reporting that they used it at least onceǤ 

Perhapsǡ thenǡ an eơect of typographic layout on performance can be 

expected for the two diơerent types of questionǡ since both seem to 

require perceptual processing of text ȋeven if to a diơerent extentȌ in 

order to locate the relevant information.

Lonsdale. 2014  |  15



An experiment was designed to include the variables of text layout and 

type of questionǤ The same text layouts as the ones tested in Lonsdale 

et alǤ ȋ͚͘͘͞Ȍ and Lonsdale ȋ͚͘͘͟Ȍ were comparedǤ These two layouts 

reƪect the variability in legibility found across fortyǦtwo IELTS text 

layouts surveyed in Lonsdale et al.’s (2006) study:

� Typographic layout T͙ǡ intended to be Ǯmost legibleǯǤ Layout T͙ 

conformed to legibility guidelines: serif type for the text, sans 

serif type for the headings, type size of 10.5 points, an additional 

interlinear space of 3.5 points, line length of 70 characters, text left 

aligned, paragraphs distinguished by one line space with no indent, 

and single column with wide margins ȋsee Table ͚ for speciƤc 

details).

� Typographic layout T͚ǡ the typical typographic layout of IELTS ȋiǤeǤǡ 

the layout found in the surveys to be the most commonly used in 

IELTSȌǡ intended to be of Ǯmedium legibilityǯǤ Layout T͚ followed 

some legibility guidelines: serif type for the text and heading, a 

type size of 10.5 points, and paragraphs distinguished by a new 

line with a moderate indentation of slightly over one emǤ The 

other typographic features fell outside the legibility guidelines: an 

additional interlinear space of only 0.5 points, a two-columns layout 

with a short line length of ͚͜ charactersǡ and text fully justiƤed with 

rivers ȋsee Table ͚ for speciƤc detailsȌǤ

The selection of two text layouts was followed by the selection of two 

types of questionǤ This choice was informed by Jakeman and McDowellǯs 

ȋ͚͙͘͘Ȍ descriptionsǡ and the following questions were selected for 

experimental comparison:

� The ǮopinionǦnameǯ questionǦǦaccording to Jakeman and McDowell 

ȋ͚͙͘͘Ȍ this question tests how well candidates can locate and Lonsdale. 2014  |  16

Selection of experimental material4



match speciƤc information ȋsee appendix ͙ȌǤ Thereforeǡ this type of 

question is weighted more towards location than comprehension 

processes.

� The ǮparagraphǦheadingǯ questionǦǦaccording to Jakeman and 

McDowell ȋ͚͙͘͘Ȍ this question tests the candidatesǯs understanding 

of main ideas by matching headings to paragraphs in a text (see 

appendix ͚ȌǤ Thereforeǡ this type of question is weighted more 

towards comprehension than location processes.

This choice was also inƪuenced by the fact that these two questions have 

a very similar structureǤ Both types of question have a list of alternative 

answers given to match with each numbered questionǤ As the variable 

of interest in the present experiment was the text layoutǡ the diơerences 

between the typographic structure of the two types of question were 

kept to a minimumǤ Testing two questions that are diơerent in terms 

of process requirementsǡ but similar in terms of typographic structureǡ 

is extremely important for the present experimentǤ The greater the 

typographic diơerences between the questionsǡ the more variability 

would be introduced into the data according to the diơerent type of 

questionǤ Consequentlyǡ the eơects of text layout on performance may 

be obscuredǤ Thusǡ so as to avoid confounding the resultsǡ it seemed 

logical to use the question and answer sheet layout that in the previous Lonsdale. 2014  |  17

Table 2. Typographic features of text layouts T1 and T2

• Text: Times New Roman

• Title: DIN bold

• Subtitle: DIN regular

• Text: 10.5 pt (1.8mm x-height)

• Title: 28 pt (5mm x-height)

• Subtitle: 18 pt (3.2mm x-height)

• 70 characters

• Text: 14 pt

• Title and subtitle: 27pt

• Inside: 30mm (passage 56mm)

• Top: 30mm

• Outside: 44mm

• Bottom: 20mm (on the 2nd page 

the margin is defined according to    

the number of words in the passage)

Text aligned to the left

Single

Line space

• Text: Times New Roman

• Title: Times New Roman

• Subtitle: Times New Roman

• Text: 10.5 pt (1.8mm x-height)

• Title: 22 pt (4mm x-height)

• Subtitle: 22 pt (4mm x-height)

• 42 characters

• Text: 11 pt

• Title and subtitle: same line

• Inside: 35mm

• Top: 60mm

• Outside: 35mm

• Bottom: 50mm (on the 2nd page 

the margin is defined according to 

the number of words in the passage)

Text fully justified

Double

An indent of 35mm

Typeface

Type size

Line length

Interlinear

space

Margins

Alignment

Columns

Paragraphs

LAYOUT  T1 LAYOUT  T2



experiments was found to support ȋor at least not impedeȌ eƥcient 

answering iǤeǤǡ the question and answer sheet layout conforming to 

legibility guidelines. 

Due to the individual nature of the tasksǡ these two types of question 

require reading diơerent amounts of textǡ and one has two more items 

to match than the other. However, it was not the aim of this study to 

compare whether one type of question is easier to answer than the 

other, but whether the layout facilitates or impedes answering one 

question compared to the otherǤ Furthermoreǡ each text layout was 

combined with each type of questionǡ and each participant used each 

combinationǡ so that the inƪuence that diơerent layouts can have on the 

same person was ascertained. 

Lonsdale. 2014  |  18



The experimental comparison investigated the eơects of text layout on 

performance when reading a text and answering two diơerent types of 

question on itǡ under time pressureǤ

Method

Participants

ThirtyǦtwo people volunteered to participate in the experimentǤ Some 

participants were students (undergraduate and postgraduate students), 

and some were not students but had either a Ƥrst degree or a higher 

degreeǤ Their average age was ͛͘Ǥ͡ yearsǤ There were seventeen female 

and Ƥfteen male participantsǤ 

As in Lonsdale et al. (2006) and Lonsdale (2007), this study aimed to 

extend the Ƥndings to examinations in generalǡ as well as to other 

similar academic materials. For that reason it was decided to include 

non-native English speakers (nineteen) as well as native English 

speakers (thirteen) to maximize the relevance of the results. 

Materials

In this experiment four conditions were prepared, which combined 

two text layouts with two types of questionǤ The text layouts were T͙ǡ 

intended to be more legibleǡ and T͚ǡ intended to be of medium legibilityǤ 

The types of question were Tq͙ǡ Ǯopinion nameǯǡ weighted more towards 

location than comprehension processesǡ and Tq͚ǡ Ǯparagraph headingǯǡ 

weighted more towards comprehension than location processes. 

The four conditions are illustrated in Figures ͙ǡ ͚ǡ ͛ǡ and ͜Ǥ It should be 

remembered that typically in the Ǯparagraph headingǯ type of question Lonsdale. 2014  |  19

5.1

Experimental comparison5
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Xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxx xxx xxxxx xx xxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx. X xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx xxx
xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xx xx xxx x xxx xx xxx xxxx xxx
xxxxxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx. Xxx xxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx, xxxxxxx, xx xxxx xxxxxxxxx.

Xxx xx xx xx xxxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxx xx xxx xx xxx xx xxxx xx x
xxxxxx xxxx. Xxxxx xx x xxxxxx xx xx xxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxxxx x
xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx. Xxx xx xxxxxx xx xxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx
xx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xx xxxxx xxxx x xx xxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxx xx xx xxxx xxx xxxx xxxxxxx. 

Xxxxx xx xxxx xxxxxx, xxxx xxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx,
xxxxxxxx xxxxx x xxxxxx xxxx xx xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xx xxxx xx xxxx
xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx xxxx xx xxx, xxxx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx
xxxx xxx xxxx, xxxxx xx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx. Xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx
xxx xxxxxx xxxx x xxx xx xxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxxx xxx xx xxxxxx xx
xxxx xxxxxxxxxx xx xxxxx xxxxx xx xx xxxxx xx xxxx x xxx xxx
xxxxxxx. Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx x xxxx xxx xx
xxxx xxx xxxxx.

Xx xx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxxxxx. X xxx xxxx xx xxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxx xx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx xx xxx xxxx. X xxx xxxxx
xxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxx xxxxx
xx xxxxxxxxx.

Xx xxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxx xxxxxxxxx xxxx
xxxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx. Xxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xx xx
xxxx xx xx xxx xxxxxxxx xx xxxxxx, xxxxxxxx xxxxx, xxxx xxx xxxx
xxxx xxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxx xxxxx. Xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxx xx xxxx
xx xxxx xx.

Xxxxx xxxxxx, xxxxxxx xxxxxxx (xxxxx xxxxx xx xx xxxxxxxx) xxx
xxx xxx xxxx xxx xx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xx xxxx xxxxxxxx xx xx xxxx
xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxx
xxxx xxxx xxxxxx. Xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxx xxx xxx

Xxxxxxxxxxx 
Xxxxxxxx xxx xxx xxx

XXXXXXX XXXXXX

Xxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx Xxxxxxxx X-X, xxxx xxx xxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx, xx
xxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxx.

X Xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xx xxxx x xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxxxx 
xxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx.

X Xxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx-xxxxxx xxxxxx.

X Xxxx xxx xxxx xxxxxx xx xx xxxx-xxxxxx.

X Xxxxx x xxxxxx, xxxx-xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx
xxxx xxxxx-xxxxxx xxxxxx.

X Xxxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xx xxx xxxx xxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx 
xxxx xxxxx xx xxxxxx.

X Xxx xxx xxxxx xx xxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx.

X Xxxxxxx xx x xxxxxx xxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxx xxxx.

Xxxxxxxxx X-X

Xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx x xxxxxxx xx xxxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxx. Xxxxxx xxxx 
xxxxxxx (X-X), xxxx xxx/xxx xxxxxxx (X-X). 

Xxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx (X-X) xx xxxxx X-X xxxxxxx.

XX Xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx. Xx, xxx xxx xxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx.

XXXXXXX

X Xx Xxxxx

X Xx Xxxxxxxxxxx 

X Xxxxxxxx xxx Xxxxxxxxx

X Xxxxxxx Xxxxx

X Xxxxxxxxx Xxxxxx

Figure 1. Condition 1: the combination of the text layout intended to be more legible with the ‘opinion-name’ type of
question. ‘x’s are used in this paper to represent the text.

XXXX XX XXXXXXXX

X X xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxx

X Xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx

X Xxxxxxxxxx x xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx

X Xxx xx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxxx

X Xxxxxxx xx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx

X Xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxx

X Xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxx

X Xxxx xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx

X Xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxx

X Xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx

X Xxxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx

X Xx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxx xx xxxxxxxxxx

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

Xxxxxxxxx X-X

Xxx Xxxxxxx Xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxxxxxxxx. Xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx (X-X), xxxx xxx
xxxxxxxxx (X-X).

Xxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx (X-X) xx xxxxx X-X xxxx.

XX Xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxxxx. Xx, xxx xxxx xxx xxx xxxx xxx.

Xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxx xxx xxxxx xx xxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx. X xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx xxx
xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xx xx xxx x xxx xx xxx xxxx xxx
xxxxxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxx xxx xxxx. Xxx xxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx, xxxxxxx, xx xxxx xxxxxxxxx.

Xxx xx xx xx xxxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxx xx xxx xx xxx xx xxxx xx x
xxxxxx xxxx. Xxxxx xx x xxxxxx xx xx xxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxxxx x
xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx. Xxx xx xxxxxx xx xxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx
xx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xx xxxxx xxxx x xx xxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxx xx xx xxxx xxx xxxx xxxxxxx. 

Xxxxx xx xxxx xxxxxx, xxxx xxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx,
xxxxxxxx xxxxx x xxxxxx xxxx xx xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xx xxxx xx xxxx
xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx xxxx xx xxx, xxxx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx
xxxx xxx xxxx, xxxxx xx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx. Xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx
xxx xxxxxx xxxx x xxx xx xxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxxx xxx xx xxxxxx xx
xxxx xxxxxxxxxx xx xxxxx xxxxx xx xx xxxxx xx xxxx x xxx xxx
xxxxxxx. Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx x xxxx xxx xx
xxxx xxx xxxxx.

Xx xx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxxxxx. X xxx xxxx xx xxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxx xx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx xx xxx xxxx. X xxx xxxxx
xxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxx xxxxx
xx xxxxxxxxx.

Xx xxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxx xxxxxxxxx xxxx
xxxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx. Xxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xx xx
xxxx xx xx xxx xxxxxxxx xx xxxxxx, xxxxxxxx xxxxx, xxxx xxx xxxx
xxxx xxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxx xxxxx. Xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxx xx xxxx
xx xxxx xx.

Xxxxx xxxxxx, xxxxxxx xxxxxxx (xxxxx xxxxx xx xx xxxxxxxx) xxx
xxx xxx xxxx xxx xx xxxx xxxx xxxxxx xx xxxx xxxxxxxx xx xx xxxx
xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxx
xxxx xxxx xxxxxx. Xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxx xxx xxx

Xxxxxxxxxxx 
Xxxxxxxx xxx xxx xxx

XXXXXXX XXXXXX

Xxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx Xxxxxxxx X-X, xxxx xxx xxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx, xx
xxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxx.

X

X

X

X

X

X

Figure 2. Condition 2: the combination of the text layout intended to be more legible with the ‘paragraph-heading’ type
of question. ‘x’s are used in this paper to represent the text.
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xxxxx. Xxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx
xxxxxxx xxxxxx xx xx xxx xx xxxxx xx.

Xxxxx xxxxxxxx, xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx
xxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx
xxx xxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx
xxxxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxx
xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxx xxxx xx xxx xxxxx.
Xxx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxx
xxx xxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxxx
xxxxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxx xxxx xxx xx xx
xxxxxx. Xxxx xxxxx, xxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxx
xxx xxxxxxxx xxxx x xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xx
xxxxxxx, xxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxx
xx xxx xxxxxxx xx xxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx.

Xxxxxxxxxxx, xxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx. Xxxx xxxxxxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxx xx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxx
xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxx x
xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx
xxx xxxxxx. Xxx xxx xxx xx xxxx xxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx, xxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx
xxxxxxx xxxx xx xxxxxxxx.

Xxxxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx xx
xxxx xxxxxxx , xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx
xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxx.
Xxxxxxxxxxxx, xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxx
xx xxxx x xxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxx xx xxxxxx
x xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx. Xxx xx xxx
xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx, xxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx
xxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx
xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxx. Xxxx
xx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx
xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxxx.

Xxxxxxxx xx xx xxx xxx xxxxxx
xx  xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx
xxxxxxxx. X xxxxxxx xxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxx xx xxx xx xx xxx xx xxx xxxx
xxx xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxxx.
Xxx xxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx,
xxxxxxx, xx xxxx xxxxxxxxxx.

Xxx xxx xx xx xxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxx xx
xxx xx xxxx xx xxxx xx x xxxxx xxxx.
xxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxxx
xxxxxxxxxxx x xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx. Xxx xx
xxxxxx xx xxxx xx xxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xx
xxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xx xxxxx xxxx xx xx
xxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xx xxx xxx
xxx xxxx xxxxxxx.

Xxxxxx xx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxx
xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx, xxxxxxxxx
xxxxx xx xxxxxx xxxx xx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx
xx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx
xxxxxx xxxx, xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx
xxxx xxx xxx, xxxxxx xx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx.
Xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxx
xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xx
xxxxxxx xx xxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxx
xxxxx xx xxx xxxxx xx xxxx xx xxx xxx
xxxxxxx. Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxx
xxxxx xx xxx xxxx xx xxxx xxx xxxxx.

Xx xxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx
xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx
xx  xxxxxxxxxxxxx. X xxx xxxxx xx
xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xx xxxxx xxxx
xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxx xxx xxxx. Xx xxx xxxx
xxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxx xx xxxxxxxxxx.

Xx xxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx
xxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxx xx xxx
xxxxxxxxxxx xxxx. Xxxx xxx xxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxx xxx xx xxx
xxxxxxxxx xx xxxxx, xxxxxxxx xxxxx, xxxx
xxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxx

X
Xxxxxxxxxx – Xxxxxxx xx xxx xxx

XXXXXXX XXXXXX

Xxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx Xxxxxxxx X-X, xxxx xxx xxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx, xx
xxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxx.

X Xxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xx xxxx x xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxxxx 
xxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx.

X Xxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx-xxxxxx xxxxxx.

X Xxxx xxx xxxx xxxxxx xx xx xxxx-xxxxxx.

X Xxxxx x xxxxxx, xxxx-xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx
xxxx xxxxx-xxxxxx xxxxxx.

X Xxxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xx xxx xxxx xxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx 
xxxx xxxxx xx xxxxxx.

X Xxx xxx xxxxx xx xxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxx.

X Xxxxxxx xx x xxxxxx xxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxx xxxx.

Xxxxxxxxx X-X

Xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx x xxxxxxx xx xxxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxx. Xxxxxx xxxx 
xxxxxxx (X-X), xxxx xxx/xxx xxxxxxx (X-X). 

Xxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx (X-X) xx xxxxx X-X xxxxxxx.

XX Xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx. Xx, xxx xxx xxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxxx.

XXXXXXX

X Xx Xxxxx

X Xx Xxxxxxxxxxx 

X Xxxxxxxx xxx Xxxxxxxxx

X Xxxxxxx Xxxxx

X Xxxxxxxxx Xxxxxx

Figure 3. Condition 3: the combination of the text layout intended to be of medium legibility with the ‘opinion-name’
type of question. ‘x’s are used in this paper to represent the text.

xxxxx. Xxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxx
xxxxxxx xxxxxx xx xx xxx xx xxxxx xx.

Xxxxx xxxxxxxx, xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx
xxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx
xxx xxx xxxx xxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx
xxxxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxx
xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxx xxxx xx xxx xxxxx.
Xxx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxx
xxx xxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxx xxxxxx
xxxxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxx xxxx xxx xx xx
xxxxxx. Xxxx xxxxx, xxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxx
xxx xxxxxxxx xxxx x xxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xx
xxxxxxx, xxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxx
xx xxx xxxxxxx xx xxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx.

Xxxxxxxxxxx, xxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxx. Xxxx xxxxxxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxx xx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx xxxx
xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxx xxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxx x
xxxxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx
xxx xxxxxx. Xxx xxx xxx xx xxxx xxxxx
xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx, xxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx
xxxxxxx xxxx xx xxxxxxxx.

Xxxxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx xx
xxxx xxxxxxx , xxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxx xxxx
xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxx.
Xxxxxxxxxxxx, xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxx
xx xxxx x xxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxx xx xxxxxx
x xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx. Xxx xx xxx
xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxx, xxx xxx xxxxxx xxxx
xxxxxx xx xx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx
xxxxxxx xxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxx. Xxxx
xx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx xxx
xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxxxx.

Xxxxxxxx xx xx xxx xxx xxxxxx
xx  xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxx
xxxxxxxx. X xxxxxxx xxxxxx xx
xxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxx xx xxx xx xx xxx xx xxx xxxx
xxx xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxx xxxxx.
Xxx xxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx,
xxxxxxx, xx xxxx xxxxxxxxxx.Xxx xxx xx
xx xxxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxx xx xxx xx xxxx
xx xxxx xx x xxxxx xxxx. xxxxxx xx xx
xxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxxxxx
x xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx. Xxx xx xxxxxx xx
xxxx xx xxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xx xxxxxx
xxxxxxxxx xxx xx xxxxx xxxx xx xx xxxxx
xxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xx xxx xxx xxx
xxxx xxxxxxx.

Xxxxxx xx xxxxx xxxxx xxxx xxx
xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx, xxxxxxxxx
xxxxx xx xxxxxx xxxx xx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx
xx xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx
xxxxxx xxxx, xxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx
xxxx xxx xxx, xxxxxx xx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx.
Xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxxxx xxxx
xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxx xx
xxxxxxx xx xxxxx xxxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxx
xxxxx xx xxx xxxxx xx xxxx xx xxx xxx
xxxxxxx. Xxxx xxxx xxx xxxxxxxxx xxxxxx
xxxxx xx xxx xxxx xx xxxx xxx xxxxx.

Xx xxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx
xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx
xx  xxxxxxxxxxxxx. X xxx xxxxx xx
xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx xx xxxxx xxxx
xxxxxxxx xxxxx xxx xxx xxxx. Xx xxx xxxx
xxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxx
xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxx xx xxxxxxxx.Xx
xxx xxxx xxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxx xxx
xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxx xx xxx
xxxxxxxxxxx xxxx. Xxxx xxx xxxxxx
xxxxxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxx xxx xx xxx
xxxxxxxxx xx xxxxx, xxxxxxxx xxxxx, xxxx
xxxx xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxx

X
Xxxxxxxxxx – Xxxxxxx xx xxx xxx

XXXXXXX XXXXXX

Xxx xxxxxx xxxxxxx Xxxxxxxx X-X, xxxx xxx xxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxx, xx xxxxxxx
xxx xxxxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxx.

X

X

X

X

X

X

XXXX XX XXXXXXXX

X X xxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxx xxx xxxxxx

X Xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxx

X Xxxxxxxxxx x xxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx

X Xxx xx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxxx

X Xxxxxxx xx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxxxx

X Xxx xxxxx xxx xxxxxx xxxxx

X Xxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxxx

X Xxxx xxxxxxxxx xx xxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxx

X Xxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxx xxxxx

X Xxxxxxxxxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxx xxxxxx

X Xxxxx xxxx xxxxxx xxxxxxxxxx

X Xx xxxxxxxxxxx xxxx xx xxxxxxxxxx

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

X  Xxxxxxxxx X

Xxxxxxxxx X-X

Xxx Xxxxxxx Xxxxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxxxxxxxx. Xxxxx xxxx xxxxxxx (X-X), xxxx xxx
xxxxxxxxx (X-X).

Xxxxx xxx xxxxxxxxxx xxxxx (X-X) xx xxxxx X-X xxxx.

XX Xxxxx xxx xxxx xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxxxxxxxx. Xx, xxx xxxx xxx xxx xxxx xxx.

Figure 4. Condition 4: the combination of the text layout intended to be of medium legibility with the 
‘paragraph-heading’ type of question. ‘x’s are used in this paper to represent the text.



each paragraph in the passage is identiƤed with a numberȀletter to 

inform candidates which paragraph the questions refer toǤ

Four passages of approximately equal length ȋ͘͘͠ wordsȌǡ taken from 

an IELTS practice bookǡ were usedǤ The texts discussed four diơerent 

matters of general interest suitable for postgraduate and undergraduate 

studentsǤ These passages were the ones used in the studies conducted 

by Lonsdale et al. (2006) and Lonsdale (2007). As shown in Lonsdale et 

alǤǯs ȋ͚͘͘͞Ȍ studyǡ statistical analysis revealed no signiƤcant diơerence 

between the passages for all three measurements (task time, task 

accuracyǡ and task eƥciencyȌǤ This is important as it suggests that the 

passages were equally diƥcult in relation to their contentǤ

Experimental design and measures 

A within subject design was used, whereby each participant worked 

on the four conditions combining two diơerent text layouts with two 

diơerent types of questionǤ Thusǡ the passages for each condition were 

diơerent in contentǤ 

To eliminate sequence eơects the order of presentation was controlled 

using a GrecoǦLatin square designǡ which paired text layout with type of 

questionǤ This prevented the same type of question being used always in 

Ƥrst or last placeǤ 

Performance using each of the four conditions was measured by: (1) task 

timeǡ the time taken to read the passage and answer questions on itǢ 

ȋ͚Ȍ task accuracyǡ the number of correct answersǢ ȋ͛Ȍ task eƥciencyǡ the 

number of correct answers per second.

Procedure and tasks

Participants were asked to perform as quickly and accurately as possible 

and were tested in groups of two, three, or four people. Participants 

were given two types of questionǤ For the Ǯopinion nameǯ type of 

question participants were asked to match the correct name with each 

statementǤ For the Ǯparagraph headingǯ type of question participants 

were asked to choose the correct heading for each paragraph of the 

passageǤ In both types of question the answers were limited to a letterǡ 

to avoid writing skills interfering with the measurement of reading skills.

After the performance testǡ participantsǯs judgments of the diơerent text 

layouts were also recorded on a oneǦpage questionnaire containing the Lonsdale. 2014  |  22



following questionsǣ ȋ͙Ȍ Which text design made it easier to locate the 

answersǫ Whyǫ and ȋ͚Ȍ Which text design did you Ƥnd more attractiveǫ 

Whyǫ The experimenter wrote down comments made by participants 

concerning their reading techniquesǤ

Results

A two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), with text layout and type 

of question as within subject factorsǡ was used to test for signiƤcant 

diơerences in performance looking at each measure separatelyǤ 

Kendallǯs Coeƥcient of Concordance was used to examine participantsǯs 

preferences in relation to ease of locating answers and attractiveness 

with the diơerent text layoutsǤ

Task time

The twoǦway ANOVA on task time with text layout and type of question 

as factors found a signiƤcant eơect for text layout ȋF ȋ͙ǡ͙͛Ȍγ͙͘ǡ pζ͘Ǥ͙͘ȌǤ 

Examination of the data revealed that participants read and answered 

faster with text layout T͙ǡ the one intended to be more legibleǤ There 

was no interaction between text layout and type of questionǤ The means 

for task time and standard errors are illustrated in Figure 5 and were 
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Figure 5. Mean task time and standard error of the mean for the two text layouts
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as followsǣ condition T͙ήTq͙ ȋMeanγ͙͟͝Ǥ͜Ǣ SEγ͛͜Ǥ͜ȌǢ condition T͙ήTq͚ 

ȋMeanγ͟͝͝Ǥ͠Ǣ SEγ͙͜Ǥ͚ȌǢ condition T͚ήTq͙ ȋMeanγ͙͝͡Ǥ͝Ǣ SEγ͟͝Ǥ͟ȌǢ 

condition T͚ήTq͚ ȋMeanγ͞͝͞Ǥ͡Ǣ SEγ͜͝Ǥ͜Ȍ

Task accuracy

The twoǦway ANOVA indicated that text layout did not aơect task 

accuracy, and there was no interaction between the two variables text 

layout and type of questionǤ The means and standard errors for task 

accuracy are shown in Figure ͞ and were as followsǣ condition T͙ήTq͙ 

ȋMeanγ͜Ǥ͟͡Ǣ SEγ͘Ǥ͚͠ȌǢ condition T͙ήTq͚ ȋMeanγ͜Ǥ͝Ǣ SEγ͘Ǥ͜͝ȌǢ condition 

T͚ήTq͙ ȋMeanγ͜Ǥ͟͠Ǣ SEγ͘Ǥ͛͛ȌǢ condition T͚ήTq͚ ȋMeanγ͜Ǥ͠͠Ǣ SEγ͘Ǥ͘͜ȌǤ

Task eƥciency

The twoǦway ANOVA showed no signiƤcant main eơect of text layout 

nor interaction between text layout and type of question were foundǤ 

The means and standard errors for task eƥciency appear in Figure ͟ and 

were as followsǣ condition T͙ήTq͙ ȋMeanγ͘Ǥ͙͙͛͘Ǣ SEγ͘Ǥ͙͘͘͡ȌǢ condition 

T͙ήTq͚ ȋMeanγ͘Ǥ͙͘͘͞Ǣ SEγ͘Ǥ͙͘͘͞ȌǢ condition T͚ήTq͙ ȋMeanγ͘Ǥ͙͙͘͠Ǣ 

SEγ͘Ǥ͙͘͘͝ȌǢ condition T͚ήTq͚ ȋMeanγ͘Ǥ͘͘͟͡Ǣ SEγ͘Ǥ͙͚͘͘ȌǤLonsdale. 2014  |  24
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Figure 6. Mean task accuracy and standard error of the mean for the two text

layouts and for the two types of question.



Judgments of ease of locating answers and attractiveness

According to Kendallǯs Coeƥcient of Concordanceǡ participants were not 

in agreement as to which layout made it easier to locate the answers, 

nor as to which was more attractive ȋTable ͛ȌǤ ȋNote that within the body 

of the table the numbers refer to the number of participants who ranked, 

for exampleǡ layout T͙ as Ƥrstǡ and the number who ranked it as secondǤȌ
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Howeverǡ more people judged layout T͙ as being easier for locating the 

answers than layout T͚Ǥ The participantsǯs comments revealed that the 

generous space and clear distinction of paragraphs in layout T͙ made the 

text easy to readǤ Ten participants speciƤcally mentioned that layout T͙ 

was easy to scanǤ As for layout T͚ǡ some participants commented that 

this layout concentrates more information on the same page, which 

made it easier to scan. In relation to attractiveness, some participants 

saw layout T͙ as relaxingǡ clearǡ and modernǤ Other participants found 

the double column arrangement of layout T͚ tidy and familiarǤ

A brief observation of how participants approached each type of 

question during the experiment ȋtogether with their Ƥnal commentsȌ 

revealed two obvious reading strategies:

� For the type of question weighted more towards location processesǡ 

candidates followed the same strategy as the one identiƤed in 

Lonsdale et alǤ ȋ͚͘͘͞Ȍ and Lonsdale ȋ͚͘͘͟ȌǤ That isǡ participants 

read the questions Ƥrstǡ selected key words and then used them to 

locate the answersǤ Thenǡ they moved between the question and the 

relevant information to conƤrm whether the information answered 

the questionǤ

� For the type of question weighted more towards comprehension 

processesǡ participants also started by reading the questionsǤ Thenǡ 

they skimmed each paragraph one at a time, checked the list of 

alternative answersǡ referred back to the paragraph and scannedȀ

skimmed the information they thought relevantǡ and Ƥnally selected 

an answer.
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The main Ƥnding of the experiment reported here is that text layout 

aơects performanceǡ iǤeǤ the speed and accuracy of reading a text and 

answering questions based on itǡ for two distinct types of questionǤ 

SpeciƤcallyǡ participants read a text and answered questions on it 

faster with the text layout conforming to legibility guidelines regardless 

of whether the type of question tested was weighted more towards 

location or comprehension processesǤ Thereforeǡ based on Enright 

et alǤǯs ȋ͚͘͘͘Ȍ suggestion and Weir et alǤǯs ȋ͚͙͚͘aȌ study resultsǡ the 

typographic layout of text might have an eơect on performance 

because both types of question require perceptual processing of textǤ 

Even if the latter is required to varying degreesǡ it might be suƥcient to 

cause an eơectǤ 

This Ƥnding relates to the speciƤc context where university students 

and graduates in a group complete reading tasks under some time 

pressureǤ Thereforeǡ the Ƥnding might not applyǡ for exampleǡ to people 

with lower levels of literacyǤ Further investigation would be required to 

conƤrm thisǤ

The results for task accuracy and task eƥciency were nonǦsigniƤcantǡ 

which means that there was no tradeǦoơ between speed and accuracyǤ 

That isǡ the fact that participants performed faster with layout T͙ did not 

aơect the accuracy of their answersǤ 

The way participants approached the reading tasks seems to be 

in accordance with the processing requirements of the two types 

of question testedǤ Thereforeǡ the explanation for the Ƥnding that 

participants perform better when using the text layout conforming to 

legibility guidelines might be because this layout: (1) makes it easier 

to locate speciƤc information in the textǢ ȋ͚Ȍ might assist participants 

when referring back to the text in order to check if speciƤc information Lonsdale. 2014  |  27
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found in the text answers the questionǢ ȋ͛Ȍ might assist participants after 

writing down the answerǡ to conƤrm if the information transferred to 

answer the question is accurateǤ Moreoverǡ the fact that participants 

matched information from the question to identical information in the 

text (i.e., keywords), supports the theory that text layout might have an 

eơect on performance at the perceptual level of readingǤ

There is now suƥcient evidence from the present study and from 

Lonsdale et alǤ ȋ͚͘͘͞Ȍ and Lonsdaleǯs ȋ͚͘͘͟Ȍ studiesǡ to conƤrm that 

the layouts of text and of question and answer sheet used in reading 

examinations aơect performanceǤ SpeciƤcallyǡ the layouts conforming 

to legibility guidelines result in better performance and are preferred 

by participantsǤ Thereforeǡ a more legible typographic layout should be 

used for testing purposes to avoid compromising the construct validity 

of the examination. As highlighted by Douglas (2010), there is an ethical 

responsibility to make examinations as accurate as possible to give 

students as fair a measurement of their abilities as possible.

Furthermore, it seems reasonable to suggest that the treatment of 

typographic layout may even minimize other potential diƥculties 

associated with examinations. A legible typographic layout could make 

the testing experience less stressful for candidates, since, as shown in 

this and in previous studies ȋLonsdale et alǤ ͚͘͘͞Ǣ Lonsdale ͚͘͘͟Ȍǡ with 

a layout conforming to legibility guidelines less time is spent reading 

and answering questions than with a less legible layoutǤ This means 

candidates would have more time left in the examination to think about 

the questions and answersǤ Consequentlyǡ this could reduce stressǤ 

In fact, when judging the ease of locating answers and of answering 

questions with the layouts tested in the present studyǡ a considerable 

number of participants mentioned that the layouts conforming to 

legibility guidelines were clear, easy to read, user-friendly, and relaxing.

 

It is also valuable to take user’s preferences into consideration when 

designing the documents they will be handling. In the present study, 

more participants chose layout T͙ as being easier to locate the answers 

(20 participants out of a total of 32) and more attractive (19 participants 

out of a total of ͚͛ȌǤ Participants highlighted layout T͙ for having 

good space overall and paragraphs clearly distinguished, which made 

text clear and easy to read. In terms of attractiveness, participants 

mentioned that layout T͙ was clear and modernǤ 

The conclusion to be drawn from the present Ƥndings seems to be 

straightforward. Designers of examinations, examination boards and Lonsdale. 2014  |  28



instructors should take legibility issues into consideration in order to 

construct valid and reliable examination materials. 

The Ƥndings from the study reported in this article ȋtogether with 

Lonsdale et al. 2006 and Lonsdale 2007) are not restricted to English 

language reading examinationsǤ They can extendǡ for exampleǡ to 

achievement tests in general, which verify how successfully the 

objectives of the course have been achieved ȋas deƤned byǡ for exampleǡ 

Hughes ͙͡͠͡ȌǤ Furthermoreǡ because achievement tests replicate 

the teaching and learning activities used in class and included in the 

textbooksǡ then the Ƥndings reported in this paper should also be taken 

into consideration when designing such educational materials.
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Appendices

1 Human beings started to show a preference for right-handedness 
when they first developed language.

2 Society is prejudiced against left-handed people.

3 Boys are more likely to be left-handed.

4 After a stroke, left-handed people recover their speech more quickly      
than right-handed people.

5 People who suffer strokes on the left side of the brain usually lose 
their power of speech.

6 The two sides of the brain develop different functions before birth.

7 Asymmetry is a common feature of the human body.

Questions 1-7

The Reading Passage describes a number of persons and their opinions. Match each 
person (A-E), with his/her opinion (1-7). Write the appropriate letter (A-E) on lines 1-7 below.

NB There are fewer persons than opinions. So, you may use some persons more than once.

PERSONS

A Dr Broca

B Dr Brinkman

C Geschwind and Galaburda

D Charles Moore

E Professor Turner

Appendix 1. Example of the ‘opinion-name’ question used in the experiment.
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LIST  OF HEADINGS

A A designer describes his houses

B Most people prefer conventional housing

C Simulating a natural environment

D How an underground family home developed

E Demands on space and energy are reduced

F The plans for future homes

G Worldwide examples of underground living accommodation

H Some buildings do not require natural light

I Developing underground services around the world

J Underground living improves health

K Homes sold before completion

L An underground home is discovered

1  Paragraph 1

2 Paragraph 2

3 Paragraph 3

4 Paragraph 4

5 Paragraph 5

6 Paragraph 6

7 Paragraph 7

8 Paragraph 8

9 Paragraph 9

Questions 1-9

The Reading Passage has nine paragraphs. Match each heading (A-L), with its
paragraph (1-9). Write the appropriate letter (A-L) on lines 1-9 below.

NB There are more headings than paragraphs. So, you will not use them all.

Appendix 2. Example of the ‘paragraph-heading’ question used in the experiment.


