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Summary: We assess the language level of the August 2007 draft of the resource booklet Becoming an Australian Citizen as complex and difficult on a range of measures of reading difficulty. It is certainly out of the reach of a basic user of English and would present difficulties for many native speakers of English with limited education and/or limited familiarity with texts of this type. Citizenship applicants with basic English only will not be able to access the proposed content nor pass the proposed test, i.e. the proposed citizenship test will exclude applicants with limited English proficiency and/or literacy from citizenship. In our view, the only way for the proposed test not to discriminate on the basis of proficiency and/or literacy in English would be to make the resource booklet and the test available in languages other than English, including “talking books” for non-literate citizenship applicants.
Update to the Citizenship Test review committee: while the resource booklet has been translated into 29 languages, the problem of having to be literate in one of those languages remains; as does the fact that the test itself makes considerable literacy and proficiency demands in English.
Introduction: “Basic English” is not an unambiguous term. We will here consider a number of different approaches to the measurement of text difficulty, namely shortness, immediate relevance and routine, and lexical difficulty. Lexical difficulty is measured by frequency, lexical density and the “Anglo-Saxon Index”. We find that according to each of these measures the August 2007 draft of the resource booklet Becoming an Australian Citizen constitutes a difficult text that cannot be accessed by a reader with basic English.
Shortness: In terms of the CSWE levels used in the AMEP, a basic user of English could be considered as someone who achieves the outcomes of CSWE1. In terms of reading, these are “can read short instructions”, “can read a short information text” and/or “can read a short recount or narrative.” Samples of such texts in the curriculum are no more than 100 words maximum. It is obvious that the August 2007 draft of the resource booklet Becoming an Australian Citizen does not meet the criterion of shortness.
Immediate relevance and routine: Another widely accepted definition of a “basic user” of a language is the one used in the European Language Portfolio devised by the Council of Europe. The European Language Portfolio distinguishes between two levels of “basic user”, A1 and A2:

An “A1 Basic user” is described as follows:

Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very basic phrases aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a concrete type. Can introduce him/herself and others and can ask and answer questions about personal details such as where he/she lives, people he/she knows and things he/she has. Can interact in a simple way provided the other person talks slowly and clearly and is prepared to help. (http://www.coe.int/T/DG4/Portfolio/?L=E&M=/main_pages/levels.html)
An “A2 Basic user” is described as follows:

Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions related to areas of most immediate relevance (e.g. very basic personal and family information, shopping, local geography, employment). Can communicate in simple and routine tasks requiring a simple and direct exchange of information on familiar and routine matters.  Can describe in simple terms aspects of his/her background, immediate environment and matters in areas of immediate need. (http://www.coe.int/T/DG4/Portfolio/?L=E&M=/main_pages/levels.html)

It is also worth noting that the Dutch government has defined a level below A1 as the proficiency requirement for certain visa categories (De Jong 2007).

A basic user of English in this definition is not someone who is necessarily literate in English, and the fact that literacy is an essential pre-condition of being able to approach the August 2007 draft of the resource booklet Becoming an Australian Citizen is a key concern. Above and beyond the literacy requirement, it is obvious also from this definition that the August 2007 draft of the resource booklet Becoming an Australian Citizen does not meet two criteria of basic English in that it is neither communication of immediate relevance nor is it simple and routine. 
Lexical difficulty: In order to demonstrate unambiguously that the August 2007 draft of the resource booklet Becoming an Australian Citizen uses highly complex language that is well out of the reach of someone with basic proficiency in English we have used the software Web VP (available at http://www.lextutor.ca/vp/eng/) to calculate the lexical difficulty of the text. Table 1 provides a summary of the results and the full results are provided in Appendix A. 
Frequency: Table 1 shows the number of words in various frequency bands. A basic user of English is expected to know between 600-1,000 words of English and the most frequently occurring words are comparatively easy to learn. For instance, Basic English is sometimes used as a technical term for a basic list of 850 English words that was introduced by Charles K. Ogden in 1933 and which continues to be widely used in corporate language learning as a guide to the bare minimum of English that a speaker needs to know in order to communicate. Table 1 shows that 76.6% of all the words used in the August 2007 draft of the resource booklet Becoming an Australian Citizen are among the 1,000 most frequently used words in English. However, more than half of these (43.37% of the total) are function words such as articles, pronouns and auxiliaries. Of the content words used in the text only 33.23% are in the top-1,000 frequency band. 4.74% of the words would be considered academic and 13.64% are off-list words. Off-list words are either very rare or proper nouns (so, a fair number of these would be names of people and countries).

Table 1: Lexical difficulty of the August 2007 draft of the resource booklet Becoming an Australian Citizen as calculated by Web VP.
	  
	Families
	Types
	Tokens
	Percent

	K1 Words (1-1000):
	749
	1356
	11210 
	76.60%

	  Function: 
	...
	...
	(6347)
	(43.37%)

	  Content: 
	...
	...
	(4863)
	(33.23%)

	>   Anglo-Sax       
=Not Greco-Lat/Fr Cog:
	...
	...
	(2100)
	(14.35%)

	K2 Words (1001-2000):
	243
	324
	735
	5.02%

	>   Anglo-Sax:      
	...
	...
	(223)
	(1.52%)

	    1k+2k       
	
	...
	... 
	(81.62%)

	AWL Words (academic):
	207
	310
	693
	4.74%

	>   Anglo-Sax:      
	...
	...
	(53)
	(0.36%)

	Off-List Words:
	?
	748
	1996
	13.64%

	 
	1199+?
	2738
	14634
	100%


Lexical density: Another indicator of the difficulty of a text is its lexical density, that is “the relationship between words with lexical as opposed to grammatical properties as a percentage of the total number of words in a text” (O'Loughlin 1995, p. 221). Written texts are more lexically dense than spoken texts. Written texts range in lexical density from 36% to 57% (O'Loughlin 1995, p. 221.). Web VP calculates a lexical density of 57% for the August 2007 draft of the resource booklet Becoming an Australian Citizen, i.e. right at the upper end of difficulty of a written text. In other words, the August 2007 draft of the resource booklet Becoming an Australian Citizen is a very difficult text on this measure. It can safely be assumed that it would present difficulties for many native speakers of English with limited education and/or limited familiarity with texts of this type.
Anglo-Saxon Index: Finally, the “Anglo-Saxon index” is often used to indicate another kind of lexical difficulty: words of Anglo-Saxon origin are often shorter and more frequent than English words of French, Greek or Latin origin. The latter are typical of English for specific purposes and academic English. The Anglo-Saxon index of the August 2007 draft of the resource booklet Becoming an Australian Citizen is 16.23%, which is very low. In other words, of the words listed by Web VP more than 80% are of other origin, mainly French, Greek and Latin. This again indicates a high level of language difficulty.
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