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How are we interpreting 
“Below Basic”?



National Assessment of Educational Progress
(2024)





NAEP panel's mandate: to "establish a 
vision (in the form of guidelines and 
aspirational goals) reflecting current 
issues within the educational context" 
(Forzani et al., 2022, p. 161). 

Aspirational by Design



• "NAEP achievement-level results do not appear to be reasonable 
compared with other external information about students' 
achievement" (p. 7). (Pellegrino et al., 1999)

• National Academies of Science, Engineering, & Medicine 
questioned validity of achievement levels and called for 
evidence linking NAEP performance to real-world outcomes 
(Koenig & Edley, 2017)

Independent Evaluations of NAEP



Variation Within the “Below-Basic 
Group”



What instruction does this 
interpretation produce?



   
•We intervene with 
adolescents using 
beginning-reading models.



￼
Example 1:  
Lesson in a 
Commercial  
“Evidence-Based
” Intervention 
for Grade 6 to 12 
Students

game 

goal

gust

grumpy

gem

huge 

tragic 

gymnast

hard g = /g  / soft g = /  j /



got singe giant

glasses grab plunge

/g/ when g comes before a, o, u, or a consonant

/j/ when g comes before e, i, or y



Example 2:  An 
Adolescent 
Intervention from 
the Scientific 
Literature



Le coup d’
éclat:  
A text in 
the 24th 
Lesson



•How are we 
interpreting 
“Below Basic”? 
•What instruction 
does this 
interpretation 
produce?

Take-
aways?



What alternative 
interpretations are 
supported by evidence?



Grade 8 Oral Reading Accuracy
      Just a little over a century ago, the only way to 
enjoy music was to play it or listen to it in person. 
Then, with the discovery of radio waves and the 
invention of recording technology, people could 
enjoy music anytime. Today, digital recordings 
make enjoying music even easier and more 
portable than ever. However, the process of 
producing music has become more complex.
     Prior to the sale of the first compact disc, or CD, 
music was sold and listened to on wax cylinders, 
phonographs, vinyl records, or cassette tapes.
Although most of these technologies are thought to 
be obsolete, you can still buy music in these 
formats.

Data Source:  Performances on DIBELS



30th Percentile:  114 wcpm, 98% accuracy

      Just a little over a century ago, the only way to enjoy music was to play it or 
listen to it in person. Then, with the discovery of radio waves and the 
invention of recording technology, people could enjoy music anytime. Today, 
digital recordings make enjoying music even easier and more portable than 
ever. However, the process of producing music has become more complex.
     Prior to the sale of the first compact disc, or CD, music was sold and 
listened to on wax cylinders, phonographs, vinyl records, or cassette tapes.
Although most of these technologies are thought to be obsolete, you can still 
buy music in these formats. 
    Prior to recording the music, musicians would thoroughly



20th Percentile:  101 wcpm; 97% accuracy

      Just a little over a century ago, the only way to enjoy music was to 
play it or listen to it in person. Then, with the discovery of radio waves 
and the invention of recording technology, people could enjoy music 
anytime. Today, digital recordings make enjoying music even easier and 
more portable than ever. However, the process of producing music has 
become more complex.
     Prior to the sale of the first compact disc, or CD, music was sold and 
listened to on wax cylinders, phonographs, vinyl records, or cassette 
tapes. Although most of these technologies are thought to be obsolete, 
you can still buy



10th Percentile:  85 wcpm, 94.5% accuracy

     Just a little over a century ago, the only way to enjoy music 
was to play it or listen to it in person. Then, with the discovery 
of radio waves and the invention of recording technology, 
people could enjoy music anytime. Today, digital recordings 
make enjoying music even easier and more portable than 
ever. However, the process of producing music has become 
more complex.
      Prior to the sale of the first compact disc, or CD, music was 
sold and listened to on wax cylinders, phonographs, vinyl 
records, or cassette tapes.



Known Words

Appearances per 
million

2 syllable 2-syllable with CVC 
1st syllable

3+ syllable (words 
with large 
morphological 
families)

100+ process, although easier, producing, 
discovery

99 to 16 music complex, listen invention, enjoying, 
recording, 
technology, 

15 to 1 cassette, compact digital, phonographs



Challenging Words
Percentile 2 syllable (variant or 

open 1st syllable)
3 syllable

30th vinyl obsolete 

20th vinyl cylinders 
obsolete 

10th prior 
vinyl 

portable 
cylinders
obsolete 



How do these alternative 
interpretations change 
what & how we teach?



Text Sets 
at 
TextProject



Open-Access Resources to Support 
Adolescent Readers



Text Sets at 
TextProject



Low-Frequency:  
≈3030 Word Families

High-Frequency:  
≈620 Word Families

Medium-Frequency:  
≈1850 Word Families

Rare Words:
≈200,000+ Words

Distribution of Words in English

Frequency Zones based on  Zeno, S.M., Ivens, S.H., Millard, 
R.T., & Duvvuri, R. (1995). The educator’s word frequency 
guide. TASA.



Profiles of Typical Eighth-Grade Texts



Curriculum:  The Staircase of Automaticity

Vowel Patterns in Monosyllabic
Words + 300 Most-Frequent 
Morphological Families

5,500 Most-Frequent 
Morphological Families + 
Morphologically Complex Words

2,500 Most-Frequent
 Morphological Families
(TopicReads-Middle 
School)





Texts Aligned 
with Curriculum 
(n = 288)







TopicReads–Middle School: 
The Full Intervention

Assessments:  
Pre and Post



Teacher’s Guide



Study Sheets 
Including a Way to 
Save “Knowledge”



Self-Reflection Records



Evidence Published in Scientific Literature

Trainin, G., Hayden, H. E., Wilson, K., & Erickson, J. (2016). Examining the impact of QuickReads' technology 
and print 
formats on fluency, comprehension, and vocabulary development for elementary students.
 Journal of Research on Educational Effectiveness, 9(sup1), 93-116.
 

Huxley, A. B. P. (2006). A text-based intervention of reading fluency, comprehension, and content 
knowledge. University of Michigan.

Average Effect Size:  
+0.21



The Text 
Sets at 
TextProject
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Text Sets at 
TextProject









Text Sets at 
TextProject







 
Take-Aways?

•What 
alternative 
interpretations 
are supported 
by evidence?
•How does this 
evidence 
change what 
and how we 
teach?



Building a Text Set 
Around a Novel—AI 

Assisted
Elfrieda (Freddy) H. Hiebert

TextProject

AI prompt callout.



Step 1:  What Students Need to Know 
Before They Read:  Identifying Topics



Step 2:  Choose germane topics from 
options



Step 3:  I do considerable editing of the 
texts
• To see results of my editing…come to CATE presentation, 
where you will get a paper version of the BackgroundBuilder for 
Things Come Apart!



Step 4:  Identifying additional content



Step 5:  Locating illustrations/graphics





Adolescents are wired for growth, status, and meaning.
When we lower the cognitive bar, they disengage.
When we show them why the work matters—and show them 
that 
we believe they can do it—they rise. (Yeager, 2025)



Elfrieda (Freddy) H. Hiebert, TextProject



Sincerest thank you for 
your time & commitment 
to our students and their 

future!


