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Today’s Presentation

• Current:  
How are we interpreting “Below Basic”?
What instruction does that interpretation produce?  

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



Variation Within the “Below-Basic Group”
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How are we interpreting 
“Below Basic”?



National Assessment of Educational Progress
(2024)

8th Grade

Proficient Basic Below Basic

12th Grade

Proficient+ Basic Below Basic





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)

• The 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



What instruction does this 
interpretation produce?



Late 1990s -1970s to late 1980s

●We devote more time to reading instruction.

Portion of School Day



Late 1990s -1970s to late 1980s

● We give students less time to read.

•Student reading
•Instruction time

Portion of School Day



●We raise already high bars.



Listening, following-along to oral reading

Silent reading

Rest of Class Session

•We outsource reading. 



   
• We intervene with 
adolescents using 
beginning-reading models.



￼
Example 1:  
Lesson in a 
Commercial 
Intervention for 
Grade 6 to 12 
Students

game 

goal

gust

grumpy

gem

huge 

tragic 

gymnast

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



Example 2:  
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?



The Stone in the Road (NAEP Gr.8, 2024)

There is a story told of a king who lived long ago in a country 
across the sea. He was a very wise king and spared no effort to 
teach his people good habits. Often he did things which 
seemed to them strange and useless; but all that he did, he did 
to teach his people to be industrious and careful.

“Nothing good can come to a nation,” he said, “whose people 
complain and expect others to fix their problems for them. 
God gives the good things of life to those who take matters 
into their own hands.”

Data Source 1:  
Analyses of NAEP Items



8th Grade

Proficient Basic Below Basic Below Basic-2



8th Grade

Proficient Basic Below Basic Below Basic



Growing Vertical (from Scientific American)
(NAEP Gr. 8 2024)

Why not grow grains, vegetables and fruits right where the 
expanding crowds of consumers are: in the middle of a city, 
inside a tall glass building? Poultry and pork could be reared 
there. too. A vertical farm would drastically reduce the fossil 
fuel use and emissions associated with farm machinery and 
trucking as well as the spread of fertilizer and its runoff. Crops 
could grow and be harvested year-round instead of at the end 
of one season, multiplying annual yield by at least four times. 
Urban agriculture could also convert municipal wastewater into 
irrigation water, reducing a city's refuse problem. 



8th Grade

Proficient Basic Below Basic Below Basic



Grade 8 Oral Reading Accuracy
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      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 2:  Performances on DIBELS

University of Oregon (2022). DIBELS 8th Edition 2021-2022 Percentiles
(Technical Report 2201). DIBELS. https:/dibels.uoregon.edu



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?
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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.
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Profiles of Eighth-Grade Texts



TextProject’s Staircase of Automaticity



2,000 Most Frequent 
Morphological Families



2500 most-frequent 
morphological families



Open-Access Resources to Support Automaticity—
Middle to High-School Students





Jazz is a famous and beloved style of 
music that rose with the Harem 
Renaissance. It was a very innovative form 
of music.  However, it did rely on earlier 
music styles…One of the most famous 
characteristics of jazz music is 
improvisation. 

Before text reading
Peel off strategy with 3 polysyllabic words 
in text
Reading 3 words in words & sentences

There were five stink bugs that lived in a 
garden. Stink bugs are proud if they can 
make a big stink. The biggest stink bug in the 
garden was very proud. She said, “This is how 
to make a stink.”

Before text reading, repeated reading of 
groups of words:
1. first proud garden blushed beat
2. birds hard cloud tears leaving our
3. grip/gripe tim/time  site/sit cone/con
4. close choked powerful right stared
        taking these whiff stinker low
        flying risks you’re skunks
        noses why talked done nobody
        said striped taken turn

Advantages of Intervention over Active Control:
•g = 0.47 advantage accuracy 

•2.79× likelihood of 98% accuracy 
•Lowest-performing students benefited most

•Same Fluency

Intervention Active Control









Key Findings:
•Background Knowledge is Key: Students become 
better readers when they possess or are provided with 
prior knowledge on a topic.
•Language Drives Comprehension: Strong language 
development—both oral and written—is crucial for 
understanding text across all age spans.
•Active Engagement: Techniques like close reading 
lead to higher-level thinking and better retention. 

Key Practices: 
•Coherent Text Sets:
Organize instruction around connected readings that 
build shared concepts across genres.
•Retrieval Practice:
Use brief, cumulative recall to strengthen retention and 
integration.
•Knowledge Over Isolated Strategy Instruction:
Prioritize sustained content learning rather than generic 
comprehension strategies.















Strategy Description
Why it Works for 

Literacy

Asset-Based 
Framing

Identifying students’ existing 
strengths as bridge to 
academic tasks

Adolescents work harder 
when their existing 
expertise is recognized, 
not dismissed.

"Wise Feedback"

Linking high standards with a 
belief in their ability

Difficulty is a challenge 
they are equipped to 
meet, not a sign of failure.

Transparency

Being explicit about how a 
specific strategy builds on 
what they already know.

It removes the "hidden 
curriculum" and treats 
them as partners in their 
learning.



We target what actually constrains students & begin with 
what they already know



Self-assessment:  Students 
analyze what they can read, 
identify where breakdowns 
occur, and set growth targets.



Texts That Inspire







TextProject’s Staircase of Automaticity



Assessments:  
Pre and Post



Teacher’s Guide



Texts Aligned 
with Curriculum 
(n = 288)



Study Sheets 
Including a Way to 
Save “Knowledge”



Self-Reflection Records



Evidence Published in Scientific Literature

Trainin et al. (2016)
 

Huxley (2006)

Vadasy & Sanders, 2008)



 Take-Aways?

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



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!
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