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Developing  Proficiency  with  Complex  
Texts:    Time  Ma;ers  
	

I.  Why & How Time Matters in Reading Complex 

 Texts 
II.  Five Ways of Increasing “Time on Task” or 

 Stamina 



Why  &  How  Time  Ma;ers  in  
Reading  Complex  Texts	




(from Hayes & Ahrens,1988) 
 

Words  (and  Concepts)  are  Developed  &  
Extended  in  Texts  (Rare  words  per  1,000)	


0 

10 

20 

30 

40 

50 

60 

70 

Popular 
Magazines 

Children's books Popular Adult 
Shows 

College 
Graduates to 

Friends 



Particular  funds  of  knowledge  are  acquired  
solely  through  academic  presentations    
(texts,  lessons,  selected  media)	


• Representational forms of government 
• Photosynthesis 
• Atom-splitting 

Weather

Conditions:  
rain, snow, 
hail, sunny 

& clear, 
sunny & 
cloudy

Seasons:  
winter, 
spring, 

summer, fall/
autumnclimate 

zones:  
continental, 

polar, 
tropical, 

mountain, 
desert, mild



Words  &  Knowledge	


• Words	
  are	
  labels	
  for	
  concepts.	
  	
  

• As	
  our	
  knowledge	
  grows,	
  so	
  does	
  our	
  vocabulary	
  for	
  
understanding	
  and	
  expressing	
  that	
  knowledge	
  

	
  



!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!The!Story!of!Three!Fourth!Graders*!
!
! Alex! Alice! Abby!
Daily!time!
spent!reading!
in!school!
(yearly)!

7.2!minutes! 11!minutes! 15!minutes!

Daily!amount!
read!(yearly)!

715!
(128,700)!

1,100!
(198,000)!

1,485!
(267,300)!

#!exposures!
to!academic!
vocabulary!
over!school!
year!

6.4! 9.9! 13.4!

#new!rare!
words!
encountered!!

3,861! 5,940!! 8,019!

Likely!
acquired!new!
words!(with!
morphological!
family!
members)!

290!(1,160)! 446!(1,784)! 601!
(2,406)!

*assumption!that!all!three!are!reading!at!the!same!rate:!!100wpm!
!



Typical  Amounts  Read  in  School  &  at  Home	
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Home:  Anderson, R.C., P.T. Wilson, and L.G. Fielding. 1988. Growth in reading and how children spend their time outside of school. 
Reading Research Quarterly 23(3):285-303. 

School:  Guthrie, J.T., Schafer, W.D., Huang, C.W. (2001), Benefits of opportunity to read and balanced instruction on the NAEP.  
Journal of Educational Research,  84, 145-162. 



NAEP  2011  (Reading)	

§ National 4th grade 

34 

34 

31 

Below Basic Basic Advanced/Proficient 



Data  from  Reading  1st  Classrooms	


§ Time spent on reading instruction increased 
by 100% 
§ Time spent on students with “eyes on text” 
increased by about 15% 

[Brenner, Hiebert, & Tompkins, 2009] 



What  7  Minutes  of  Extra  Reading  Mean	



• Kuhn & Schwanenflugel (2009):   
• Data from the seven classes most successful in increasing 

reading rate were compared to 7 least successful classes:  
students in former read 7 minutes more daily than 
students in latter. 

• Average 3rd grader: 
• 127 words per minute x 7 minutes x 180 school days:  

160,020 additional words 
• Using Hayes & Ahren’s (1988) data (31 rare/new words 

per 1,000):   5,000 additional words   
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Spictig, Hiebert, Pearson, Radach (April 2013) 



From K. K. Wixson (April 2013).  Key shifts in assessment and instruction related to CCSS/ELA (http://textproject.org/events/
common-core-state-standards-webinar-series/key-shifts-in-assessment-and-instruction-related-to-ccss-ela/) 



From K. K. Wixson (April 2013).  Key shifts in assessment and instruction related to CCSS/ELA (http://textproject.org/events/
common-core-state-standards-webinar-series/key-shifts-in-assessment-and-instruction-related-to-ccss-ela/) 



Five  ways  to  increase  stamina  
  
  
	




Distribution  of  Vocabulary  in  
Wri2en  English	
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“Core” vocabulary consists 
of 4,000 word families (e.g., 
help, helps, helping, helped, 
helper but not helpless, helpful) 

 1st 1,000:  the to separate 
 2nd 1,000:  length to compare 
 3rd 1,000:   gate to moral 
 4th 1,000:   whale to relate 

http://textproject.org/assets/library/resources/
WordZones_4000-simple-word-families.pdf  

10% “Unique” or  
“Complex” Vocabulary 
(300,000+ words—all of which 
occur less than once per 100,000 
words of text) 

1. Let students know about the degree of 
challenge in texts—especially  around vocabulary 



Illustration  of  making  the  task  visible  and  
what  it  is  that  students  can  do:	


When 10-year old Amelia Mary Earhart saw her first 
plane at a state fair, she was not impressed. "It was a 
thing of rusty wire and wood and looked not at all 
interesting," she said. It wasn't until Earhart attended a 
stunt flying exhibition, almost a decade later, that she 
became seriously interested in aviation. 



2. 	
Chunk  texts  with  purpose-­‐‑se;ing  
question,  giving  students  responsibility  
for  the  first  read….and  follow-­‐‑up  with  
“evidence  verification”  in  the  text  and  
also  discussion  of  challenging  ideas	




Illustration  with  Black  Ships  Before  Troy	


Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 
Focus Reading 
(texts of 
approximately 
735-750 words) 

The Wooden 
Horse (from Black 
Ships):  Horse 
has been built 

The Wooden 
Horse (from Black 
Ships):  
Menelaus & 
others leave on 
ship; Trojans find 
Horse in burned-
out camp 

The Wooden 
Horse (from Black 
Ships):  
Sinon tells a tale 
& horse gets into 
City 

•  Chunking 
•  Before Reading (Day 1):   

•  Greeks turn to cunning to win the war.  Read to identify elements of 
Odysseus’s plan that involves deceit.  

•  After Reading (Day 1):   
•  Use the text to identify the elements of cunning in Odysseus’ plan. 
•  Support close reading of the text using critical vocabulary:  How do 

the Greeks regard cunning?   



3. 	
Use  Texts  as  a  Means  of  Developing  
Background  Knowledge	


§  For unfamiliar and “big” topics, involve students in 
reading as the means for becoming more 
knowledgeable about the topic.   

§  Use homework as a means for students to become 
versed in a topic, including through the reading of 
“popular literature.”   



Illustration  of  Texts  as  Background  
Knowledge	


Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 

Warm-up 
Reading 

•  Greek myths 
(320) 

•  Of how the 
war with Troy 
began (370 
wds) 

•  Map that myth 
(290 wds) 

•  Trojan War 
(500 wds) 

 

•  Homeric 
legend 
(portion):  840 
wds. 

Home Reading Students select a book from Percy Jackson series 
(Riordan) or Companion Quartet (Golding), with 

assignment to finish book over week & “map that myth” 



4.    Work  with  Students  in  Se;ing  Goals  for  
Increased  Stamina  &  Reading	


Goal:  Increase the amount of “deliberate reading” (reading of 
instructionally appropriate texts) in classrooms by 10% per trimester 
of the school year.  
Step 1:  Get baseline data: 
• Establish the length of time that students are reading:  20 minutes 

daily 
• Establish the length of the “average” silent reading event:  4 minutes 
Step 2:  Set the goal (explicitly with students in grades 3 and above; 
implicitly with students in grades 2 and below) 
• Goal for trimester:  22 minutes reading a day, with the single event: 5 

minutes 
Step 3:  Always keep a record of what you’ve learned from reading 



Illustration  of  Student  Goal  Se;ing:    	
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Record of what I learned from reading: 
•  Fibonacci patterns (I read Blockhead; Patterns of Nature):   
•  Musicians (John’s Secret Dreams; Lives of the Musicians):  Some 

people like John Lennon use music to deal with hard things in their 
lives.  Often, musicians need to make many sacrifices to do what they 
do.   





  
5. 	
Use  magazine  articles  as  transition  
activities  (as  well  as  ways  of  
introducing  new  content)	




Illustration:	


Content Domain Themes Examples of a 
Magazine Article in FYI 
for Kids 

Art and Music Art; Music Nesting Dolls 
Human Interest Fashion & Crafts; Young 

Heroes; Sports & Games; 
Young Inventors 

A Birthday Wish: Rachel 
Beckwith 

Language Studies Text Study; Word Study Putting Two Words 
Together 

Science Earth Science; Life Science; 
Physical Science 

Counting Animals 

Social Studies Civics; Culture; History; 
Geography & Economics 

Totem Poles 



FYI  for  Kids:      
Five  Complexity  Levels	


90% 
91% 
92% 
93% 
94% 
95% 
96% 
97% 
98% 
99% 

100% 

1 2 3 4 5 

Extended or Rare 
Vocabulary 
Core Vocabulary 



Auks’ eggs are pointed at one end. !is shape lets the 
eggs roll in a circle if another animal tries to move them 
or if the wind blows hard. Because the eggs can roll in a 
circle, they do not roll o" the cli".

King penguins also do not build nests. Instead, they 
tuck their eggs into the folds of skin on their lower belly. 
!e eggs rest on their feet and stay warm in the cold 
arctic winds.

Some bird species also lay their eggs in the nests of 
other birds. Cuckoos get other birds to keep their eggs 
safe and to feed their babies.

Most birds build a new nest each year. Some use the 
same nest for several years but clean the nest a little each 
year. Eagles build huge platform nests that they use for 
several years. However di"erent they are, though, birds 
build nests 
that are just 
right for their 
families.

Bird Nests
volume 1 

issue 1

For more information about TextProject and FYI for Kids, visit textproject.org
v.1.0 © 2013 TextProject, Inc. Some rights reserved (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/).

Most birds build 
nests, but all nests are 
not alike. !e most 
common bird nest is the 
kind made by robins. 
Robins build nests that 
look like cups. !ey 
make a frame of twigs 
and sticks and cover it 
with mud. When this is 
done, robins line their 
nest with #ne moss, 
feathers, and hair they 
#nd on the ground.

Barn swallows 
build nests of mud. 

!ey make them in barns, close to the roof where it is 
safe. Sometimes several swallows build nests near one 
another.

Some birds build their nests in unusual ways. All 
birds use their beaks to help make their nests, but 
Tailorbirds use their beak as a needle to sew leaves 
together. Tailorbirds use threads they gather from the 
cotton in cotton plants.

Some birds don’t build nests at all. Some lay their 
eggs right on the ground or on a rocky cli". Auks are 
birds that lay their eggs on rocky cli"s near the sea. 
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woods, but carvers still need to be very skilled. Totem 
poles are usually 40 to 50 feet tall, and they weigh 
thousands of pounds. Totem poles are also eight to nine 
times taller than most people.

In the past, totem poles were placed in front of 
people’s homes. !e homes were near water, so people 
would see a family’s totem pole when they arrived by 
canoe. Native Americans erected their totem poles by 
pulling them upright with ropes.

Today, totem poles on reservations are placed near 
the road because most people arrive by car. In addition, 
totem poles are sometimes erected by trucks and other 
machines. Just as in earlier times, though, people sing 
and dance to celebrate raising new totem poles.

Native people today continue to carve totem poles. 
!ese modern totem poles help others appreciate and 
honor the 
people and 
cultures 
of Native 
Americans.

Totem Poles
volume 2

issue 3

For more information about TextProject and FYI for Kids, visit textproject.org
v.1.0 © 2013 TextProject, Inc. Some rights reserved (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/).

All over the world, 
people carve materials 
into di"erent shapes. 
!ey use stone, wood, 
ice, soap, bone, and other 
materials. !ese carved 
items are sometimes 
meant to honor people or 
events. Sometimes they 
are meant to be works of 
art. In the northwestern 
parts of North America, 
native people use wood 
to carve totem poles.

A totem pole is 
more than a work of 

art, though. It might honor a person or family. It might 
also tell a story. Many totem poles feature #gures that 
represent a clan, such as animals, birds, and heroes. 
!ese #gures are placed on top of each other. Sometimes 
the most important #gure is at the bottom of the totem 
pole. Sometimes it is at the top.

Most totem poles are made from cedar or spruce 
wood. !ese woods are used because cedar and spruce 
trees grow tall and straight. Also, their wood is so$ and 
easy to carve.

Cedar and spruce may be so$ compared to other 
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writing a lot easier. It’s easy to see how the “point” got 
into ballpoint pen. But why the ball? !at part is in the 
name because of the tip of a pen is round. !ere are also 
rooms that are called ballrooms. People hold balls in 
ballrooms but they aren’t the round kind.

Other words with ball have nothing to do with 
round. In these words, the “ball” part of the word is 
not even said the same as ball in baseball or meatball. 
Ballerina is not ball with “erina.” Ballerinas are dancers 
and the word has nothing to do with ball. A ballot is 
used by people to vote but it is not round. You don’t even 
say “ball” when you say the word ballot.

Whenever you see ball as part of a word, look 
carefully. Usually, the word has something to do with 
games and sports. But remember eyeballs, "reballs, and 
cannonballs. !ese balls may be round but they aren’t 
used in sports! 
Ballerina and 
ballot show that 
some words 
with “ball” 
have nothing to 
do with being 
round. 

Putting Two Words 
Together

volume 3 
issue 2

For more information about TextProject and FYI for Kids, visit textproject.org
v.1.0 © 2013 TextProject, Inc. Some rights reserved (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/).

A lot of sports that 
people play use balls. In 
basketball, players try 
to get a ball through a 
hoop. In baseball, players 
use a bat to hit a ball. In 
football, players throw a 
ball to get it close to the 
goal.

!ere are other 
words with “ball” that 
describe things that are 
round. But they are not 
balls with which you play 
a game. Meatballs are not 
used in any sport. But 

they are great with spaghetti.
Eyeballs help in playing sports. But there isn’t a sport 

called eyeball where teams throw and catch eyeballs. 
You wouldn’t want to be in a game that uses "reballs. If 
you would ever see a "reball, you should get as far away 
as fast as you can. !en call 911 right away. You should 
also watch out if a cannonball is going to be "red. It is 
round but you don’t want to play with a cannonball. You 
especially do not want to catch a cannonball!

!ere are some words, though, that have ball in them 
but it has nothing to do with round. Ballpoint pens make 
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pick them up. A baby anteater stays on its mother’s back 
for six to nine months.

Unlike most spiders, wolf spiders don’t leave their 
eggs to hatch on their own. Instead, wolf spiders carry 
their egg sac until their babies hatch. !en the baby 
spiders crawl onto their mother’s back, where they hold 
on until they are ready to travel on their own. 

Like most spiders, most "sh leave their eggs to hatch 
on their own. Cichlids are di#erent. Mother cichlids 
watch over their eggs. Sometimes, they holds their eggs 
in their mouth. When the eggs hatch, the baby cichlids 
stay inside their mother’s mouth until they’re ready to 
swim on their own.

Your parents probably helped you move around in 
many of the ways these animals’ parents did. !e only 
way your parents did not carry you around was like the 
baby cichlid’s 
mother. !ey 
didn’t carry 
you inside their 
mouth! 

Standing on Your Own
volume 4 

issue 3

For more information about TextProject and FYI for Kids, visit textproject.org
v.1.0 © 2013 TextProject, Inc. Some rights reserved (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/).

When you were 
born, you could not 
walk. At "rst, your 
parents carried you in 
their arms. !ey may 
have carried you in a 
backpack. !ey may have 
put you in a stroller.

Many baby animals 
need help moving 
around, too. But animal 
parents help their babies 
in di#erent ways. Some 
animal babies can stand 
on their own soon a$er 
they are born. Cow and 

goat babies struggle to stand up, but then they walk by 
themselves.

Kangaroo babies move from place to place in their 
mothers’ pouch. A kangaroo’s pouch is like a bag, but it 
is part of the mother’s body. !e baby kangaroo sleeps 
and eats in its mother’s pouch. When the baby kangaroo 
is big enough, it climbs out of its mother’s pouch and 
hops on its own.

Anteaters have one baby at a time. A$er they are 
born, anteater babies climb onto their mother’s back. 
!at’s because their mother’s claws are so sharp, she can’t 
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She told her mom that she would try harder the next year 
to raise more money for the charity.

A month later, Rachel was critically injured in a car 
accident. On July 23, 2011, she was taken o! life support. 
She died soon a"er.

When the news about Rachel’s story and her 
birthday wish spread, people all around the world began 
to donate money in her name. Some gave $9, some $19, 
some more. A month later, 30,000 people had given more 
than $1.2 million. Because of Rachel Beckwith, 60,000 
people in more than 100 villages now have clean water to 
drink.

In her honor, one village put up a sign that reads, 
“Rachel’s great dream, kindness, and vision of a better 
world will live with and among us forever.” Clearly, one 
person, even a child, can make a di!erence.

A Birthday Wish: 
Rachel Beckwith

volume 5 
issue 1

For more information about TextProject and FYI for Kids, visit textproject.org
v.1.0 © 2013 TextProject, Inc. Some rights reserved (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/).

In the summer of 
2011, Rachel Beckwith 
had just #nished third 
grade. She was looking 
forward to riding her 
bike and playing games 
like jump rope with her 
friends. Rachel also liked 
dancing.

$en she heard 
someone say that there 
were children in Africa 
who did not have clean 
water to drink. $e 
person was from an 
organization called 

charitywater.org, a charity that builds wells for towns 
in Africa. $e wells provide people with clean water. 
Without wells, people o"en have to walk many miles 
to #nd water, then carry it home in buckets. O"en, the 
water is not clean.

Instead of presents for her ninth birthday, Rachel 
asked her family and friends to donate $9 for clean water 
in Africa to charitywater.org. If she could raise $300, 15 
people could get clean drinking water.

By the time her birthday came, Rachel had raised 
$220. $at meant that 11 people could get clean water. 
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For more information about Talking Points for Kids visit www.textproject.org 
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What Some People Say About:  

Physical Education 
 

Pacifica Examiner: Letter to the Editor 
 

Dear Editor, 
 

  I am in the 4th grade at North Shore 

Elementary. Every week on Friday we have a PE 

class.  I used to hate PE classes.  We used to just play 

games like football and basketball.  I am not very 

good at them.  Now we do exercises and play other 

sports.  We run relays and play tennis.  Our PE 

teacher, Mr. Kroger, says these skills will last us a 

lifetime. 

 

  Now our principal, Ms. Blair, says that our 

school is going to get rid of PE class because our test 

scores are so low. S he also said that we are getting 

enough exercise after school and at recess, and that 

we don’t need PE class.  I am not very good at soccer 

and basketball, and so I am not signed up for after‐

school sports.  PE class is one of the only times that I  
 

 

get to run around and have fun. I think it is 

important to have a time during school where we 

learn about exercise, just like we learn about math 

and science.  Please don’t get rid of our PE class! 
 

Sincerely, 

Gregory Diller 

 
 

Photo: Children from the Kadena Children's Center jumping rope.  Okinawa, Japan. February, 2010 
Taken by Mass Communication Specialist 2nd Class Meagan E. Klein.  Released into Public Domain by the 
United States Navy. 
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The Story of Knut 

 
In 2006, twin polar cubs were born at a zoo in 

Germany.  For unknown reasons, the cubs’ mother 

couldn’t take care of them.  The zookeepers stepped 

in and took care of the cubs.  But one cub died.  The 

other cub they named him Knut.   Zookeepers fed, 

bathed, played, and even slept next to him. 

 

Visitors to the zoo fell in love with Knut.  

Because of Knut, people became interested in polar 

bears.  They learned that ice and snow are slowly 

melting in the northern homes of the polar bears. 

This change makes it difficult for polar bears to 

survive.  The interest in Knut led people to ask for 

laws to save wild polar bears.   

 

When he was only four years old, Knut 

suddenly died.  His unexpected death stunned 

people around the world.  Doctors found that Knut 

had been sick for weeks.  Many questions were 

asked about whether Knut would have lived longer 

in the wild, even if his mother had not cared for him. 

These are hard questions without easy answers.  But 

many believe that Knut’s story has helped many 

people care about wild polar bears and the places 

they live. 
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1. Read o#en. 
2. Mostly silent. 
3. Focus on knowledge. 
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