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Common Core & Text 
Complexity:  Assumption 1:   

Dumbing-down of texts 

K–12 reading texts have actually 
trended downward in difficulty in the 
last half century. 

Common Core State Standards, Appendix A, page 3 



Claims for Dumbing Down 

Stenner,  A.  J.,  Koons,  H.,  &  Swartz,  C.  W.  (2010).  Text  complexity  and  developing  exper3se  in  reading.  
Chapel  Hill,  NC:  MetaMetrics,  Inc.  



Hiebert,  E.H.  (October,  2010).    Anchoring  Text  Difficulty  for  the  21st  Century:    A  Comparison  of  the  
Exemplars  from  the  Na3onal  Assessment  of  Educa3onal  Assessment  and  the  Common  Core  State  
Standards  (Reading  Research  Report  10.02).    Santa  Cruz,  CA:    TextProject,  Inc.  

Assumption 2:   
Raising text levels by end of elementary 

school ensures HS proficiency with 
complex text 





I. QUANTITATIVE:  LEXILES & ATOS 



1st Generation:  Paper & Pencil 
computation--Dale-Chall 

2nd Generation:  Digitally 
generated--Lexiles 

When3137  other2205  animals357  
head437  north275  in19004  March47  
to25580  avoid58  the68006  Antarc[c2  
winter,151  emperor33  penguins2  
head437  south.255  Antarc[ca4  is10257  
surrounded37  by4083  a24070  huge130  
mass103  of28526  sea276  ice138  in19004  
the68006  winter.151  This4243  ice138  
floats24  on6674  the68006  ocean145  
in19004  the68006  southernmost0.8283  
part694  of28526  the68006  earth.366  
Harsh14  and27594  frigid,0.9983  it9386  
is10257  here655  where1073  emperor3  
penguins2  choose91  to25580  mate15  
and27594  lay153  their3037  eggs.52  

•  12%  of  words  not  found  on  Dale-­‐
Chall  Readability  list  

•  Grades  7-­‐8  

•  Lexile:    1030  
•  Mean  Sentence  Length:    15.0  
•  Mean  Log  Word  Frequency:    3.38  
•  Common  Core  Staircase:    Grade  7-­‐8  

When3137  other2205  animals357  head437  
north275  in19004  March47  to25580  avoid58  
the68006  Antarc[c2  winter,151  emperor33  
penguins2  head437  south.255  Antarc[ca4  
is10257  surrounded37  by4083  a24070  huge130  
mass103  of28526  sea276  ice138  in19004  

the68006  winter.151  This4243  ice138  floats24  
on6674  the68006  ocean145  in19004  the68006  
southernmost0.8283  part694  of28526  
the68006  earth.366  Harsh14  and27594  frigid,
0.9983  it9386  is10257  here655  where1073  
emperor33  penguins2  choose91  to25580  
mate15  and27594  lay153  their3037  eggs.52  
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Jack  Thayer  stayed  with  Milton  Long  on  the  starboard  side  of  the  
Boat  Deck.  They  studied  an  empty  davit,  using  it  as  a  yards[ck  
against  the  sky  to  gauge  how  fast  she  was  sinking.  They  watched  
the  hopeless  efforts  to  clear  two  collapsibles  lashed  to  the  roof  of  
the  officers'  quarters.  They  exchanged  messages  for  each  other's  
families.  Some[mes  they  were  just  silent.  
  

Lexile:    900  
Sentence:    14.11  
Vocabulary:    3.58  

Jack  Thayer  stayed  with  Milton  Long  on  the  starboard  side  of  the  
Boat  Deck.  They  studied  an  empty  davit.  They  used  it  as  a  
yards[ck  against  the  sky  to  gauge  how  fast  she  was  sinking.  They  
watched  the  hopeless  efforts  to  clear  two  collapsibles  lashed  to  
the  roof  of  the  officers'  quarters.  They  exchanged  messages  for  
each  other's  families.  Some[mes  they  were  just  silent.  

Lexile:  690  
Sentence:    10.24  
Vocabulary:  3.59  

Jack  Thayer  stood  with  Milton  Long.  They  were  on  the  starboard  
side  of  the  Boat  Deck.  They  studied  an  empty  davit.  They  used  it  
as  a  yards[ck  against  the  sky  to  gauge  how  fast  she  was  sinking.  
Two  collapsibles  were  lashed  to  the  roof  of  the  officers'  quarters.  
They  watched  the  hopeless  efforts  to  clear  them.  They  exchanged  
messages  for  their  families.  Some[mes  they  were  just  silent.  

Lexile:  560  
Sentence:    8.52  
Vocabulary:  3.61  
  



II.  QUALITATIVE--GUIDED 
READING LEVELS (FOUNTAS & 
PINNELL’S GRP) 



Qualitative Measurement 
•  Guided Reading Levels:  

– P (end of Gr.3/start of 
Gr. 4) 





L   N   P  
GENRE  
Informa[onal,  fantasy,  reaslis[c  fic[on,  
folktales,  simple  biographies,  simple  mysteries  

Same  as  L   Same  as  L  &  N  

TEXT  STRUCTURE  
Underlying  structures  (compare  &  contrast)  

•Complex  plots  with  numerous  episodes  &  
[me  passing  

CONTENT  
•Some  technical  content—challenging  &  not  
typically  known  

•Mul[ple  characters  
•Various  ways  of  showing  character  
aoributes  

•Topics  beyond  readers’  personal  experience  
•Mul[ple  characters  to  understand  
•Characters  revealed  by  what  they  say,  do,  think,  
&  by  what  others  say  or  think  about  them  

THEME  &  IDEAS   •Mul[ple  topics  that  represent  subtopics  
of  themes)  

•Ideas  &  themes  needing  unfamiliar  perspec[ve  
•Some  more  challenging  themes  (e.g.,  
environment)  
•Many  ideas  &  themes  requiring  understanding  
of  cultural  diversity  

LANGUAGE  &  LITERARY  FEATURES   Extensive  use  of  descrip[ve  &  figura[ve  language  
that  is  key  to  understanding  plot  
•Building  suspense  through  events  of  plot  
•Some  more  complex  fantasy  elements  

SENTENCE  COMPLEXITY   •Variety  in  length    complexity  

VOCABULARY  
•New  voca.  Largely  unexplained  

Some  new  voca.  &  content-­‐specific  words    
•Words  with  prefixes  &  suffixes  

•Many  complex  content-­‐specific  words  in  
nonfic[on,  defined  in  text,  illustra[ons,  glossary  

WORDS:  
•Mul[isyllabic  words  that  are  challenging  to  
take  apart  

Same  as  L  plus:  
•many  2  to  3-­‐syllable  words;  some  3+  
syllable  

Mul[syllable  proper  nouns  that  are  challenging  
to  take  apart  or  decode  

ILLUSTRATIONS  

BOOK  &  PRINT  FEATURES  
60  to  100  pages  of  print  

More  difficult  layout  of  informa[onal  text  and  
some  fic[on  text  with  denser  format  



Not Norman 
I  take  out  my  tuba  and  begin  to  play.  
I  glance  over  at  Norman.  He's  swaying  back  and  forth,  
Glu,  glu,  glu  glug,  he  mouths.  
“Look!  Norman's  singing,”  I  say.  “Pay  aoen[on,”  snaps  
Maestro.  “And  try  to  play  the  proper  notes.”  

Maestro  makes  me  stay  for  extra  prac[ce.  By  the  [me  
my  lesson  is  over,  it's  too  late  to  go  to  the  pet  store.  
Don't  think  that  just  because  you  like  my  music,  I'm  
going  to  keep  you,  I  tell  Norman.  He  glugs.  
That  night,  I'm  sound  asleep  when  screech,  scratch!  
What's  that  noise?  

  



Lola and Tiva 
She  could  not  find  her  mother  and  her  blind  
mother    could  not  find  her.  The  rangers  who  
worked  at  Lewa  searched    for  Lola.  When  they  
found  her,  they  brought  her  to  a  safe  place  in  Lewa  
that  was  near  Tiva's  house.  There,  Lola  would  be  
out  of  danger.  
Tiva  was  excited  when  Lola  arrived.  She  wanted    to  
take  care  of  Lola.  Like  any  baby,  Lola  needed    many  
things.  Most  of  all    Lola  was  hungry  and  needed    
milk.  Tiva  learned    to  feed  Lola.  Lola  drank  a  boole  
five  [mes  a  day.  Each  [me,  she  drank  over  a  
gallon!  



The Little House 
Preoy  soon  there  was  an  elevated  train  going  back  
and  forth  above  the  Liole  House.  The  air  was  filled  
with  dust  and  smoke,  and  the  noise  was  so  loud  that  it  
shook  the  Liole  House.  
Now  she  couldn’t  tell  when  Spring  came  or  Summer  
or  Fall,  or  Winter.  It  all  seemed  about  the  same.    

Preoy  soon  there  was  a  subway  going  back  and  forth  
underneath  the  Liole  House.  She  couldn’t  see  it,  but  
she  could  feel  and  hear  it.  People  were  moving  faster  
and  faster.  No  one  no[ced  the  Liole  House  any  more.  
They  hurried  without  a  glance.    





Word Distributions of Three 
Texts with “L” Designation 
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Words Repeated 3+ times  
(Moderate & Rare) 

Not Norman Lola and Tiva The Little House 
sorry (3) 
pet (8) 
bowl (3) 
scratch (3) 
Austin (3) 
Norman (25 
glu (3) 

milk (3) 
drank (3) 
 puppy (3) 
calf (3) 
rangers (3) 
bugs (4) 
mud (5) 
rhino (6) 
Lewa (10 
Tiva (17) 
Lola (33) 

trucks (3) 
rolled (3) 
steam (3) 
dug (3) 
countryside (3) 
stars (4) 
forth (5) 
apple (6) 
hill (7) 
pretty (9) 
daisies (5) 
 



A Teacher’s 
ToolKit for 
Text 
Complexity 



Principle of Text Complexity 

•  Teachers’ expertise is always 
needed in making choices about 
appropriate texts for students.   



1. Be cautious about assigning 
a student to a single level—  

of anything 
•  The variability within levels and within 

single texts 
•  Background knowledge/vocabulary is 

the best predictor of comprehension 
–  Background knowledge can be taught 

•  One of the functions of reading in school is to 
develop background knowledge.   



“And thirdly, the code 
is more what you’d call 
“guidelines” than actual 
rules.” 

Captain Hector Barbossa in 
Pirates of the Caribbean: The 
Curse of the Black Pearl 



2. Know about the strengths and gaps 
in current text complexity systems 

Strength Gap 

Lexile 
Framework 

•For texts with high Lexiles but 
within a “familiarity band” (e.g., 
guided reading level), look at 
sentence complexity.   

•Examine the vocabulary in a text:  Do 
students have the background knowledge?  
How might the essential vocabulary be 
developed? 

Guided 
Reading 
Level 

•Length of text for early levels 
of reading 
•Familiarity of the content 

•Sort texts by common features: 
--For young readers:  Grapheme-phoneme 
patterns 
•Recognize the cueing system that the text 
is emphasizing 
•Again:  emphasize background knowledge/
vocabulary.  



3. Organize instruction 
(especially texts) by 

themes…and ensure that 
students are exposed  

to the thematic 
vocabulary  











GAMES

Kinds of Toys/
Game

kites

bikes

baseball

skates Actions When
Playing

painting

skated

ride



              Transporta[on—  

For  more  informa[on  about  TextProject,  visit  www.textproject.org  
v.1.0  ©  2014  TextProject,  Inc.  Some  rights  reserved
h/p://crea5vecommons.org/licenses/by-­‐nc-­‐nd/3.0/us/  

Types  of  Transporta[on  or  Vehicles      
  

©2010  by  Anthony  Muñoz  at  Flickr.  Some  rights  reserved.  hops://
crea[vecommons.org/licenses/by-­‐nd/2.0/    





Transporta5on  
There  are  lots  of  words  that  describe  the  
way  we  move  from  place  to  place.  We’ve  
grouped  them  into  four  groups.  

©2008  by  Frank  at  Flickr.  Some  rights  reserved.  hops://crea[vecommons.org/licenses/by-­‐nc-­‐nd/2.0/    





vehicle  
(ve·∙hi·∙cle)  

©2009  by  Images  by  John  ‘K’  at  Flickr.  Some  rights  reserved.  hops://crea[vecommons.org/licenses/by-­‐nc-­‐nd/2.0/    

General  Terms  for  Vehicles  



canoe  
(ca·∙noe)  

©2012  by  U.S.  Fish  and  Wildlife  Service  Northeast  Region  at  Flickr.  Some  rights  reserved.  hops://crea[vecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/    

Vehicles  for  Moving  in  Water  



raC  
(ra{)  

©2013  by  QueenstownRa{ing  at  Flickr.  Some  rights  reserved.  hops://crea[vecommons.org/licenses/by-­‐nd/2.0/    

Vehicles  for  Moving  in  Water  





path  
(path)  

Terms  Used  in  Traveling  

A  path  is  the  way  along  which  a  vehicle  
or  vessel  travels.  

These  
canoes  are  
all  traveling  
along  the  
same  path  
through  the  

water.  

©2011  by  Rand  Snyder  at  Flickr.  Some  rights  reserved.  hops://crea[vecommons.org/licenses/by-­‐nc-­‐nd/2.0/    



tunnel  
(tun·∙nel)  

Terms  Used  in  Traveling  

©2005  by  Michiel  S.  at  Flickr.  Some  rights  reserved.  hops://
crea[vecommons.org/licenses/by-­‐nc-­‐nd/2.0/    

©2004  by  Les  Cha}ield  at  Flickr.  Some  rights  reserved.  hops://crea[vecommons.org/
licenses/by/2.0/    

Tunnels  take  train  tracks  and  roads  
under  bridges  or  underground.  





engine  
(en·∙gine)  

Photo:  V8  engine  compartment  in  a  1966  Rambler.    November,  2009.  Released  into  public  domain  by  Christopher  Ziemnowicz  in  en:wikipedia.  

Part  of  Many  Kinds  of  Vehicles    



sail  
(sail)  

Parts  of  Some  Vehicles  

©2013  by  Dana  at  Flickr.  Some  rights  reserved.  hops://crea[vecommons.org/licenses/by-­‐nd/2.0/    





astronaut  
(as·∙tro·∙naut)  

©2010  by  gnews  pics  at  Flickr.  Some  rights  reserved.  hops://
crea[vecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/    

©2009  by  monkeywing  at  Flickr.  Some  rights  reserved.  hops://
crea[vecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/    

People  Who  Make  Them  Go  



pilot  
(pi·∙lot)  

©2011  by  Expert  Infantry  at  Flickr.  Some  rights  reserved.  hops://crea[vecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/    

People  Who  Make  Them  Go  



4. Put a priority on instruction  
of text selection 

•  Students have views of what makes texts 
hard or easy. Find out what they are.   
–  As they get older, they make choices as to 

whether they’re going to read a text or not—
including on assessments. 

•  Teaching about the presence of core 
vocabulary and of hard words & also 
changes within texts 
 



Why?  
•  Develop the understanding that every 

complex text has new, challenging vocabulary. 
Vocabulary instruction gives students the 
means for figuring out new words in text, not 
instruction in every single word that might 
appear in new texts.  

 
When?  
•  Talks about the vocabulary of new texts need 

to occur across a school year (with extra 
doses prior to assessment periods). 

textproject.org 

1.1. Conversations about  
New Words in New 

Texts 



How? 
•  Take a portion of the text (25 or 50 words is enough). Use a 

highlighter to mark the words in the 1,000-2,000 most-
frequent words (list on textproject.org) 

•  Mark the words that are potentially challenging with a 
different colored highlighter. (List of 4,000 simple word 
families at: 
http://textproject.org/classroom-materials/lists-and-forms/lists/
word-zones-for-5-586-most-frequent-words/ 

  
--An example of a snippet of text for a board/projection is the 
following, which comes from a sample assessment for Grade 7 
http://www.parcconline.org/samples/english-language-
artsliteracy/grade-7-reading-informational-text-(Amelia-Earhart-2)  

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. 



5.  Ask publishers for 
additional information 
on vocabulary of texts 

they are selling 



Help!&A&Story&of&
Friendship&& Big&Red&Lollipop&& Not&Norman&& Lola&and&Tiva&&

Families&working&
together&&

bandaged' 1' bedtime' 1' bubbles' 1' begged' 1' a.m' 1'
bouquet' 1' boots' 1' curtains' 1' biting' 1' chickens' 1'
gasped' 1' celebrate' 1' dipping' 1' conservancy' 1' chores' 1'
gossip' 1' chocolates' 1' emily' 1' full:grown' 1' customers' 1'
grabbed' 1' closet' 1' flapping' 1' gallon' 1' drills' 1'
hello' 1' dining' 1' flipping' 1' grab' 1' michigan' 1'
hesitated' 1' fool' 1' furry' 1' kenya' 1' outdoor' 1'
hobble' 1' greedy' 1' glance' 1' licked' 1' repair' 1'
insist' 1' hips' 1' goofy' 1' nap' 1' shovels' 1'
knot' 1' knock' 1' googly' 1' posed' 1' stove' 1'
scaring' 1' mana' 1' gunky' 1' shrubs' 1' tractors' 1'
shade' 1' okay' 1' hamsters' 1' shy' 1' tuesday' 1'
shhhhh' 1' rat' 1' jenny's' 1' sunscreen' 1' jam' 2'
silly' 1' rubbing' 1' lizards' 1' twigs' 1' rene' 2'
spiders' 1' scoots' 1' mice' 1' wandered' 1' strawberries' 3'
wishywishywis
hy' 1' scurries' 1' outta' 1' wildlife' 1' gelder' 6'
hop' 2' shame' 1' rescue' 1' wrap' 1' '' ''
mice' 2' shelf' 1' scared' 1' baths' 2' '' ''
prickles/ly' 2' shove' 1' screaming' 1' hook' 2' '' ''
rescue/d' 2' skitters' 1' slide' 1' roam' 2' '' ''
skunk' 4' sofa' 1' snaps' 1' wallow/ing' 2' '' ''
squirrel' 8' tap' 1' swap' 1' calf' 3' '' ''
hedgehog' 24' weird' 1' swaying' 1' drank' 3' '' ''
'' '' cake' 2' tuba' 1' rangers' 3' '' ''
'' '' candies' 2' twitches' 1' bugs' 4' '' ''
'' '' cream' 2' wanna' 1' puppy/puppies' 4' '' ''
'' '' plead' 2' yikes' 1' rhino/’s/ceros' 9' '' ''
'' '' ruby' 2' chase/ing' 2' lewa' 10' '' ''
'' '' they'll' 2' fin/s' 2' tiva/'s' 18' '' ''
'' '' toys' 2' goldfish' 2' lola/'s' 35' '' ''
'' '' whistle' 2' lesson' 2' '' '' '' ''
'' '' beg/ing' 3' maestro' 2' '' '' '' ''
'' '' fridge' 3' pups/ies' 2' '' '' '' ''
'' '' rubina/’s' 3' screech' 2' '' '' '' ''
'' '' screams' 4' austin' 3' '' '' '' ''
'' '' maryam' 5' scratch' 3' '' '' '' ''
'' '' triangle' 5' glu/glug/s' 7' '' '' '' ''
'' '' wanna' 5' norman' 26' '' '' '' ''

'' ''
invite/d/'
invitation/s' 10' '' '' '' '' '' ''

'' '' lollipop' 8' '' '' '' '' '' ''
'' '' sana/'s' 20' '' '' '' '' '' ''
'' '' ami' 22' '' '' '' '' '' ''
!
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