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Standard 10:   
Range, Quality, & Complexity of Student Reading 



Measuring Text Complexity 

Reader and Task 

Such assessments are best made by 
teachers employing their professional 
knowledge of their students and the 

subject. 

Quantitative 
features typically 

measured by 
computer 
software 

Text features 
measured by 
an attentive 

human reader 



Qualitative Measurement 
•  Guided Reading Levels:  

• Two experienced judges: 
• O/P (Grade 3) or Q/R 
(Grade 4) 

•  CCSS Rubric: 
• Levels of Meaning:  Explicitly 
stated purpose 

• Structure:  Explicit; Traits of a 
common genre 

• Language conventionality & 
clarity:  literal 

• knowledge demands:  some 
specialized knowledge; low 
intertextuality 

• FAIRLY SIMPLE 



CCSS Staircase of Text Complexity  
(in Appendix A, 2010) 



Supplement to Appendix A (2012) 



Themes of the Presentation: 

I.  Quantitative (or qualitative) assessments that give a 
single number or letter don’t help teachers know what 
to teach or how to match students with texts that 
support their growth in reading. 

II.  There is quantitative information that can aid teachers 
in choosing what texts to teach and how to assign 
appropriate texts to students.   
a)  In particular, information provided from large digital databases of texts 

means that vocabulary representing key concepts and potentially 
challenging for readers can be identified. 

b)  But there are other quantitative features of texts that matter a great 
deal in students’ growth of reading capacity and also their ability to 
read texts independently. 



I.  Uses Of Omnibus Measures 
Of Text Complexity 



Grs. 4-5 

Grs. 6-8 

Grs. 9-10 



870 740 860  

Model 1:  A “Number” or a Grade Level 
Assigned for an Entire Text 



Summary of Text Difficulty/Readability Systems 
• Narrative:  Typically Underestimated 
•  Informational:  Typically Overestimated  
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Model 2:  Qualitative/
Quantitative/Reader-
Text Systems 

12 

Lexile: 870 
ATOS:  5.6 



13 

Based upon all the information—all three legs of the model—the final 
recommendation for To Kill a Mockingbird is…. 

Text Complexity 
Grade Bands 

K-1 
2-3 
4-5 
6-8 

9-10 
11-CCR 



W Z T 

Model 3:  Guided Reading 
Levels assigned for entire text 



T W Z 
Informational texts, more 
complex fantasy, realistic 
fiction, traditional literature 
(folktales), biographies, 
autobiographies, memoirs, 
mysteries, historical fiction, 
short stories, genre 
combinations (hybrids), diaries 

[verbatim from T] [verbatim from T & W] 

Themes focusing on the 
problems of preadolescents, 
human problems (war, 
hardship, economic issues); 
themes evoke alternative 
interpretations 

Mature societal issues, 
especially those important to 
adolescents; wide range of 
challenging themes that build 
social awareness and reveal 
insight into the human 
condition 

[verbatim from W] 

Some words from languages 
other than English; words used 
in regional or historical 
dialects; Many words with 
affixes; multisyllable proper 
nouns that are difficult to 
decode 

Words that offer decoding 
challenges because they are 
archaic come from regional 
dialect or from languages other 
than English 

[verbatim from W] 



II.  Quantitative Information That 
Can Guide Instruction:   
Grades 2 & Beyond 



Purpose & Types of Information 

 

B.  Instruction 
•  Lessons:  Ensuring the right texts so that 

students can be guided in acquiring new 
proficiencies—thus, growing their capacity. 

•  Student-text fit:  Ensuring the right texts for 
lessons which give them appropriate 
deliberate practice.    

For what purpose do we need information on a text’s 
complexity? 

 A. Assessment 



First Count:  Numbers Matter in Reading 
[e.g., amount of cognitive processing & memory] 

Grs. 4-5:   
40,026 words 

Grs. 6-8:   
50,040 words 

Grs. 9-10: 
100,103 words 



Second Count:  Numbers and their Implications 
Change Over a Text 

• Complexity changes over the course of a text, as the 
reader builds a situation model.   

•  It is in the first chapter (and, often, the second as well) 
where the traits of characters, the context, and the 
precipitating problem are typically laid out.  In terms of 
vocabulary, this portion of the text may be much more 
demanding than subsequent chapters. 

•  In reading the third and fourth chapters of novels like 
Birchbark House, A Wrinkle in Time or To Kill a 
Mockingbird, readers build on the background knowledge 
gained from the first two chapters of the text.   



Quantitative data (Lexiles) confirms this pattern.   
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Sentence Length & Lexiles:   
R = 0.94  

Narrative Expository 

0-200 5.3 4.9 

201-400 6.2 6.3 

401-600 8.6 8.3 

601-800 10.9 10.6 

801-1000 13.9 13.08 

1001-1200 17.4 17.01 

1200+ 25.6 22.6 

Third Count:  Long Sentences Mean Numerous Propositions. 
Chapters 1-2 Sentence Length 

 



Occurrences of Sentence Lengths:   
1st Chapter of Birchbark House 
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Fourth Count:  The Number of Unknown Words in a Text Matters 
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Many	
  Rare	
  
Words	
  (Usually	
  
Very	
  Technical)	
  

3.9-­‐4.0+	
  	
   4.1	
  Green	
  Eggs	
  &	
  Ham	
  (Seuss)	
  
4.0	
  Little	
  Bear’s	
  Friend	
  (Minarik)	
  
3.9	
  The	
  Treasure	
  (Shulevitz)	
  
	
  

3.7-­‐3.8	
   3.8	
  Dragonwings	
  (Yep)	
  
3.75	
  Peter’s	
  Chair	
  (Keats)	
  
3.7	
  The	
  Raft	
  (LaMarche)	
  
	
  

3.5-­‐3.6	
   3.6	
  The	
  Gettysburg	
  Address	
  (Lincoln)	
  
3.55	
  We	
  are	
  the	
  ship	
  (Nelson)	
  
3.5	
  The	
  Great	
  Gatsby	
  (Fitzgerald)	
  
	
  

3.3-­‐3.4	
   3.4	
  Don	
  Quixote	
  (Cervantes)	
  
3.35	
  Canterbury	
  Tales	
  (Chaucer)	
  
3.3	
  Circumference	
  (Nicastro)	
  
	
  

3.1-­‐3.2	
   3.2	
  	
  Letter	
  from	
  Birmingham	
  Jail	
  (King)	
  
3.15	
  The	
  American	
  Language	
  (Mencken)	
  
3.1	
  As	
  I	
  lay	
  dying	
  (Faulkner)	
  	
  
	
  

3.0	
  and	
  below	
   3.02	
  	
  Invasive	
  Plant	
  Inventory	
  (CA	
  Invasive	
  
Plant	
  	
  Council)	
  
2.95	
  Recommended	
  Levels	
  of	
  Insulation	
  (US	
  
EPA)	
  
2.76	
  Euclid’s	
  Elements	
  	
  
	
   2.67	
  Euclid’s	
  Elements	
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Birchbark House 

Wrinkle in Time 

To Kill a Mockingbird 

Lexile & Word 
Frequency:  r = -.54 



An Alternative Perspective on Vocabulary:   
Word Zone Profiler (www.textproject.org) 
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Rare words in Chapters 1-2 

 
Unique Words/
Total Words 

Rare Words Vetted Rare 
Words  
(Non-English) 

Birchbark 1,557/5,718 345 52 (26) 

Wrinkle 1,697/8,340 416 109 (5) 

Mockingbird 1,893/7,317 507 83 



The Birchbark
House

COMMUNICATION:

•insistence
•hesitation
•faltered

•grimaced
•bristled

TRAITS:

•muttered
•scolded
•shrieked

(Physical
traits)
•dappled
•fragrant
•luscious
•sinewy
•spongy
•scraggly
•translucent
•pliable
•tattered

(Emotional/
Psychological):

•enigmatic
•comical
•nimble

•mischievous
•savagely
•solitary

•abrupt/abruptly

EMOTIONS/
FEELINGS

•affection
•amusement
•shrewd

•triumphant

•ferocious
•despaired
•pitiful

•dreaded
•wary/warily
•intimidate

ACTION &
MOTION

•rummaged
•plunder

•vanquished
•plagued
•trembled
•vibrated
•banish
•endure
•plunge
•striding
•vanished
•distain
•tamped





Final Observation about Quantitative Features of Texts:  
A View Across Entire Texts 

 
Total Words in 
Text 

Potential Rare 
(Vetted) 

Birchbark 40,026 2,415 (364) 

Wrinkle 50,040 2,496 (654) 

Mockingbird 100,103 7,605 (1,245) 



Themes of the Presentation: 

I.  Quantitative (or qualitative) assessments that give a 
single number or letter don’t help teachers know what 
to teach or how to match students with texts that 
support their growth in reading. 

II.  There is quantitative information that can aid teachers 
in choosing what texts to teach and how to assign 
appropriate texts to students.   
a)  In particular, information provided from large digital databases of texts 

means that vocabulary representing key concepts and potentially 
challenging for readers can be identified. 

b)  But there are other quantitative features of texts that matter a great 
deal in students’ growth of reading capacity and also their ability to 
read texts independently. 





Questions & Queries: 
info@textproject.org  


