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FOUR 



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 





Points of Clarification 

• An emphasis on increasing students’ capacity with 
increasingly more complex text is long overdue.The 
students who most depend on schools for academic 
learning can and should be reading much more complex 
texts.   

• AND….Whenever a new set of mandates is enacted 
quickly, especially when the scholarship for an area is 
scant (and the developers of the mandates do not have 
grounding in the existing scholarship), potential for 
misinterpretation can be great.   



FOUR TYPES OF ASSESSMENT:   
WHERE WE ARE 



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

The CCSS Staircase of Text Complexity 



1st & 2nd Generation Readability Formulas 
(with Sarah, Plain and Tall) 
 

1st generation:  Dale-Chall: 

•  # of words not found on 
Dale-Chall Word List:  56 

• Percent of words not 
found on Dale-Chall Word 
List:  9% 

• Grade Level:  Grades 5-6 

2nd generation:  Lexile:   

•  Lexile:  510L (beg. of Gr. 2-3 
band) 
•  9.04 Mean Sentence Length 
•  3.76 Mean Log Word Frequency 
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Study of 2nd Generation Readability Formula 
(Hiebert, 2012)* 
• Database consisted of 1,518 texts.   

•  Texts were distributed across 4 Lexile groups, with 
genre (Narrative & Expository) distributed evenly  

•  Texts were distributed across 4 lengths (50-200, 
201-500, 500-1,000, 1001-2000) 

•  Texts were obtained from 7 sources:  assessment, 
beginning reading programs, core content, core reading, 
CCSS exemplars, literature, magazines 

•  Syntax:  .939 
•  Vocabulary (Mean Log Word Frequency): -.529 

Hiebert, E.H. (November 28, 2012).  Readability formulas and text complexity.  Paper 
presented at the annual meeting of the Literacy Research Association, San Diego, CA.   



Grade Bands: CCSS and Actual Lexile Ranges 

Grade Bands CCSS Recommended 
Ranges 

Actual Ranges of 
CCSS Exemplars 

2—3 420L—820L 240L—1100L 

4—5 740L—1010L 550L—1190L 

6—8 925L—1185L 560L—1430 

9—10 1050L—1335L 600L—1600L 

11—CCR 1185L—1385L 670L—1750L 



Correlation (Pearson’s r) of Text Assignment of Readability 
Systems and Grade Bands (2-3 grade level span) 

(from Nelson, Perfetti, Liben, & Liben (2012) 



Where We Are 



 Step 2: Qualitative 
Measures 
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Relevant Contributions of Different Variables to 
Outcome 



Reader and Task:  Where We Are 

While the prior two elements of the 
model focus on the inherent complexity 
of text, variables specific to particular 
readers (such as motivation, 
knowledge, and experiences) and to 
particular tasks (such as purpose and 
the complexity of the task assigned and 
the questions posed) must also be 
considered when determining whether 
a text is appropriate for a given student. 

Such assessments are best made by 
teachers employing their professional 
judgment, experience, and knowledge 
of their students and the subject. 
(CCSS Appendix A, page 4) 



17 



Exemplars:  Where We Are 



Exemplars sold as sets 



Amazon:   
You hit one exemplar, 
you get them all 



WHAT WE NEED TO 
LEARN 



Five Issues That Require Attention 

I wish to acknowledge my co-author, P. David Pearson, for 
clarifying (and making more complex) the issues in this 
presentation. 
•  The first four issues are developed in: 

Pearson, P.D., & Hiebert, E.H. (in review).  The state of 
the field:  Qualitative analyses of text complexity.  Special 
issue on Text Complexity of Elementary School Journal 
(available at textproject.org).   

•  The final issue is developed in:   
Hiebert, E.H. (2013).  Supporting students’ movement up 
the staircase of text complexity.  The Reading Teacher, 
66(6), 459-468.   



Five Issues 

I.  Purpose:  For what purpose do we need information on 
a text’s complexity? 

II.  Developmental progressions:  How might features of 
texts at different levels call for different types of 
analyses? 

III.  Professional involvement of teachers:  What types of 
involvement in text analyses support teachers’ work? 

IV.   Exemplars: Why should districts/states generate their 
own exemplars? 

V.  Hybrid systems:  How can quantitative and qualitative 
information be used to support students’ increased 
capacity with complex text?   



I.  Purpose 

a.  Assessment 
b.  Instruction 

•  Student-text fit:  Ensuring the right texts for lessons 
which grow students’ capacity 

•  Lessons:  Ensuring the right texts so that students 
can apply their new proficiencies—thus, growing 
their capacity). 



I-a.  Assessment 

• Most text analyses, including qualitative ones, appear to 
be aimed at getting texts at the “right point” relative to 
other texts. 
•  Qualitative analyses (as well as task analyses) are critical in 

correcting for miscalculations of quantitative measures.     



Example of Using Qualitative Analyses for 
Placement 

26 

Lexile Text Measure:  

ATOS Book Level: 

870L 

5.6 



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



I-b. Instruction: Student-Text Fit 

• To get the right texts for extended reading: 
• Students’ proficiency with the core vocabulary relative to 

the demands of the text (see analyses of core 
vocabulary and the core vocabulary of texts at 
TextProject.org)  

• Content relative to funds of knowledge (i.e., topics of 
focus within classrooms), including student areas of 
expertise 



I-b. Instructions: 
Lessons 
Is it possible to attend to the structure, 
language clarity and convention, 
knowledge demands, and levels of 
meaning without addressing the 
essential meaning of narrative texts?   



Complex content requires: 

•  Information on the message/content and potential 
features that might impede or facilitate understanding 
(e.g., vocabulary, sentence structure, background 
knowledge) on chapters or sections of texts (in the case of 
essays) 











II.  Developmental Progressions 

•  The level of information required of teachers will differ as 
a function of age of the readers and a text’s 
developmental complexity.  



Texts in Grades K-2 



III.  Professional Involvement of Teachers 
Outcome Teacher’s Role 

ACT Uncomplicated, More 
Challenging, Complex 

Originally for research 
purposes; ostensibly anyone 
can use the categories 

CCSS Text assigned to a grade level 
band 

Intended for use by teachers, 
publishers 

QATD Grade Level Assignments (in 
terms of student capacity) 

Teachers are to use exemplars 
and rubrics to make decisions 
about what texts to teach & also 
how to teach them 

Guided 
Reading 

Letter assignment from A 
through Z 

Texts come with designation; 
evaluation is done by 
specialist(s); Teachers are to 
match texts with students (who 
have been assessed on texts 
leveled in similar manner) 



IV.  Exemplars 

How would policy-makers go about 
(unintentionally?) creating a canon:   

a)  provide a long list of exemplars 
b)  provide a medium list of exemplars 
c)  provide a short list of exemplars 



IV.  Exemplars 
(continued) 









Anchors:  CCSS Grades 2-3 Exemplars 
Stories Informational 

•  Gannett, Ruth Stiles My Father’s 
Dragon 

•  Averill, Esther The Fire Cat 
•  Steig, William Amos & Boris 
•  Shulevitz, Uri The Treasure 
•  Cameron, Ann The Stories Julian Tells 
•  MacLachlan, Patricia Sarah, Plain and 

Tall 
•  Rylant, Cynthia Henry and Mudge: The 

First Book of Their Adventures 
•  Stevens, Janet Tops and Bottoms 
•  LaMarche, Jim The Raft 
•  Rylant, Cynthia Poppleton in Winter 
•  Rylant, Cynthia The Lighthouse Family: 

The Storm 
•  Osborne, Mary Pope The One-Eyed 

Giant (Book One of Tales from the 
Odyssey) 

•  Silverman, Erica Cowgirl Kate and 
Cocoa 

•  Aliki A Medieval Feast 
•  Gibbons, Gail From Seed to Plant 
•  Milton, Joyce Bats: Creatures of the 

Night 
•  Beeler, Selby Throw Your Tooth on the 

Roof: Tooth Traditions Around the World 
•  Leonard, Heather Art Around the World 
•  Ruffin, Frances E Martin Luther King 

and the March on Washington 
•  St George, Judith So You Want to Be 

President? 
•  Einspruch, Andrew Crittercam 
•  Kudlinski, Kathleen V Boy, Were We 

Wrong About Dinosaurs 
•  Davies, Nicola Bat Loves the Night 
•  Floca, Brian Moonshot: The Flight of 

Apollo 
•  Thomson, Sarah L Where Do Polar 

Bears Live? 



QATD:  Anchors for Developmental Points in Six Rubrics  
  Narrative— 

Literature 
Narrative—Popular  Social Studies—

Narrative 
Social Studies—

Expository 
Life Science Physical Science 

1 Green Eggs & Ham 
(Dr. Seuss) 

Morris the Moose 
goes to school (B. 
Wiseman) 

Six Silver Spoons (J. 
Lowrey) 

  Heath Science (J. 
Barufaldi et al.) 

  

2 Bears on Hemlock 
Mountain (A. 
Dalgliesh) 

Too much Farley, 
too little sweaters 
(Sesame Street 
Magazine) 

Buttons for General 
Washington (R. & C. 
Roop) 

True Book of 
Freedom & Our U.S. 
Family (P. Witty) 

First look at frogs, 
toads, & 
Salamanders (M. E. 
Selsam & J. A. Hunt) 

Let’s find out about 
Earth (D. Knight) 

3 Magic Finger (R. 
Dahl) 

Freckle Juice (J. 
Blume) 

Phoebe & the 
General (J. B. 
Griffin) 

Fourth of July Story 
(A. Dalgliesh) 

Frogs & Roads (D. 
Morris) 

Starry sky (R. Wyler) 

4 Soup & Me  (R. N. 
Peck) 

Great Brain (J. D. 
Fitzgerald) 

Fighting Ground 
(Avi) 

Holidays & Birthdays 
(World Book) 

Addison Wesley 
Science (V. N. 
Rockcastle et al.) 

Reading about 
science (J. Mongillo 
et al.) 

5-6 Light in the Forest 
(C. Richter) 

Journey of 
Enchantment (G. 
Fullbrook) 

Johnny Tremain (E. 
Forbes) 

New York Colony 
(D. B. Fradin) 

A Frog’s Body (J. 
Cole) 

Exploring the night 
sky (T. Dickinson 

7-8 Call of the Wild (J. 
London) 

Son of Tarzan (E. R. 
Burroughs) 

War for 
Independence (A. 
Marrin) 

Landmark History of 
American People (D. 
& R. Boorstin) 

Frogs, toads, 
Salamanders & How 
they reproduce (D. 
H. Patent) 

Discovering the 
universe (W. J. 
Faufmann) 

9-10 Pit & the Pendulum 
(E.A. Poe) 

Star Trek Log Eight 
(A. D. Foster) 

Burr (G. Vidal) Loyalists in the 
American Revolution 
(J. Potratz) 

Nature (M. 
Cavendish Library) 

Astronomy today (D. 
L. Moche 

11-12 Lord Jim (J. Conrad)   Night the Revolution 
Began (W. Griswold) 

American Heritage 
Illustrated History of  
US (R. Athearn) 

Living systems (J. 
M. Ford & J. E. 
Monroe) 

Larousse Astronomy 
(P. de la Cotardiere) 

13-15 Billy Budd, 
Foretopman (H. 
Melville) 

    Evolution & 
Revolution (J. A. 
Henretta & G. H. 
Nobles) 

Elements of biology 
(C. K. Levy) 

From quarks to 
Cosmos (L. M. 
Lederman & D. N. 
Schramm) 

16+       Willmoore Kendall 
Contra Mundum (W. 
& N. Kendall) 

Biology Today (D.  L. 
Kirk) 

Starting the universe 
(A. H. Guth 



IV.  Exemplars:   
Attention to Issues of Validity & Reliability 

QATD 
Selection of anchors:  
Drawn from over 800 
texts in Harvard 
Reading Laboratory 
 

 CCSS 
“work group began by soliciting 
contributions from teachers, educational 
leaders, and researchers who have 
experience working with students in the 
grades for which the texts have been 
selected. These contributors were asked to 
recommend texts that they or their 
colleagues have used successfully with 
students in a given grade band. The work 
group made final selections based in part 
on whether qualitative and quantitative 
measures indicated that the recommended 
texts were of sufficient complexity for the 
grade band….From the pool of 
submissions gathered from outside 
contributors, the work group selected 
classic or historically significant texts as 
well as contemporary works of comparable 
literary merit, cultural significance, and rich 
content.   
(CCSS Initiative, 2010, Appendix B, p. 2) 

Guided Reading 
Levels 

Texts within the 
Reading Recovery 
original booklist (88 
texts from NZ’s Ready 
to Read texts) 
(Peterson, 1988)  

ACT 
No indication of how 
texts were chosen 



Validity & Reliability (continued) 

• CCSS:  Poor (.29 correlation in Lexile score relative to 
placement of narrative texts in grade bands; Nelson et al., 
2012) 

• ACT:  Not relevant 
• Guided Reading Levels:  No evidence provided (e.g., 

Peterson, 1988) 
• QATD:  High agreement was found between the 

qualitative assessments, classic readability formulas, and 
tested reading comprehension 



Validity & Reliability (continued) 

ACT None provided 

CCSS None needed 

QATD* Study on reliability within research team and with 
teachers and administrators  

Guided Reading None provided 



Example of Grounded Exemplars 
Level Source Title Curriculum 

Word 
Recognition 

Comprehension 
Strategies 

2.1 CCSS The Fire Cat (Averill, 1960) 600 most-frequent (& 
inflected endings) + 
less-frequent words 
with 1-3 letters  

Follow story structure 
with a dilemma that is 
fairly common (e.g., a 
mischievous cat, twins 
who are different) 

High 
recognition 

Frog and Toad Are Friends 
(Lobel, 1970) 

Contemporary Ling and Ting (Lin, 2010) 
Fly High, Fly Guy (Arnold, 
2008) 

2.2 CCSS The Treasure (Shulevitz, 1978) 1,000 most-frequent (& 
inflected endings) + 
less-frequent words 
with 1- 4 letters 

Follow story structure 
where characters need 
to make choices (e.g., 
giving away shoes) 

High 
recognition 

Henry & Mudge (Rylant, 1987) 

Contemporary Those Shoes (Boelts, 2007) 
Grandfather Counts (Cheng, 
2003) 

2.3 CCSS Tops & Bottoms (Stevens, 
1995)  

1,000 most frequent 
words (& inflected 
endings) + less-
frequent words with 
1-5 letters 

Understand that 
characters may be 
“playing” tricks (as in a 
fable); compare/contrast 
contexts  

High 
recognition 

Good Luck, Ronald Morgan 
(Giff, 1999) 

Contemporary Dear Primo (Tonatiuh, 2010) 
Amazing Grace (Hoffman, 
1991) 



V.  Hybrid Forms 

Information from multiple sources is needed, including 
quantitative information.   

•  Specific quantitative information (up to a limit) is better than generic 
quantitative information (this applies to “alphabetic” rankings as 
well).   

•  The ability of digital systems to capture particular dimensions of 
text (especially the vocabularies of texts) can be expected to 
increase substantially in the next 3-5 years.   



Quantitative Information:   
Example 1 Kuperman et al.’s Age of Acquisition 

1964 

•  flushed 5.2  
• world 5.3  
•  exercise 6.2  
•  states 6.4  
•  thunderbolt 6.7  
•  illness 7  
•  cliff 7.3  
• wisdom 9.6  
•  declared 10.7  

2010 

•  enormous 6.5  
•  damp 7.7  
•  fluttering 8.4  
•  remark 8.4  
•  communication 8.5  
•  awe 9.1  
•  lame 9.2  
•  culture 9.5  
•  contribution 11.3  
•  swooned 12.2  
•  trudged 12.7  



Quantitative Example:  2 
(TABB, Hiebert, 2010) 



Quantitative Example: 
2 (continued) 



A Hybrid System:   
The Text 
Complexity Multi-
Index  
(Hiebert, 2012) 

!

!

 
Application of the Text Complexity Multi-Index to Two Texts 
 
Step The Treasure Tops and Bottoms 

1.  Quantitative Indices 

Lexile 650 580 

Average Sentence 

Length (Lexile) 

11.9 9.2 

Average Word 

Frequency (Lexile) 

3.92 3.56 

Vocabulary Load 

(based on end-of-grade-

2 demands) 

7.8 words per 100 3.3 words per 100 

Length 370 words 776 words 

2.  Qualitative Benchmark Texts 

Guided Reading Level H (end of grade 1) M (end of grade 2) 

TCMI’s Benchmarks  The Raft (end of grade 2) The Raft (end of grade 2) 

3.  Qualitative Dimensions 

Levels of Meaning  This parable has 2 levels of 

meaning: man going on a trip and 

a universal truth. (complex) 

Planting a garden is the context for 

a trickster tale. (complex) 

Knowledge demands—

content, cultural, 

literary 

Context is a “time long ago” with 

a palace and guards  (relatively 

simple) 

Trickster tale may be new to 2nd 

graders; helpful to know about 

edible parts of vegetables 

(complex) 

Language conventions 

& clarity 

Conventional language of old tales 

(relatively simple) 

Contemporary language with a 

traditional text structure (relatively 

simple) 

Structure Clear structure of parable 

(moderately complex) 

Clear structure of trickster tale  

(complex) 

 



Conclusions 

•  Use analysis systems appropriate for your purpose 

•  Raise questions about lists of “complex” texts. 

•  Identify texts as teacher groups that exemplify particular 
developmental milestones in reading.  Be clear as to the criteria 
for the choices.  Validate choices through ongoing discussion. 

•  Keep learning about texts and students’ reading—and which 
features of texts should be the source for developing student 
capacity for reading ever-increasingly complex text 



Recordings of past webinars are 
available at TextProject’s YouTube 
channel. 



www.textproject.org 



Questions & Queries: 
Info@textproject.org  


