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Multi-Level Text Sets:

Leveling the Playing Field or
Sidelining Struggling Readers?

Elfrieda H. Hiebert
Text Project & University of California, Santa Cruz

Several current programs promise that, at the
touch of a button, teachers can precisely match
texts to students’ reading proficiency. An analysis
of the most popular of these programs suggests,
however, that the modifications made to texts for
students most in need may create obstacles to their
progress in reading.
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It's a compelling idea—a set of texts
on the same topic but with different
text complexity levels. With a range
of texts on the same topic—easy,
moderate, and hard—all students
should be able to engage in the same
follow-up discussion after reading.
No one is stigmatized by getting a
text that is clearly aimed at lower
readers. If the texts are provided
on the computer, even better! It’s a
teacher’s dream come true!

Indeed, several publishers offer
just such sets of texts for schools
and districts to purchase. In this
essay, I analyze multi-level text
sets from three publishers in order
to establish if these text sets—
especially the versions aimed
at students who need the most
support—have the features that
support reading development. In
other words, do these texts fulfill
struggling readers’ needs for—and
dreams of—becoming proficient
readers?

It should be noted that the texts in



2 Text Matters

the analysis are only one part of the
publishers’ programs. In two of the
programs (A and B), the multi-level
texts are central to the programs, but
comprehension questions are also
provided. In Program C, the multi-
leveled texts are part of an extended
intervention. What students are
given toread in a program,however,
is of vital importance. The volume
and features of texts influence the
kinds of reading opportunities
students have to increase their
reading capacity. My interest lies
in whether the texts for readers,
especially struggling readers, have
features that research indicates
increase reading capacity.

I will use Lexile levels for the
analysis because, in the case of
all three programs, that is the
manner in which the texts have
been determined to be at different
complexity levels. An overview of
the Lexile Framework precedes the
summary of the analysis, since a
basic understanding of what makes
up a Lexile is necessary to interpret
the results of the analysis.

Some Background on
Interpreting Lexiles

Rather than assigning grade levels
to texts, the Lexile Framework
classifies complexity of a text using
Lexile units, where a unit is defined
as“1000th of the difference between
the comprehensibility of the
primers and the comprehensibility
of the encyclopedia”™ The number
of units assigned to a text is based
on a formula with two components:
a syntax measure and a vocabulary,
or word frequency, measure.
Syntax is measured by the average
length of the sentences (MSL) in a
text. The overall Lexile (L) is quite

sensitive to changes in sentence
length.> For example, the Lexile
level of The Wind in the Willows can
move from 1370 Lexile (career and
college ready level, according to the
staircase of text complexity in the
Common Core State Standards®)
to 360 Lexile (in the range of grade
one, according to the staircase of
text complexity) simply by breaking
some of Kenneth Grahame’s very
long sentences into shorter ones.*

The Lexile level of a text is
more impervious to changes
in vocabulary than changes in
sentence length. The semantic
component is called the mean log
word frequency (MLWF) in the
Lexile Framework and referred
to as “vocabulary” in this essay. In
the Lexile analysis, the vocabulary
measure is established by giving
each word in a text a ranking based
on its relative status to all unique
words in the MetaMetrics database.
The average frequency of the
vocabulary in a text is transformed
into a logarithm to account for
the vast discrepancies in word
frequencies (e.g., the occurs about
68,006 times per million words
of texts, while 5,542 different
words such as dine and zebra® are
predicted to occur once in the same
amount of text).

A high MLWF number indicates
a lower average in the frequency
of the words in a text and a lower
MIWF number indicates a higher
average of the frequency of the
words in a text. Other than that
guideline, the vocabulary measure
of the Lexile is hard to interpret.
For interested readers, additional
information on interpretation of
the MLWF is available in a previous
essay that I have written.®

The Study and Its Findings

In this study, I analyzed four levels
of four sets of leveled texts from
each of the three publishers. For
Program A, which has 11 different
levels, I took the middle text in
each of the four levels designated
as: (a) falls below, (b) approaches,
(c) meets, and (d) exceeds. When
Program B provided five texts per
topic rather than its typical four, I
took the first four levels. Program
C consistently provides four levels
of texts. The figures that follow give
the average for the four texts of
each publisher at the four levels.

Lexiles: Figure 1 shows that
average Lexiles increase with each
succeeding level of complexity
in each of the programs. These
increases are not surprising—after
all, the programs were written to
comply with Lexiles. The increases
are not of similar magnitude in
each of the programs. In Program
B, the increase is not substantial
between the Approaches and Meets
levels. Typically, the increases are
at least 100 or more Lexiles—the
amount of growth associated with
about a grade-level of reading.

Sentence Length: Sentence
length is consistently higher from
band to band, as shown in Figure
2.Indeed, the progression is almost
identical to the progression of the
Lexiles—a phenomenon that I have
already discussed.

Vocabulary: In looking at the
vocabulary results in Figure 3,
remember that higher numbers on
the vocabulary measure indicate
fewer rare words, while lower
numbers indicate more rare words.
Texts aimed at the readers with the
most needs typically have fewer
rare words. But in one program



(Program B), the difference
between Level 1 and Level 2 is
miniscule. In another program
(Program C), vocabulary demands
of Level 1 are more challenging
than those of Levels 2 and 3. In all of
the programs, the vocabulary tends
to be at the challenging rather than
accessible end of the scale.

Length of Text:

shows that the programs differ

Figure 4

substantially from one another in
the amount of text that is provided.
In Program A, the difference
between the amount of text for
the lowest readers and those for
the three other groups differs
dramatically. Whereas students in
the Falls Below category read an
average text of 200 words, the three
other groups read texts that are
approximately three times longer.
The differences are not as dramatic
in Program B, but the higher the
level of students’ reading, the longer
the texts they get.

In Table 1, I have taken an
excerpt from a magazine article’
and illustrated how the amount of
information decreases from level to
level. The lengths of the illustrative
texts follow the pattern in Program
C.

In the Falls
Approaches levels, the content
is cryptic. The details that might
engage readers, such as the “cold
fear” that Gordievsky felt, are
gone. The content that explains
why Gordievsky believes that he

Below and

is in danger is gone. Students who
receive the Falls Below text would
be hard pressed to engage in critical
thinking or inquiry about what
they have read.
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Figure 4
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Examining the Findings
Relative to Research

What do we know about sentence
length? Sentence length is the
variable, along with Lexiles, that
differs substantially from level to
level. Is there any evidence that
reading short sentences increases
students’ capacity? No. In fact, the
answer from research?® indicates the
opposite. Short choppy sentences
can impede comprehension. Why
might that be? When sentences
have been chopped up, connectives
have been eliminated. Many
struggling readers have a hard time
making such inferences.’

Longer sentences may be
associated with harder texts, but
a correlation does not indicate
causality. To date, no research
has shown that giving students
texts with short sentences aids in
comprehension.

What do we know about
vocabulary?  Vocabulary s
essential to reading comprehension.
Vocabulary represents knowledge,
and the words and information
that students have about the world
around them predicts how well

they comprehend.

The Lexile Framework uses
mean word frequency to represent
vocabulary development: Texts
with a higher number of frequent
words are regarded to be easier
to comprehend than texts with a
lower number of frequent words.
Word frequency, however, is a
difficult construct on which to
build vocabulary instruction. Some
frequent words have numerous
meanings and take on different
parts of speech, making them quite
complex (e.g., page).

What do we know about
reading volume? In 1977, Richard
Allington asked the question, “If
they dont read much, how they
ever gonna get good?”® The same
question applies to opportunities to
read provided by these programs.
The students who read the Falls
Below texts read about half as
much as their peers who receive the
Meets or Exceeds texts.

Is there evidence to indicate
that reading less is the way to gain
capacity? Quite the contrary."
Without a steady and appropriate
reading diet, students will simply

not grow as readers. It’s as simple as
that.

Conclusion

For struggling readers, two features
of text matter a great deal: the
vocabulary and the volume of
reading. The perspective underlying
the texts for struggling readers in
these programs of leveled texts
goes in the opposite direction of
what struggling readers need.
Rather than getting texts with
more accessible vocabulary, they
get texts where the ideas have been
sacrificed or simplified to comply
with the aim of achieving a target
text complexity.

Is it possible to have texts with
similar content but that support
struggling readers with sufficient
amounts of text and appropriate
vocabulary? The answer is yes. The
StepReads' project of ReadWorks.
org is doing just that. And the good
news about StepReads is that all
texts are entirely free! These texts
will be the focus of a future essay.m
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that the KGB had become suspicious.
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