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This presentation explores groundbreaking research that challenges
traditional b ion. We'll
examine evidence-based methods for using complex texts to
accelerate student learning rather than imiting it through text
leveling.

Reading is Developmental

Beginning readers in grades K-1 face texts that are challenging because of their decoding demands;
Young learners need to develop fundamental skills with decodable texts and controlled vocabulary

materials.

“This doesn't mean limiting their exposure to rich language and complex ideas. Expose young students to

sophisticated content and language through read-alouds.

Once students achieve a high first-grade reading level, they possess sufficient decoding skill to benefit

from more challenging texts.
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Two Approaches to Comprehension Instruction

Directed or Guided Reading

& Communal reading of a complete text with teacher g the process.
the ull text while receiving strategic support and answering questions.

Targeted Explicit Instruction

® | ronused peccsidls utseof et &
‘

lude vocabulary

Both approaches have merit.

The Dominance of Leveled
Reading

L isthe p instructional hin

, with most t
level for instruction (Shanahan, 2013; Griffith & Duffett, 2018).
tice st
19405 laiming students learn best when taught from texts at their
“reading levels' rather than grade levels.

Most
relatively easy books and answer specifc types of questions.
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Performance on the ACT Reading Test
by Textual Element

—— Main Idea/Author's Approach

—— Supporting Details

Relationships
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Performance on the ACT Reading Test
by Degree of Text Complexity
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Reconceptualizing
Reading

Reading comprehension is not the ability to answer certain kinds of
text questions. Reading is e abilty to make sense of ideas expressed

n text—the ability to negotiate the linguistic and conceptual barriers
or affordances of 3 text.




Four Common Classroom
Responses to Text Complexity

1] Avoid complex texts entirely
Use ony tests students canread reasonably wel
2| Telling students what the text says
Make the tex rrelevant by ging them the nformation.
3 Reading the text to the students
Transloting eading instruction nto stening practice
4 Ignoring text complexity
Lt s done i the students can' undersand the text
10
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The Birth of Instructional Level Theory

e successful

Emmett Betts (1946) proposed tha every student has three distinct reading levels, each requiring different
instructional approaches. This theory prormised to solve the challenge of meeting individual student needs through
precise text matching,

PP tead

spread throughout
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Betts’s Three Reading Levels

Instructional Level
Independent Level

Texts that pose amodest level of | | Frstration Level
Texts easy enough for students o | | challenge that can easily be Texts considered too difficult to
own teacher
without any assistance or support.
pport.

teaching and substantial support.

successful

ulty, making text

12

3/24/26



Instructional Level (cont.)

+ Independent (fluency 99-100%; comprehension
%)
+ Instructional (fluency 95-98%; comprehension
(75-89%)

+ Frustration (fluency 0-92%; comprehension 0-
50%)
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Later Modifications to the Theory

Edward Gickling (Special Education) 1
Supgested 93-97% ward reading accuracy for instructional
2 Marie Clay (Reading Recovery)

Fountas and Pinnell Bl
Atended Clay's 50% citerion to generalTie 1 classroan
Despite these variations, the underlying theory remained canstant, match students o apprapriste texts and learning wil improve. None

14

The Problem with Instructional Level Theory

Al versions of instructional level tion: appropr matching leads to

fal. G different content, wi
es and

t s of support hallenging content.
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Research Findings

Kilgallon 1942) Powell 1968)

Dunkeld 198D

Used similar method
between oral reading fluency and

restits - multiple

inthe low-to-mid 80%s.

Vi study and accuracy
learning outcomes.
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Research Findings (cont.)

Jorgensen. etal.. 4977 Morgan etal..2000)

Brown.etal., QOID

text level placement and

greater leaming,
achievement gains in readiing.
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More Research

Kuhn et al Q006)
Gradelevel placement with FORI instruction proved more effective than
reading level placements of Guided Reading approaches.
Homan,et al. GOIO)
Teaching sth graders with instructional level text provided no
advantage over using text one year above instructional level.
Lupo,etal. GOI9)
Gradelevel text ed to equal learning compared to easier texts with
9th graders when proper instructional support was provided.

18
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Special Populations and
Scaffolding Studies

OConnoretal 2002)

&7

F ly for
at first grade reacing level or lower.

‘O'Connor et al 20I0)

B Benefits disappeared when scaffolding was equated
across difficuy levels-instruction quality mattered more
then text evel
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Research Summary

No clear learing advantages from placing students at their
instructional levels. When instruction was properly tailored
to support more difficult texts, substantlal learning

advantages appeared-even for students with learning
disabilites.
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Accurate Assessment
&

Tools ik (1Rls, Running Records, CBMs)

Why Instructional Level Theory Fails

For nstructionsl level approaches ta work effectively, three critcal mechanisms must function properly

Reliable Text Leveling.
Readabilty and leveling systems must
accurately estimate text diffculty levels

Effective Differentiation

learning.
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The Three-Fold Failure

Assessment Problems

TextL Drawback
f meastrement L from Small group instruction typically
d significant problemsand | | reduces total teaching time and
text
identify, making precise level levels. with particularly negative effects
determination impossible onminority students.
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Other Research on Teaching
with Challenging Text

+ Reading comprehension instruction usually focuses on the

comprehension questions rather than the text. Big
mistake!

Short-term studies have shown that it is possible to
scaffold success in reading "frustration level” texts

Schools that avoid teaching English and math at students’
levels have been more successful in raising reading

achievement (TNTP, 2024)
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Targeted Studies
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Policy Effects

TNTP Study

+ 28,000 elementary & middle schools where kids start out below
grade level

+ About 5% of these schools ("1300 schools) raise achievement (1.3
years growth for each year of schooling, which catches kids up to
grade level)

+ The only academic commonality among these schools that
distinguishes them from the rest is that they teach English and
Math at grade level rather than reducing the curriculum to the
students’ low performance levels each year

3/24/26
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Scaffolding Framework for Complex Texts

Text Features toSupport
= Complexity of ideas and content

« Match between text and reader prior knowledge
Vocabulary complexity and density

Syntactic complexity and structure

Coherence and text connections

Familiaity with genre demands

Text organization patterns

« Subtlety of author's tone
Sophistication of literary or data-presentation devices

Additional Support Approaches
« Build sufficient fluency first

« Usestair-step or apprentice texts

« Teach comprehension sirategies explicitly
« Enhance student motivation

26

Building Text Reading Fluency
First

foa Th

For some students, it makes strategic sense to start with fluency
work rather than ending with . Let's increase fluency with a text
first, then focus on comprehension-this sequence can be particularly
powerful.

Effective fluency practices include repeated reading, echo reading,

eading, prac
struggling readers.

Text parsing-breaking complex sentences into meaningful phrases:
¢ both fluency 3
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Example: Unparsed Text

Sunbeams are flickering over the landscape as the sun rises. A kit fox heads for her den as another day in the desert begins|

Desert: Kinds of lands tists call land zones b i the plants
and animals n a biome form a community. In that community, every lving thing depends on other community
memmbers for it survival. A biome’s cimate, soil, plants, and anirmels are al connected this viay.

3/24/26
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Example: Parsed Text

Sunbeams/ are flickering/ over the landscape/ as the sun rises./ A kit fox/ heads/ for her den/ as another day/
in the desert/ begins./
Deserts/ are surrounded by other kinds of landscapes. Scentists/ call/ these different land zones/ biomes. All the:
plants and anirmals, in a biome/ form/ a comrmunity./ In that comrmurity./ every iving thing/ depends/ on other
community members/ for ts survival./ A biome’s climate, soil, plants, and animels/ are allconnected!/ this way./

~ws ﬂ Addressing Word Reading
Problems

toin
complex texts.

Students should receive ongolng word nstruction that includes
decoding guidance, emphasis on spelling patterns, and building sight
vocabulary.

10



Activating and Building Prior
Knowledge

Readi I edge-the
less students know about a text's topic, it will
seem regardless of its technical reading level.

possess. Of
more than they realize but need help making connections.

When students lack sufficient background knowledge, teachers can
information s

content. The goal is buiding conceptual foundations, not spoiling

the reading experience.

Another powerful approach involves using multiple texts on the:
same

across readings.

3/24/26
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Stair-Step Text Sets Strategy

Foundation Text

Start with an accessible text that introduces ke concepts and
vocabuary in a manageable format.

Building Text

L text that
on the foundation knowdedge.

Target Text

plex, grade-level text
equipped with essential background knowledge.

likelinood that students will notice and retain key concepts.
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Strategic Vocabulary Instruction

Text complexity o

tems from unfamilar vocabulary

Buildinga Lexicon

instruction across multiple contexts and texts.

Enabling Text Understanding
Immediate support for comprehending specific texts through
strategic word selection and preteaching,

today is primarily on the second goal. Preteaching carefuly selected.

dramatically improve students

55 with challenging texts
when wards are chosen strategically

33
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Vocabulary Analysis

[HERPNE may sound like a big word, but it's P

hoto" s the Greek word for "Light.” and “synthesis” is the Greek word for 'putting together." which

explains what photosynthesis is. It is using light to put things together. You may have noticed that all

animals and humans eat food. but plants don't eat anything. Photosynthesis is how plants eat. They use this
food. S v don' food.

one place.

I b
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Another Vocabulary Challenge

Some scientists argued that these gases have heated up our atmosphere. They say global warming
will affect our climate so dramatically that glaciers will met and sea levels will rise. In addition, it is
not just our atmosphere that can be polluted. Oil from spills often seeps into the ocean.

Which words would you select for preteaching from this passage?
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Comprehending Complex
Sentences

the way sentences are structured and organized. v

While formal grammar instruction has limited impact on
eachers ca through
applied approaches that focus on meaning-making

questionsaimed at revealing comprehension problems. This

focus on meaning.

36

Reading individual
tudents must =
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Sentence Example

“However, on August 24, 2006, the International Astronomical Union
(IAU), a group of individual astronomers and astronomical societies from
around the world, made an announcement.

25 words
5 commas

3/24/26
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Sentence Example (cont.)

However,
on August 24, 2006,

na

nomers a
made

an announcement

38

Sentence Example (cont.)

Who was the sentence about?

(1AU)

the al Astronomica

What did they do?
made

Made what?
an announcement

When?
on August 24, 2006

39
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Another Complex Sentence Example

"The women of Montgomery, both young and older, would come in with their fancy holiday dresses
that needed adjustments or their Sunday suits and blouses that needed just a touch~a flower or
some velvet trimming or something to make the ladies look festive.”

words
3 punctuation marks (2 commas, 1 em-dash)

3/24/26

40

Another Complex Sentence Example (cont.)

"The women of Montgomery would come in with their fancy holidav dresses that needed
adiustments

or The women of Montgomery would come in with their Sunday suits and blouses that needed ut
aluch

—a flower
or some velvet trimming
or something to make the ladies look festive."
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Identifying Challenging
Sentence Patterns

W Length Indicators
Particularly long sentences that exceed typical processing capacity
) Internal Punctuation
, semicolons, colons, o
complex structures

0] Embedded Elements
Dependent clauses, multiple phrases, parentheticals, or
passive voce constructons

c eveal student
these challenging sentence structures, then teach students to break
sentences down systematically.

14



Supporting Text Cohesion
Understanding

Texts becore challenging when the relationships and conmections
between ideas remain unciear to readers.

3/24/26
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Cohesion Example

Meanwhile, the nebula continued to orbit the new Sun until it formed a large flat ring around it.
Scientists call this ring a "protoplanetary disk." The disk, or ring, was hottest where it was closest to

the Sun, and coolest at its outer edge. As the disk swirled around the Sun, the Sun's gravity went to
work. It pulled and tugged at the bits of rock, dust, ice, and gas until they came together in clumps
of material we now call the planets.

44

Cohesion Example (cont.)

Meanwhile, the fielilacontinued to orbit the new Sun untM itiformed a large flat Hlig
around if. Scientists call this [ililg a he was hottest
where Jf was closest to the Sun, and coolest at outer edge As the| swwr\ed
around the Sun, the| ent to work ulled and tugg:

until came together in Iwe

now caH the

45
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Teaching Students to Map
Cohesion

Help students develop systematic approaches Lo tracking cohesive ties

> Identify Key Nouns

Circle or highlight the main concepts and entities in each paragraph

> Track Pronouns

Draw lines connecting pronouns to their antecedents

= NoteSynonyms

Mark different terms that refer to the same concept

> MapRelationships

Identify cause-effect, sequence, and comparison connections
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Text Structure

Story Structure Description/Enumeration

Megtislampnetati,  BPBEREsG R e

Asegeningleudes organized detail
= Sequence/Chronological

Presents events, steps, ar pracesses in time order o logical sequence

Comparison/Contrast

Examines similarities and differences between two of more sublects o e

Problem/Solution

Cause/Effect

Shows relationships between events,actions, and their consequences

G
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Comprehension Strategies That Work

e active readers-that i, ively trying
they comprehend and remermiber more.
amprshansion srategesar eseaichproven methads that go students thinkin desply about th dessn e, These actve
o 3pproaches transform passve cansumers nto engaged thinkers wha it gty withcontent.
Summarization & Questioning
Stadents s main deas an key detats,requin them Studentsgensrate questions befor, duing. an afer
<o dentity wnat' most mpertant ans synthesize resdingto maintan engagement and ety
o
Q Monitoring Information Seeking

When understanding breaks dawn and aplying fix-up information, making thelr reading purposeful and

48
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Repetition

One of the most powerful scaffolds s also one of the most obvious—reading a text more than once
makes it more accessible

Inthe past, we tended to have students read a text a single time, but as the text challenge increases it
is essential that we encourage students to read texts (and parts of texts) more than once to make
sense of it

This is an effective strategy, but it is expensive too (the idea s to become successful with these
texts—which should make it possible to succeed with other texts later with less work)

3/24/26
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Motivation Through Challenge

h ing work, but th

pposite: actually seek P

Students. Y a Don't
pprop tasks improvement s d
that siretch their how them your pian for their
overwhelming them stronger success

Teaching hallenging text: e content and deeper engogement, When
students Understand the purpose and see your support system, they rise to meet higher expectations,

50
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