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For too long, we have tried to teach children to read using materials that may not be at an appropriate level of difficulty for them. If students are to learn and apply reading strategies, they need texts that provide a balance between support and challenge. That is, story text should be easy enough to develop confidence and facilitate comprehension, but difficult enough to provide enough challenge to require the reader to do some "reading work"  (Clay, 1991).

Simple grade-level approximation provided by readability formulas are not accurate at the early primary level because they fail to include the many additional kinds of information provided by illustrated storybook text.  Nor are their gradations fine enough to deal with the substantial difference in reading ability between a child entering grade 1 and the same child at the end of the year.

A number of researchers (Clay, 1991; Fountas & Pinnell, 1996; Hiebert, 19--; Peterson, 19--) and publishers (Scholastic, Wright Group, Pearson) have developed means of levelling text for reading instruction.    In Regina Public Schools, we have analyzed these systems and synthesized them into a process which enables our teachers to identify the most appropriate texts for their students at varying developmental levels.

In this article, we will discuss the kinds of texts that are appropriate for students at various stages of their reading development and share our criteria for determining the difficulty levels of early reading materials.  
What is "just-right" text?
We know that a "just-right" text for instructional purposes is one in which the reader can read about nine out of ten words and comprehend the meaning of the passage with little difficulty  (Clay, 1991). A text in which a child can read 90-95% of the words easily is considered to be at that child's instructional reading level - the degree of difficulty at which instruction will be most effective. Text that is easier is considered to be at the student's independent reading level. More difficult text is considered to be at his "frustration" level and will require additional teacher support.

All students should receive reading instruction using texts at their instructional reading levels  (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). A procedure for leveling reading materials according to difficulty can provide the teacher with guidelines to help her quickly and easily select appropriate reading materials for each student in her class. 

Leveling reading materials is a complex task. Although traditional readability formulas rely on numerical calculations of sentences, words and syllables, we know that there are many more factors which influence the degree of difficulty of a text for a particular reader.   Some of these factors include:

* the length of the book  (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996)

* the appearance and placement of print on the page (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996)

* the degree of support offered by the illustrations (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996)

* the complexity of concepts and familiarity of subject matter (Hiebert, 19--)

* the degree of predictability of the text (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996)

* the proportion of unique or repeated words to familiar words (Hiebert, 19--).

The concept of leveled reading materials is not new. It is an integral aspect of most models of literacy intervention, such as Reading Recovery (Clay, 1991).  In previous years, various attempts have been made to provide "appropriate" texts for young readers  (Hiebert, 1999). Basal programs contained strictly controlled vocabulary that was introduced in a prescribed sequence, often teaching children only a core of sight words rather than working on decoding strategies.  Decodable texts also used controlled vocabulary; in this case, controlled around regular letter-sound correspondences. Sometimes, however, meaning was sacrificed in the interest of repeating a particular pattern. The children's literature or whole language movement provided a rich literary experience for children, but often contained concepts and vocabulary beyond the reading ability of many students.  

We concur with Clay (1991) and Hiebert (1999) that the most appropriate reading materials for emergent readers are not vocabulary-controlled, "basalized" texts, but selections with meaningful and natural language patterns and many high frequency words. These texts should be interesting and engaging for children, contain high quality illustrations and have literary merit.

An abundance of early reading materials published during the last decade have provided us with instructional resources that provide support for early readers through natural language, meaningful concepts and appealing format.  When we first started examining these materials, we found that many publishers had  developed texts at increasing gradients of difficulty, sorted using numbers, letters or icons. Unfortunately, each publisher used its own leveling system. Therefore, the readability of a level 3 book from one program might bear no resemblance to that of a level 3 book from another program. Furthermore, none of the publishers explicitly defined the criteria by which their materials were leveled. Nor did they describe the characteristics of the texts at each level.  

Faced with this dilemma, teachers in Regina Public Schools examined several hundred trade books and early literacy materials and sorted them into a ten step leveling system for first grade instruction, using the following five considerations: vocabulary, size and layout of print, predictability, illustration support, and complexity of concepts.

Vocabulary: 

The number of words on a page is an important consideration for level of difficulty  (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996).  Hiebert (1999) adds that the number of high frequency ("sight") words and decodable (phonetically regular) words will have an impact on the difficulty of the text. For example, beginning texts have only one or two words on a page, including such high frequency words as "a" or "the".   Key vocabulary is often repeated several times throughout the text.  At higher levels, more complex, multi-syllable words are evident. 

Furthermore, early texts use oral language structures, such as sentence fragments and repetitive phrasing that may sound choppy.   At higher levels, literary vocabulary and flowing phrases are used.

Size and layout of print:  

The appearance of the print and the amount of text have an impact on a book's readability (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996).  At earliest levels, the print is in a large, clear font, and consistently placed on every page.   One-word or two-word labeling of pictures evolves into phrases, sentences and ultimately paragraphs of a story. 

There is a further graduation when line breaks for sentences are considered. At the lowest level, each line contains a sentence. Later, line breaks are found at the end of key phrases to help a child retain meaning.   It is not until the highest levels that line breaks are made when there is no more space at the end of the line. 

Predictability: 

All literary patterns, including rhyme, rhythm and repetition as well as cumulative or chronological text structures, help to make text predictable (Clay, 1991). Beginning levels contain consistent patterns of a few words or a sentence that may be repeated on each page, with only one or two words changed each time. At mid-range levels, patterns are longer, with more word changes. At the highest levels there is unlikely to be any pattern at all; occasionally, single words or key phrases may be repeated, but this is for literary effect rather than predictability. 

Illustration Support: 

At the earliest levels, pictures are simple, clear and provide direct support for the text; in fact, the text is generally little more than a labeling of the pictures. Two factors influence the amount of contextual support which illustrations provide:  the extent to which the vocabulary can be associated with clear and concrete images; and the reader’s familiarity of the vocabulary (Clay, 1991). A very clear and explicit illustration of a totem pole, for example, will not offer much support to a child who is unfamiliar with the concept or the word. At higher levels, the illustrations become more complex and ultimately serve to enhance and extend the story line without offering much support for decoding.

Complexity of Concepts: 

Most beginning texts simply label illustrations that are familiar to the reader. Low-level story lines are based on events and experiences common to most young readers, such as visiting Grandma or having a birthday party. These stories become less predictable as more characters are involved in the story and the reader is expected to make inferences. Stories at higher levels tend to be more unique and engaging, with a strong plot, individualized characters, and the use of descriptive language and literary text structures.  Although there is little information in the research about concept complexity, it is our experience that this is a significant factor in the difficulty of text for students.

What do books look like at each level?

Guided by these five general considerations, teachers in Regina Public Schools began sorting texts used for beginning reading instruction.   When we first began, teachers used a variety of different systems for leveling books, ranging from publishers' lists to Clay's (1991) Reading Recovery levels.   Using Clay's system as a foundation, we worked to develop a framework that teachers could use for strategy instruction with students at all levels of development.  Our goal was to extend the system for general classroom use rather than just with students at-risk.  With this goal in mind, we developed a ten-level rubric.  The intent of this process was not to create an infallible leveling system.  We realize there are many exceptions to the criteria provided, and the background experiences of the students will play a role in determining what kinds of texts are most appropriate for them.  Our leveling system was intended to provide teachers with a pedagogical and professional tool to support them in making informed choices about reading materials.   The Saskatchewan curriculum advocates a resource-based approach to instruction, empowering teachers to make choices about the materials that best suit the needs of their students.  This leveling system continues to be a "work-in-progress" as teachers work together to identify ways to match texts to an increasingly diverse population of readers.

The Regina Public Schools Leveling System involves explicit descriptions of what texts look like at each level of development, such as:

Level 1 books have one or two words on each page to label illustrations of familiar concepts, such as a ball or the moon.  The print is in a large, clear font and located in the same place on every page.  This text should be accessible to any child who knows enough about English print to read from left to right and front to back, and who has the vocabulary base to identify the illustrations.
Level 2 books still tend to describe illustrations of familiar objects or actions, although they usually contain repeated phrases or simple sentences. Usually there is a pattern repeated throughout the book, with one word changed on each page, such as "Here is a horse. Here is a dog. Here is a cow." This sentence pattern may be slightly altered on the first or last page, such as "Here are the animals."

Level 3 books contain a few more words per page, usually in complete sentences. 

Sometimes there are two sentences on a page. Two pattern changes (such as the verb and the noun) are not uncommon, such as "At my party I ate some cake. At my party I played some games. At my party I opened some presents."  These books are still highly predictable, with clear, uncluttered pictures that directly support the text.

Level 4 books maintain a strong language pattern, often with two word changes in the pattern, or a changing prepositional phrase, such as "The dog jumped over the fence. The fish swam in the lake. The birds flew in the sky." There is more text on each page than in previous levels, but the language continues to be simple and familiar, with many high frequency words and concept words matching the illustrations. Sentences are longer, but the line breaks are usually at the ends of phrases.  There is often a distinct space between lines.

By Level 5, the "reading work" has begun.   Students must rely on more strategies than just looking at pictures or reciting patterns.  They must have a repertoire of high-frequency words and some decoding skills.  Rather than simply labeling pictures, there is usually a predictable story line.   The increasing length of sentences requires an understanding of syntax to support comprehension and decoding.  There is more text on the page, and there may be dialogue among characters.  Although the text structure is likely to follow a pattern, it generally changes distinctly on the last page. 

Level 6 books move away from reliance on repetition on every page, but some repeated language patterns may appear throughout the text. A simple, predictable story line is evident, with strong direct support from illustrations.  Sentences tend to be short and choppy, but there is more print on each page than in previous levels.  Print continues to be large and placed consistently on each page.  High frequency and decodable words are predominant.

By Level 7, some literary language and structure begins to emerge.  There may be more than one event in the story and more detail in the story line.  Sentences are still simple and, in general, the language still tends to be stilted and choppy.  If sentence patterns are used, there may be two or three different ones throughout the story.   The text is still dominated by high frequency and decodable words.  When new vocabulary is introduced, it is likely to be repeated several times throughout the book.  The story line is more complex and illustrations represent ideas rather than specific words.

Level 8 books are longer with noticeably more text on each page, though the text is usually enlarged. There are more new words, often repeated throughout the text. Most vocabulary is high frequency, phonetically regular, or accessible from context.   Students will need a range of cueing strategies to read at this level.  There is a more sophisticated story line, with multiple events or a single event continuing over several pages. There may be a variety of forms of punctuation, including dialogue among characters.  Illustrations are more detailed and support the concept of the story. Repetitive language patterns may be used, but do not continue throughout the entire book.

In Level 9, the books begin to take on the characteristics of a "real story", with occasional use of literary language. The story line continues to be predictable, but begins to demonstrate a little more sophistication, such as a surprise twist at the end.  The books are longer. There are many compound sentences, such as "Billy jumped on his skateboard and flew down the street." Several characters may take part in the dialogue.  There may be four or five lines of text on each page, predominantly high frequency words.   More new vocabulary is also introduced at this level.  

Level 10 books contain more unfamiliar words. There may be full pages of text, but it is still likely to be enlarged print. There are more compound sentences. The concepts still pertain to events familiar to most children, such as going to school or playing with friends.  Shorter books with poetic language, expository text or sophisticated concepts may be found at Level 10. The illustrations are more subtle and detailed, enhancing the story line rather than providing cues to the text.

Criteria for Leveling Books
	PRIVATE
Level
	Vocabulary
	Print
	Predictability
	Illustrations
	Content & Concepts

	1
	•0-2 words per page 

• sight words: a, the, an, my
• Title may be more difficult
	• large print found in the same place on every page

• short book (probably 8 pages)
	• no rhyme or pattern
	• simple, clear, no clutter

• provide strong, direct support for text
	• No story line 

• Labeling of pictures of familiar objects and actions

ions

	2
	• simple, familiar language 

• some sight words repeated in the text pattern

• usually a repeated phrase or short sentence
	• consistent placement of print 

• short length
	• usually a consistent pattern that may change slightly at the beginning or end of the book
	• text is usually labeling of pictures 

• very strong picture support for text
	• familiar objects or actions 

• no evident story line

	3 
	• usually complete sentences 

• may see verb changes in the pattern, such as singular to plural, or addition of /ing/ or /s/

• more sight words
	• may have one or two sentences per page 

• may include questions

• consistent placement of print on the page
	• usually a pattern with one or two words changing on each page
	• direct support for text
	• familiar objects and actions 

• no evident story line

	4
	• simple, familiar language 

• increased sight words 

• may include prepositional phrases
	• consistent placement of print 

• longer sentences
	• strong pattern which may have 2 or more word changes on each page
	• illustrations with familiar objects/actions provide strong support
	• usually about common experiences of young children


	PRIVATE
5 
	• increased number of sight words 

• mostly decodable words
	• one to three sentences per page, require reader to make a return sweep 

• more punctuation
	• similar to Level 4 at first, but ending may be completely different pattern 

• may have 2-3 pattern changes
	• still high support for text 

• familiar objects and actions
	• starting of simple story line 

• may have more than one character talking

	6
	• mostly decodable text and sight words 

• some two syllable words
	• 2-3 sentences per page 

• short, choppy sentences

• conventional punctuation

• print is large and usually consistently placed on the page
	• repetitive patterns may occur 

• some cumulative or chronological patterns (e.g. days of the week).
	• continue provide high support for text
	• many familiar objects and actions 

• simple sequence of events

• predictable 

• simple story line

• more conver-

sation

	7
	• more new words introduced in each sentence
	• longer, more detailed sentences 
	• sometimes rhythmic 

• may have 2-3 different sentence patterns


	• picture cues provide moderate to high support
	• more detail in story line

	8
	• more unique words introduced per page, but still dominated by high frequency words. 

• new vocabulary repeated often in text

• stilted language


	• longer stories, more words per page
	• sentence pattern still apparent, but doesn’t dominate text 

• lots of repeated text

• highly predictable
	• more detailed, less supportive of text
	• book language begins 

• more sophisticated sequence of events

• single event continues over several page with a variation in sentence patterns

	9
	· Beginning of  "literary language"; blend of oral and written language structures

· More print on the page, mostly high-frequency

· More new vocabu-lary, less likely to be repeated


	· Longer sentences, compound and simple
· Increased length of books

	· few patterns
	• picture cues less supportive of text
	· Predictable storyline with increasing sophistica-tion; "twist" at the end.
· Conversa-tions among several characters


	10


	•increasingly difficult vocabulary 

• more unfamiliar words per page, less likely to be repeated 

• may contain  "book language" 
	• longer sentences, little pattern 

• increasing amounts of print

• longer stories, longer sentences

• line breaks at phrases

• up to a full page of text

• still likely to be enlarged font


	• patterns of phrases may appear 

• variable or no pattern at all

• predictabil-ity through rhyme, cumulative structure
	• pictures provide less direct support to text
	• conversa-tions among many characters 

• more connected story line

· may have "twist" at the end.

• figurative or poetic language may appear 

• single event continues over several pages




Reading Strategies
An additional support for teachers in Regina Public Schools has been a description of the strategies needed by the reader to access text at each of the levels. By using this information, the teacher can focus on the specific reading strategies needed by students to move to the next level of text. 

Level 1 

•  Uses Concepts About Print (Clay, 1993) such as directionality 

• Understands the difference between picture and text

• Begins to match voice to print (number of words spoken equal to number of words in print)

• Reads pictures

Level 2 
· Uses language patterns to predict 

· Relies heavily on pictures to access text

· Relies on own speaking vocabulary and oral language structures 

Level 3 
• Predicts  using text patterns

• Can return sweep to read two lines of text.

• Begins to notice initial consonants 

• "Gets mouth ready" to say the words

• Uses pictures to check and confirm
Level 4 

• Can return sweep of eyes to read one sentence on two lines

• Uses language structures of prepositional phrases

• Notices punctuation

• Remembers repeated words 

• Uses a core of high-frequency words 

• Uses initial consonant to predict words

Level 5 
• Uses patterns that consist of several words or an entire sentence 

• Uses sentence syntax to predict text

• Notices differences and similarities in sentence patterns

• Begins to monitor comprehension (may pause before an uncertain word or after a miscue has been made) 

· May self-correct miscues

•  May reread a line for clarification

• Is building a small repertoire of sight words
Level 6 
• Notices similarities and differences in parts of words 

• Can skip a difficult word and read on for context

• Uses graphophonic cues beyond initial consonant: ending sounds, medial vowels, little words in big words, onset-rimes, 

• Begins to rely on comprehension strategies such as self-monitoring

• Can retell key elements of the story
Level 7 
• Begins to use structural cues such as root words and endings to decode

• Self-monitors reading for comprehension by pausing if a word doesn't make sense or going back and rereading

• Self-corrects when word doesn't make sense

• Uses story sense to predict story line

Level 8 
• Begins to integrate visual, contextual and syntactic cues for decoding 

• Reads with more fluency and speed; uses punctuation and phrasing

• Can follow a single sentence or event over several pages

• Relies less on picture cues and more on large chunks of text for comprehension

• Has a large repertoire of sight words

· Sustains interest and motivation with longer text

Level 9 
• Accesses more than one reading strategy; will try another if one doesn't work

· Can retell the story, recalling important details and omitting irrelevant points

• Notices conversations among characters and reflects differences in oral reading

• Notices and uses punctuation cues

• Begins to make inferences about stories

Level 10 
• Reads with increased fluency and phrasing

• Continues to experiment with a variety of reading strategies

• Demonstrates willingness to take risks

• Notices and appreciates "book language" or new forms of text 

• Can retell figurative language in own words

• Uses rhyme as a prediction strategy

• Has a mastery of basic sight words

How does this system compare with other leveling systems?

The Regina Public Schools Leveling system is based on the work of such researchers as Clay (1991), Peterson (1991), Fountas & Pinnell (1996) and Hiebert (1999).   Clay's (1991) Reading Recovery Levels were designed for intensive early intervention for children at risk of having trouble learning to read.  It was Clay who impressed upon us the importance of teaching students to read using texts at their instructional levels and planted the seeds of  applying the "best practices" of Reading Recovery to all students, and encouraged the use of trade books for instructional purposes.  However, in view of the unique purpose for which Reading Recovery was designed, we felt that the gradients were too fine for general classroom use.  

Fountas & Pinnell contributed much to extending leveled reading to classroom use, stressing the importance of "good first teaching for all children" (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996).  Their leveling system uses similar criteria to Reading Recovery, such as amount and format of text, degree of predictability, and decodability and familiarity of vocabulary.  Although we found their work to be a valuable resource, we felt that the process of our teachers analyzing, sorting and categorizing text themselves was an important step in their own professional understanding of reading instruction.  We also found that we were able to define our criteria more explicitly to meet the needs of our own teachers and our own resource collections.

Many published collections, such as Foundations (Wright Group Canada), Little Celebrations (Pearson Education Canada), Shoebox Libraries (Scholastic Canada), PM Storybooks (Nelson Thompson Canada) and various others, are marketed as "leveled" collections.  However, it appears to us that each uses a system of its own, which may not be consistent with others, and is usually not clearly defined.  This makes it very difficult for teachers to integrate a variety of resources into their programs and emphasizes the need for a relatively consistent process that teachers can use to incorporate new resources into their levelled reading collections.  This was the impetus behind developing our own leveling system.
How to use Leveled Reading Materials
As our student populations have become increasingly diverse, the need for ways to accommodate that diversity has become ever more critical.  We recognize that there is no single text that is appropriate for all students, just as there is no single method of teaching reading that works for all students.  Leveled reading materials assist the teacher in selecting texts at the instructional levels of their students.  "Instructional level" implies that the teacher will prepare the students for potentially unfamiliar vocabulary and concepts using a picture walk or other pre-reading strategy.  Our rule-of-thumb is that materials should be at least two levels below a student's instructional level in order to be accessible for independent reading practice.

Leveled books are only one type of reading resource available to students. If we restrict all of the students’ independent reading choices to our collections of leveled books, we jeopardize the motivation that comes from self-selection of reading materials. Interest and background knowledge will have a significant impact on the readability of a text for a particular student. Therefore, it is important for all students to learn to self-select reading materials that will be interesting and acceessible to them.  

Matching books to readers cannot be relegated to a formula. It requires a great deal of professional judgement on the part of the teacher. In order to make decisions about which books are appropriate for which students, the teacher must know the students, the books and the reading process. Texts within the same level have different degrees of appropriateness for different students, depending on their background knowledge and personal interests. For example, some urban children may be unfamiliar with farm animals and prairie-born children may struggle with the easiest text on ocean life. It is important to remember that emergent readers, unlike adults, usually cannot decode words that are not in their speaking vocabularies.

Many teachers worry that matching students to leveled reading materials represents a return to the stigmatized "reading groups" of the past. There are, however, three key differences:

• Using leveled reading materials for strategic reading instruction is only one component of  a total balanced literacy program, along with shared reading, independent reading, reading aloud, writing and other activities.

• Groupings must be flexible. As students progress in their ability to decode and comprehend increasingly difficult text, the groups are adjusted accordingly.

• The teacher continually assesses the students' progress from one level to the next, so the students progress through increasingly difficult texts at a pace that is appropriate for them.

Reading Benchmarks
Part of Regina Public Schools’ early literacy initiative has been to provide all teachers with a set of Benchmark books representative of each of the levels from 1-10 and in-service support in taking Running Records, analyzing miscues and assessing comprehension.  We do not use standardized tests for early reading assessment, but collect data on the instructional reading levels of our first and second grade students at two points in the year.

Collecting district data on first and second grade reading levels helps teachers know where their students fit in relation to other students in the city.  It gives the administration information to share with the elected Board and the public about what our students can do and where the needs for early intervention exist. And we believe it is taking a proactive approach to large-scale assessment by using authentic classroom assessment tools to gather data about reading achievement in our school district.  

In June 1999, about half of the 1800 Grade One students in our school division were reading at an instructional level of 10 or above. This gives us good information about the general reading proficiency of our students - that most have strong cueing strategies and are beginning to be able to access text with sophisticated content and literary language. But we also know that almost 20% of Regina Grade One students are reading at levels 0-3. This means that they have essentially no strategies in place for independent reading. Solid data of this kind gives us good support to demonstrate the need for early literacy intervention. It will also allow us to effectively allocate system resources to maximize the impact of our school literacy efforts.

Ongoing professional development and continuing resource development help teachers refine their use of Running Records and Benchmark books for classroom instruction. Teachers are brought together regularly to level new materials using our existing criteria and Benchmark books.  This information is added to an ongoing database.  Teachers do not always agree on the level of a particular book, but it is the professional dialogue over coming to consensus that is the truly valuable process and enhances our understanding of children, books and reading.  Our goal is not to achieve 100% consistency in leveling books; it is to help teachers understand the reading process and how best to teach it. 

The Regina Public Schools’ leveling process continues to be a work in progress, as we extend our own understanding of what matters in text selection for teaching beginning readers. The process will be constantly refined and adapted as teachers apply it to classroom use and develop it into a structure that honors both the diversity of students and the professionalism of teachers.
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