
Best Practice Check In-Leveled Text Only? By Dr. Sheila Cooper 

 

To read or not to read leveled text only, that is the question teachers are asking these days 

(thanks, Mr. Shakespeare, for the idea).  Unfortunately, the answer is not as clear as expected.  

With publishing companies offering text sets leveled for all topics and websites creating eBooks 

that adjust to the student’s levels based on the questions answered correctly, it is a challenge for 

a teacher to decide when to use leveled and non-leveled text for their students. 

 

The practice of determining a student’s reading level began in 1946 when Emmett Betts 

presented findings in Foundations of Reading Instruction. After listening to a student read aloud, 

a level is given based on the word-reading accuracy and comprehension of the text.  For 

example, a student is considered reading at an independent level with 99% word-reading 

accuracy and 90% comprehension.  This idea sounds like a sound practice. 

 

There are many advantages to having students only read those texts they can decode and 

comprehend without assistance.  The first, and most compelling, is that reading a text that is too 

difficult slows down comprehension and can foster poor reading habits. Richard Allington 

writes,”...policies that simply increase the amount of time allocated for students to read often 

find mixed results.  The reason is simple: It’s not just the time spent with a book in hand, but 

rather the intensity and volume of high-success reading, that determines a student’s progress in 

learning to read.” This supports the logic of supplying just-right text for independent reading. 

 

Additionally, in paying attention to the “what” and “how” of teaching reading, when a teacher 

designs learning opportunities connected to reading, it is important that the students apply their 

skills to a text they can handle (Blair et al., 2007, p.436).  With these criteria in mind, it would 

seem clear that reading only leveled books is the way to go. 

 

However, then along came the Common Core State Standards, now the New Jersey Student 

Learning Standards.  Anchor standard 10 states, “Read and comprehend complex literary and 

informational texts independently and proficiently with scaffolding as needed.” After the anchor 

standards, the document contains the following: ’To build a foundation for college and career 

readiness, students must read widely and deeply from among a broad range of high-quality, 

increasingly challenging literary and informational texts.” From this point of view, it seems 

apparent then that students must read text that are above their independent reading levels. Yet, 

experienced teachers know that reading texts that are too difficult causes frustration and can 

discourage students reading below grade level.  Certainly, no reading expert would advocate 

asking students to read difficult texts without support. In fact, Shanahan (2017) advocates for the 

use of texts well above a student’s identified level to increase reading proficiency.  He writes, 

“The key, of course, is that while inordinate amounts of frustration should be avoided in 

instruction, that can easily be accomplished with grade level books and supportive 



teaching  (emphasis added).”  Within his argument for the use of challenging texts, Shanahan 

describes a new study conducted with 3rd grade below-grade level readers who worked with 

stronger readers in paired reading of texts two, three, and four grade levels above the level of the 

weaker reader (Trottier Brown, Mohr, Wilcox & Barrett, 2017). 

 

What is a teacher to do with these opposing ideas?  Should students read leveled texts or not? 

 

The best way to achieve balance is to create learning tasks using texts on an independent level 

and an instructional level, and to consider the use of even harder texts in highly supportive 

reading situations.  For example, as students are selecting reading material for the week, or unit, 

have them identify texts they want to read regardless of the level, with teacher (or peer) support, 

and then choose from a selection of texts that are on their independent level.  Student motivation 

to read a particular text should not be ignored.  Often students will select books on topics they 

have an interest in and background knowledge of, which can mean a higher success rate in 

reading.   

 

In addition, utilize shared reading and guided reading in different ways to include those higher-

level texts.  In those settings, the teacher is providing direct instruction and scaffolds to support 

readers.  Later, when applying the skills and strategies in a text that is on level, the student is able 

to complete tasks unaided.   

 

The question is no longer whether to read a text on level or above.  Rather, it is when to read a 

text on level or when to use one above an identified reading level  and what types of support are 

needed to ensure success and minimize frustration. 
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