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ABSTRACT
Some researchers argue that the complexity of grade school reading textbook texts have
decreased over the past century. However, others suggest that text complexity, when assessed
using quantitative measures, has increased. Text must be looked at three ways in order to assess
complexity: quantitatively, qualitatively and reader and task demands. This study focused on
collecting qualitative data for literary texts, informational texts, and poems found in reading
textbooks at a third grade level in order to assess changes in the complexity of texts. Text
complexity has significantly increased throughout the century for literary texts and similar trends
of increased complexity are found in informational texts. Although the number of questions and
activities associated with a text has declined, the complexity of the questions and the requirement
of the comprehension of texts in order to answer a question or complete an activity have
increased. Researchers and educators must be aware of the changes in complexity in order to
help students reach achievement and be prepared for college.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
What makes a text difficult and how can we analyze the complexity of different texts?
These are two questions I seek to answer in this thesis. Over the past century, the stories that our
third- and sixth-grade students are reading in their elementary schools have changed. Some
researchers argue that text complexity overall has decreased while some believe text complexity
has increased. Others believe that text complexity has gone on a roller coaster ride with periods
of more and less complexity. To date there has been relatively little research that confirms or
discounts these assertions. Therefore, I had a challenge; a challenge to analyze the complexity of
elementary education textbooks. In order to accept this challenge, I analyzed previous research in
this field in order to compile a way to tackle the challenge.
In order to analyze text complexity, I looked at previous literature that has brought forth
ideas about text complexity and has analyzed text complexity. Research by the ACT, an
independent, not-for-profit organization that provides assessment, research, information, and
program management services for education planning, career planning, and workforce
development, has completed a thorough study of text complexity entitled, Reading Between the
Lines: What the ACT Reveals About College Readiness in Reading. They found that “only 51%
of 2005 ACT-tested high school graduates are ready for college-level reading” (ACT, 2006).
Reading and comprehension are essential components not only at the college level, but also in the
workplace. Reading is a complex process and low literacy levels are preventing students from
excelling. “As readers we bring our general knowledge and linguistic knowledge to the text to
extract and construct meaning. In doing so, we build a mental model of the text that represents
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the situation described by the text. To build an accurate situation model, the reader must draw
inferences, and inferences require knowledge” (Foorman, 2009).
The ACT found that students acquire deficits in reading because they are unable to derive
meaning from reading material. This later translates to limited reading comprehension skills.
These deficits in reading comprehension are related to “inadequate understanding of the words
used in text; inadequate background knowledge about the domains represented in the text; a lack
of familiarity with the semantic and syntactic structures that can help to predict the relationship
between words; a lack of knowledge about different writing conventions that are used to achieve
different purposes via text; verbal reasoning ability which enables the reader to ‘read between the
lines’; the ability to remember verbal information” (ACT, 2006). However, researchers behind
the report entitled Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in
History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects feel that through extensive reading, these
deficits can be decreased. They also feel that in order 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” (Common Core State Standards, 2010).
Even with extensive reading, the deficit areas in reading comprehension identified by the ACT
are areas of comprehension that must be looked at further in order to gain a full understanding of
the complexity of these categories and how to solve the deficits.
In order to solve these deficits, the Common Core State Standards (2010) were designed.
They were designed “to be robust and relevant to the real world, reflecting the knowledge and
skills that our young people need for success in college and careers” (National Governors
Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010a). The
belief that reading textbooks have trended downward in difficulty and sophistication and the
overall deterioration of textbook quality, served as the basis for the creation of a new set of
common standards. Appendix A of the Common Core State Standards, cites research by Jeanne
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Chall and her colleagues, which argues that the difficulty of school textbooks decreased from
1963 to 1975 (Chall, Conard, & Harris, 1977). Appendix A is also influenced by research from
Hayes, Wolfer, and Wolfe (1996) that found declines in the average sentence length and
vocabulary level in reading textbooks. They detected a “pervasive decline in the difficulty” of
schoolbooks between 1919 and 1991 (Hayes, Wolfer, & Wolfe, 1996). After analyzing this
research, the Standards concluded that today’s reading textbooks have declined in complexity,
which called for action. This evidence curricula decline was the Standards shift to focusing on
increasing text complexity as a requirement in reading in not only English Language Arts, but in
other disciplines as well.
By reading a variety of different texts, students can develop knowledge that will help
them in the future. “Through extensive reading of stories, dramas, poems, and myths from
diverse cultures and different time periods, students gain literary and cultural knowledge as well
as familiarity with various text structures and elements. By reading texts in history/social studies,
science, and other disciplines, students build a foundation of knowledge in these fields that will
also give them the background to be better readers in all content knowledge” (Common Core
State Standards, 2010). Text complexity can also be looked at based on the type of literature a
student is reading. Literary and informational texts help students develop different knowledge
bases as well as different skills. Research on text structures indicates that literary and
informational text “vary in the organizational patterns (or grammars) that signal meaning and in
the construction of mental models to integrate knowledge and inferences” allowing for different
reading skill development (Foorman, 2009).
Not only are we looking at different types of literature, researchers have different ways of
analyzing the literature and the text complexity of different pieces of literature. Researchers must
keep in mind three aspects when analyzing complexity: qualitative dimensions of text
complexity, quantitative dimensions of text complexity, and reader and task considerations
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(Common Core State Standards, 2010). According to the Common Core State Standards,
qualitative dimensions and factors are aspects of text complexity that can be measured by a
human reader like levels of meaning and purpose, structure, language conventionality and clarity,
and knowledge demands. Quantitative dimensions include aspects of text complexity like word
length and frequency, sentence length, and text cohesion that are difficult for a human reader to
evaluate. There are also outside variables particular to individual readers like motivation,
knowledge, and experiences that make a text more or less challenging. For the purposes of my
research, I decided to analyze text complexity according to qualitative dimensions because Dr.
Gamson and his colleagues looked at quantitative dimensions of text complexity.
Gamson, Lu, and Eckert (2013) took an analytical approach to analyzing text complexity,
specifically looking at the degree of sophistication of the words, the readability of the language,
and the average length of the sentences used in each textbook to allow for a direct comparison to
other research, specifically the Common Core State Standards and also to offer new insights. Four
different measures were used to analyze changes in texts over the past century. Two measures
focused on lexical difficulty, LEX and word frequency band, and the other two measures
calculated readability and mean sentence length of the texts. Gamson et al. (2013) found that the
mean LEX scores for third-grade texts had declines for a period of time, but steadily increased
starting from the 1950s and onward. The highest LEX scores were for texts published in the
1990s and 2000s. The lexical difficulty of sixth-grade texts peaked in the 1920s, then declined,
were stabilized by the 1940s, and finally remaining constant after that.
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Figure 1 Mean LEX scores of third- and sixth- grade reading texts. Gamson et al., 2013

In the other examined areas, Gamson et al. found similar trends. As a whole, their
findings found a different pattern than described by the current researchers as reported in the
Common Core State Standards. Third-grade texts showed some declines during the early decades
of the century, but there has been a steady increase in the difficulty of reading textbooks over the
past 70 years. Sixth-grade texts reveal relatively stable complexity since the 1940s. Overall,
Gamson et al. found compelling evidence that complexity of reading textbooks has either
increased or remained consistent over the past three-quarters of a century.
As a way to enhance Dr. Gamson and colleagues’ research, my research is comprised of a
qualitative approach to text complexity for third-grade texts. Qualitative assessment has been
used greatly in psychological and educational research and has also been used in the assessment
of text difficulty in the past (Chall, Bissex, Conard, Harris-Sharples, 1996). This type of research
has been used when analyzing text difficulty because it “can be more sensitive to the overall
difficulty of a text than measures based on text features alone”(Chall, Bissex, Conard, Harris-
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Sharples, 1996). In addition, “qualitative assessment can be more sensitive to the great variety of
text variables that differentiate texts, including vocabulary, syntax, conceptual load, text structure,
and cohesion” (Chall, Bissex, Conard, Harris-Sharples, 1996). Once it was determined that a
qualitative method of research would be conducted, I looked at ways text complexity has been
analyzed in the past in order to create my own qualitative assessment of text complexity. By
creating my own assessment form, I could analyze texts from the past century and look for
patterns potentially relating or disproving previous research.

Background Information: How Current Researchers Analyze Text Complexity
Looking broadly at text complexity, it is known that as passages become more difficult,
the passage changes in language, concepts and thought. Language changes occur in vocabulary
and syntax. Vocabulary may become less familiar and sentence structure more complex. The
density and difficulty of ideas expressed also becomes more complex in difficult passages.
Content areas may contain more concepts that are less familiar and may also assume prior
knowledge. In addition, more difficult passages may require more thought, reasoning and
analysis to be able to understand the text (Chall, Bissex, Conard, Harris-Sharples, 1996). These
overall categories of text analysis have led researchers to develop more detailed scales in order to
determine the complexity level of a piece of literature.
I, along with Dr. Gamson and two graduate assistants, Sarah Eckert and Hilary Knipe,
predominately looked at two reports to develop our own rubrics for text complexity: The
Common Core State Standards and the book, Qualitative Assessment of Text Difficulty.
Appendix A of the Common Core State Standards, qualitatively measures text
complexity using four main areas: meaning or purpose depending on the type of text, either
literary or informational, structure, language conventionality and clarity, and knowledge
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demands. Within these four categories, the report clarified each category and how each category
changes in complexity level. Levels of meaning for a literary text ranges in complexity from a
single level or meaning to multiple levels of meaning. An explicitly stated purpose in an
informational text has less complexity that an implicit purpose that may be hidden or obscure.
The structure of a text, according to the Common Core State Standards, influences complexity. A
simple structure, that is explicit, conventional, and in chronological order is less complex than a
complex, implicit, unconventional structure with events not occurring in a chronological order.
Literal, clear, contemporarily familiar, and conversational language is less complex than
figurative, ambiguous, archaic or academic language. Less demands on a readers knowledge is
less complex than passages that demand a great deal of knowledge from the reader. Appendix A
of the Common Core State Standards uses these areas to assess text complexity.
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Figure 2 English Language Arts Appendix A. (2010) The Common Core State Standards, 6.

9
In addition to looking at the Common Core Standards, we also looked at three rubrics.
We looked at a narrative rubric for literature as well as a science and social studies rubric for
informational texts that were created to evaluate text difficulty from the book, Qualitative
Assessment of Text Difficulty. For literary texts, knowledge of vocabulary, familiarity with
sentence structures, depth and breadth of life experiences, cultural and literary knowledge, and
skill in literary analysis were used to analyze text complexity.

Figure 3 Chall, Bissex, Conard & Harris-Sharples (1996). Qualitative Assessment of Text Difficulty
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For science material, knowledge of vocabulary, familiarity with sentence structure,
subject-related and cultural knowledge, technical knowledge, density of ideas, and levels or
reasoning were used to assess text complexity.

Figure 4 Chall, Bissex, Conard & Harris-Sharples (1996). Qualitative Assessment of Text Difficulty
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Social studies texts assess text complexity through knowledge of vocabulary, familiarity
with sentence structure, subject-related and general knowledge, cognitive density, and level of
reasoning.

Figure 5 Chall, Bissex, Conard & Harris-Sharples (1996). Qualitative Assessment of Text Difficulty
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These three rubrics helped me create my own rubrics for analyzing text complexity for
both literary and informational texts.
I wanted to see if there is a change in the complexity of literary texts, informational texts,
and poems included in reading textbooks throughout the past century. Building off of previous
research conducted by Gamson et. al (2013), which looked at the text quantitatively, I wished to
see if literary aspects of the text changed in complexity so I took a qualitatively approach to my
research. This qualitative approach focused heavily on data collection and actually reading the
third-grade texts to assess complexity. In addition, I wished to see if the questions and activities
associated with a text changed in complexity over the past century and if there is a relationship
between complexity level of the texts and complexity level of the questions and activities
associated with a text. Comparing my qualitative findings to the quantitative findings completed
by Gamson et al. (2013) will hopefully give a much broader analysis of text complexity changes
over the past century. Analyzing the changes in text complexity and question and activity
complexity will allow me to see any trends in complexity for third-grade texts and apply these
trends to current research and future implications for the classroom.
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Chapter 2
Research Design and Methods

Discussion of Research Design
The Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts and Literacy in
History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical subjects defines a three-part model for
determining text complexity. These parts include Qualitative, Quantitative, and Reader and Task.
Quantitative dimensions include aspects of text complexity that are difficult for a human reader to
evaluate. This includes word length and frequency, sentence length, and text cohesion.
Qualitative dimensions refer to the aspects of the text that can be best measured by a human
reader. This includes meaning or purpose of a text, structure, language convention, and
knowledge demands. Reader and task considerations focus on the variables particular to a reader,
like motivation, knowledge, and experience, and particular to a task, for instance the questions
posed. Task considerations are also important to consider if determining whether a text is
appropriate for a student and the complexity level of a text (Common Core State Standards,
2010). The Common Core State Standards presume that all three of these aspects are important
to text complexity. As researchers, we agreed with the Common Core State Standards, and
therefore researched all aspects of text complexity. As discussed before, Dr. Gamson and
colleagues analyzed the quantitative components and my research analyzed text complexity
qualitatively and took into account reader and task considerations.
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Methods

Creation of Rubrics
Utilizing the information gained from analyzing the current research and ways to analyze
the complexity of text, we as a research team began to develop our own rubric for analyzing
complexity of elementary texts. I created a simple rubric for text complexity with multiple
categories that are important to look at when analyzing complexity. For literary text, I wanted to
analyze complexity in time series, perspective, theme, familiarity and perspective of the story,
intertextuality, language use, and structure. This original simple rubric analyzed complexity on a
three-point scale with 1 being least complex and 3 being most complex.
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Figure 6 Original Three Point Rubric For Narrative Texts

16

Figure 7 Original Three Point Rubric for Informational Texts
I used these rubrics to code sample literary and informational texts and noted where
changes to our rubric were necessary. I found that many categories could be combined and then
expand the definitions to create clarity. After trying the three point scale rubrics by reading and
analyzing sample stories and using the rubric to code for complexity, I adapted the rubric by
making the rubric a five-point scale. A five-point scale could clarify the definitions of
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complexity in each category and allow more room for complexity development. It also gives a
clearer definition for each level of complexity. By expanding the definitions, I was able to know
exactly how to code the complexity level for a text. The expanded and clear definitions made
coding for complexity much easier. It also allows more room for complexity growth enabling
coders to analyze all elementary texts, not just one grade level. This is a goal of my future
research.
In addition, some clarity issues between categories also needed redefining. When I felt
adoptions to the rubric should be made, I discussed these changes with Gamson and Eckert and
made the decisions together. When looking at familiarity of story, we felt that some fantastical
elements add complexity to a story. We also added a section for character development because
we found that some characters are complex and have multiple traits and personalities that develop
meaning to the story and also increase complexity. When looking at informational texts, graphics
play a role. We found that graphics and knowledge demands go hand in hand. If something from
ones knowledge is missing but a graphic relays that information, the knowledge demand category
is lower but the graphic demand increases. If graphics were missing but seemed necessary, the
knowledge demand would then increase. These are just a few problems we ran into with our first
rubric and therefore, created a new rubric. I then continued to sample different texts from the
century and adapt the rubric. After making multiple adaptations to the rubrics for literary,
informational, and poetry texts, the rubrics were finalize and were used to code third-grade texts
without and with questions and activities.
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Figure 8 Literary Text Complexity Rubric
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Figure 9 Rubric for Informational Text Complexity
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Figure 10 Rubric for Poetry Complexity
Developing the Sample
As part of the larger research project, we began a textbook search by identifying as many
third- and sixth-grade reading books published after the 1890s as possible. After gathering a
substantial number of books, we identified major publishers, including Houghton Mifflin, Scott
Foresman, Ginn & Co., and Macmillan, and tracked their series’ throughout the century. Looking
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at professional journal articles and state textbook adoption records as sources, we began to gain a
sense of which series were most commonly used. Many states, like Texas and California,
formally adopt a few textbooks each year that schools must use and often other states follow these
adoptions. We tried to make sure we had the full set of texts, both third- and sixth-grade texts
from the same publisher for the year and also multiple books if the series had multiple books.
Lastly, we reviewed the texts of the same name from different print years to make sure we had
the most up-to-date copy of the text with any additions, deletions, or major changes.
To develop the sample for my thesis, we utilized a stratified random sampling method.
We divided the books into third-grade texts without questions and third-grade texts with
questions. From there, we used a random number generator to select 20% of the textbooks from
each of the two categories. After creating our sample, I then had to classify the texts within each
series.

Classifying Texts Within the Sample
After developing our sample, I had to classify each story within every book. I classified
the stories as Literary Fiction (1), Literary Nonfiction (2), Poetry (3), Informational Expository
(4), Informational Essay (5), or Information Other (6). Literary Fiction includes all fiction
stories, fairytales, fantasies, and folktales. Examples of Literary Fiction include Beauty and The
Beast, Ramona stories, and Anasi the Spider stories. Literary Nonfiction texts are texts that have
nonfictional characters, for example Christopher Columbus, but the actions and the dialogue in
the text are fictional. Poetry texts include all poems and short stories with a clear rhyme and
rhythm. Informational Expository texts are informational or nonfiction texts intended to give
information about various topics to the reader. These texts intend to explain, describe, give
information, and inform the reader about a topic. Examples of Informational Expository texts
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include essays about animals, explorers, or events in history. Informational Essays are texts in
the form of an essay that inform the reader about a topic. Information Other includes all other
type of nonfiction, informational texts. These texts include “how-to” texts like how to read a
timeline or perform a magic trick, instructions, directions, skill instructions, etc. Every story in
each textbook in the sample was given a coding of a 1-6 depending on the type of text. Often I
would look at the table of contents to find information about the type of text. Other times, I
actually skimmed the beginning of the text to determine the correct classification. A
classification of a 1 or 2 were coded as literary texts, a classification of a 3 was coded for poetry,
and a classification of 4, 5, or 6 were coded as informational texts using the respective rubrics.
For question and activity complexity, any text classified as a 3 followed the literary coding.
Once all of the texts within each series were classified, we used a stratified random
sampling to determine the actual text selections to be coded. Using a random number generator,
we selected 20% of each of the text types, literary informational or poems, from each series in our
sample. This process was done for the third-grade texts without and with questions in our
sample.

Creation of Coding Manuals
Two coding manuals were created to determine consistency for coding texts. A Text
Complexity Coding Manual was created for the text complexity coding and the Question and
Activity Coding Manual was created for the texts that had questions and activities associated with
the text. I, along with Sarah Eckert and Hilary Knipe, created these coding manuals as part of the
larger Spencer Reading Project. These coding manuals give explicit instructions on how to
access the coding forms and entering coder information. The Text Complexity Coding Manual
describes how to locate a text to code, how to determine the classification of a text, and then how
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to input coder information and text selection information in the form. The coding manual then
instructs the coder to read the entire selection and code for complexity for each category indicated
on the rubric on a 1-5 scale with a 1 being very low complexity and a 5 indicating very high
complexity. The coding manual then describes each category and the complexity level in explicit
detail and provides example texts for each text classification and complexity level. Similarly, the
Question and Activity Coding Manual gives explicit instructions on how to code the questions,
activities, and strategies associated with a text. The coding manual gives explicit information on
how to access the coding forms, enter coding information, and locate a text in the selection. The
Question and Activity Coding Manual instructs the coder to read a selection and then follow the
steps in the Text Complexity Coding Manual to code for text complexity. Then the coder
accesses the form for the question and activity coding. The coding manual explicitly describes
that all questions should be coded and the classification criteria for different types of questions,
activities, and strategies. Examples of questions, activities and strategies are also located in the
Question and Activity Coding Manual for reference.
The coding manuals were created in order to have a clear definition of how to code the
selections in the sample and to make sure all coders followed the same procedures for coding text
complexity and questions and activities. This keeps consistency during coding and provides
clarity when a coder is unsure of the proper way to code a text. At the beginning of this research
project, we hoped to have multiple coders coding text in order to have reliability. The coding
manuals helped create reliability between coders, which is extremely important for any research.
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Coding Third-Grade Texts Without Questions
Once the rubrics were complete and the coding manual for the texts without questions
and activities were created, we created a spreadsheet through Google entitled Text Complexity
Coding to record and track all of the data that I would enter for each text.
https://spreadsheets.google.com/spreadsheet/formResponse?formkey=dGNpOWstdXdrV
TZ0SEJRMnFyZk9OcUE6MQ&theme=0AX42CRMsmRFbUy01MGMxMmMzMS1hZDI5LTQ
wNDYtOGRkMS1mN2E5Y2ZjYmUzMzk&ifq
The main page includes areas to record general information including the coders initials,
book ID, book print year, page number of selection, and the type of text either literary,
informational, or poetry. After choosing either literary, informational, or poetry for the type of
text, the spreadsheet allows you to continue and automatically sends the coder to the correct and
final version of the rubric for the specific type of text. For each category of the rubric, the coder
chooses 1 through 5 for complexity. After all categories of the rubric are complete and the text
coded, the coder clicks continue at the bottom of the page. This brings the coder to the last page
of the spreadsheet allowing the coder to grade confidence level in their coding and mark any
reasons why the text was difficult or unusual. This coding system and spreadsheet allows the
coder to easily record the information for the text and submit the information easily to a secured
location. With all of the coded information in one place, this will make it easier to analyze the
data once all of the texts are coded.
Once I felt comfortable with the final rubrics by doing practice stories not included in the
sample, I began to code the sample of texts that was randomly selected starting with the thirdgrade texts without questions. I wanted to be able to feel comfortable with the texts from
different decades and the rubrics in order to complete coding to the best of my ability. I would
randomly select a book to code in its entirety from the tracking spreadsheet. The tracking
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spreadsheet is an Excel file that allowed me to track my progress as texts were completed. At the
bottom of the spreadsheet are tabs, “3rdQ” and “3rdNQ” indicating the books for third-grade
texts with questions and books for third-grade texts without questions. The top row of each tab
lists the books that were randomly sampled from each category. Under each book title is a list of
the individual selections that need to be coded. Each selection is identified by its start page. To
pick what book to code, I would randomly select a book from the third-grade without question
sample. I did not want to go in print year order for the books from earliest to most recent because
I have analyzed the current research and am aware of the trends the current research depicts. I
wanted to be able to select a book, unaware of the year or how current researchers view the year,
and make my own conclusion on the level of text complexity based on my reading of the text and
the rubric I created. I hoped that this would give the most fair and unbiased reading of the
different texts.
After selecting a book, I would follow the tracking spreadsheet and read the randomly
selected texts within each book. I would refer back to the original sample to see the type of text,
either literary, informational, or poem, for each text in the sample. I would read each text, as
indicated in the tracking spreadsheet by the start page, carefully and code the text using the
Google spreadsheet. If for some reason any of the pages listed were in the middle of a selection, I
would double check the sampling list and use my best judgment to go to the beginning of the
selection or find another selection within the same text category, either literary, informational, or
poem. Some of the books in the sample were teachers editions, so I had to make sure that I was
only looking at the student page numbers and not the teacher edition page numbers. Once I
located the selection to be coded, I opened the coding modules in the form of the Google
spreadsheet and coded the text. If I was unsure how to code a text, I referred to the Text
Complexity Coding Manual or example texts that were coded to see if anything was similar. If
that did not help, I would mark the book and code for my uncertainty that I had a low confidence
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on the rating for this book, and this would be noted in the notes section on the tracking
spreadsheet. In the notes section, I wrote if the text was difficult or unusual in anyway. I also
noted if the text was a good example that would be helpful in the future for my findings. In
addition, I would note if the entire book was unusually more or less complex or if there were any
trends within the book. If any mistakes were created after submitting the coding, I would start
from the beginning and append the start page with “startpage_final” to indicate the final coding.
After each selection was coded, I shaded the start page yellow on the tracking spreadsheet to
indicate completion. If there was a problem with coding or I had a question, I shaded the start
page red. If the selection started in the middle of a text and the start page selection for any
reason, I shaded the start page in blue and wrote a new start page number. Some of the stories
that I found unique are included in Chapter 3.
After each selection within a book, I would go onto the next selection in the book until all
of the selections associated with the book were complete and indicated as complete on the
tracking spreadsheet. After all of the selections in the book were complete, I would move
forward and select a new book to be coded and repeat the process of coding the selections in each
new book.
When I completed the sample of third-grade texts without questions, I approached Dr.
Gamson and Eckert with any of the comments or concerns I had when I was coding the different
texts. I ran into a couple problems. For example, the page number for the beginning of a text
was actually the middle of a story or the text was supposed to be literary but it was informational
or a poem or vice versa. Coding the next text in the series that was of that type, either literary,
informational, or poetry solved these few problems. I then went back and fixed the selections that
needed to be recoded and indicated it with “startpage_final” or completed coding for a new
selection within a book.
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By going back and coding the texts that I originally had problems with, I had completed
coding all of the third-grade texts without questions. I then moved forward with my research and
began to study and code the third-grade texts with questions and activities.

Coding Third-Grade Texts With Questions
Before beginning to code texts with questions and activities for third-grade texts, I
reviewed the Question and Activity Coding Manual. The Question and Activity Coding Manual
clearly goes over how to code questions and activities. The categories of questions and activities
were developed from the NAEP 2009 Framework and helped to develop and clarify the
definitions for each question category. I paid specific attention to the Questions and Activities
section of the manual. Here, the manual describes in detail, with many examples, how to
differentiate between the different types of questions and activities. The manual explains the
differences between comprehension and non-comprehension questions. Non-comprehension
questions are any questions that do not require comprehension of the text. Non-comprehension
questions are fairly common and can sometimes appear to be a comprehension question but do
not require the text to answer. Non-comprehension questions also include opinion questions such
as, “what would you do?” questions. Questions that require comprehension of the text, even at a
basic level, require that the reader has read the passage and recall information or locate
information in the text.
There are multiple types of comprehension questions that might accompany a text. The
different types of comprehension questions include locate and recall explicit questions, locate and
recall inference questions, and integrate and interpret questions. Locate and recall textually
explicit questions are questions whose answer can be found verbatim in the text. Locate and
recall simple inference includes questions where synonymous phrases can be found in the text;
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the meaning is almost spelled out or the answer is easily inferred based on the surround events in
the text or pulling together a few text fragments to provide an answer. Locate and recall simple
inference questions include anything where the answer is directly available in the text although it
is not worded exactly.
Integrate and interpret questions refer to what readers do as they integrate new
information from a passage and interpret what they read. Integrate and interpret questions differ
depending on the text type, either literary or informational. Both literary and informational texts
have three categories for integrate and interpret questions. There are three categories for literary
texts: infer, identify, or interpret tone, mood, or theme; describe or interpret characters or their
actions; and identify, describe, or explain literary devices/characteristics. Inferring or interpreting
tone, mood, or theme questions are questions that relate to the tone, mood, or theme of the text
when these aspects are not explicitly stated in the text. These questions may also relate to the
“why” of a story or the events in a story. Describe or interpret characters or their action questions
are questions that require the reader to engage with the process of understanding characters in
literary texts. These questions refer to characters emotions, feelings, or actions. Identify,
describe, or explain literary devices or characteristics questions ask readers to identify literacy
characteristics such as setting, language, or text features such as rhyme or rhythm in poetry.
These questions may also ask readers to identify less clearly stated literary characteristics or to
make relations among the literary characteristics and theme or meaning of the text.
In each category, the question could be either a Level 1, Level 2, or Level 3 question with
Level 1 being the easier or simpler question, and Level 3 being the more complex or difficult
questions. A question that requires integration of multiple texts automatically received a
minimum complexity of Level 2. Integrating multiple-texts includes integrating information,
ideas, themes, etc, from more than one text to answer a question. These questions require

30
students to bring together, compare, contrast, or otherwise integrate the two texts, creating a more
complex question for the student.
For information texts, there are also three subcategories of integrate and interpret
questions. The subcategories for informational texts include find or summarize main ideas,
formulate or support arguments or conclusions or establish cause and effect, and evaluate
information questions. Find or summarize main idea questions are questions that relate to main
ideas of a text or part of a text. Formulate or support arguments or conclusions or establish cause
and effect questions ask readers to relate events to each other in terms of cause and effect. They
also may ask readers to support a stated argument or to formulate and support an argument based
on information presented in the text. These questions will ask readers what events caused others
and to form arguments and use evidence from the text to support the claims. Evaluate
information questions relate to categorizing the importance of information, the relative value of it,
and considering the difference between fact and opinion.
Similar to literary integrate and interpret questions, informational integrate and interpret
questions also have three levels with Level 1 being the easier or simpler questions and Level 3
being the more complex and difficult questions. Again, any question that requires the integration
of multiple texts received a minimum complexity of Level 2. When coding poems, I used the
integrate and interpret subcategories for literary texts.
For all texts, an average difficulty or complexity level was determined for each
subcategory of integrate and interpret questions and then an overall complexity score for integrate
and interpret question was coded on a zero to three scale.
The last type of question coded was critique or evaluate questions and I simply noted the
number of these questions. Critique or evaluate questions require the reader to stand back from
the text and view the text objectively. The purpose is to consider the text in a critical manner and
assessing it from a different perspective or angle. The quality of the text can be evaluated as a
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whole, determine the most significant passage, or to judge the effectiveness of textual features.
For these questions, students draw on what they know about text, language, and the way an
author can manipulate language and ideas to achieve goals in text.
I also coded for activities. There are eight different categories of activities including
writing, language, art, math, group, study, research, and experiment. Within each category,
activities could require comprehension or not and this was important to note. Writing activities
include any activity that requires students to write: compositions, poems, stories, etc. Language
activities focus on language skills such as vocabulary and spelling. Most language activities do
not require comprehension. An art activity focused on either doing art or looking at, critiquing,
or understanding art or the illustrations that accompany a text. Math activities ask the reader to
apply mathematical skills to an activity. For comprehension math activities, the activity will ask
the reader to take information from the text to create math problems or to complete them. Group
activities require students to work in pairs, small groups, or as a class to discuss or brainstorm
ideas. Study activities have to do with generalized skills such as organizing information, using
dictionaries or other language references, preparing for tests, etc. Study activities are almost
always non-comprehension. Research activities ask students to go to other sources to find out
more about an idea or topic. An experiment activity asks students to try things out or come to a
conclusion based on experiments, trials, etc. Non-comprehension activities will not involve
direct information from the story but might be inspired by themes or events in the text. Activities
were coded for the amount, comprehension or non-comprehension, and the type.
Strategies associated with a text are also important when looking at text complexity
because strategies can help a reader gain information and a better understanding of the story.
Reading prompts are often found at the start of a text and offer the reader things to think about or
themes to look for that might help them as they read they text. Mechanics strategies are strategies
related to the actual process of reading, like sounding out words, decoding, etc. Comprehension
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strategies are strategies intended to improve the understanding of the text, and include checking
for understanding, monitoring comprehension, looking for main ideas, etc. Other strategies might
be available for a selection of a text and this should also be noted. Often, there will not be any
strategies associated with a single text.
All questions, activities, and strategies must be coded in order to gain a full
understanding of text complexity and the demands placed on readers.
After confidently having a good handle on the coding manual and using the coding
manual as a reference, I moved forward by coding practice stories and their corresponding
questions and activities from throughout the century. Knipe and Eckert originally coded these
practice stories. I went through many different texts including literary, informational, and poems
that spanned the past century. I referred to the coding manual for clarification before coding any
question or activity. However, there were a few questions or activities that the coding manual did
not clarify for me so I marked these questions. These marked questions I either disagreed with
the coded answers or I thought the question or activity should be coded in a different way or I
wanted further clarification for how to code a specific type of question. I emailed Knipe and
Eckert with the texts and the questions that I had about the different texts to see why the questions
were coded that way and/or to make changes to these previously coded texts and to clarify the
coding manual for these problems. We discussed the problems and made changes to the coding
manual, if necessary, based on my analysis.
For all third-grade texts with questions, the text complexity as well as the questions and
activities were coded. Similar to the Google Spreadsheet titled Text Complexity Coding, we
created a Google Spreadsheet titled Question and Activity Coding to code the questions and
activities for each text. Both of the Google Spreadsheets were completed for each story in the
third-grade with questions and activities sample.
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I began to code the sample of texts that was randomly selected for third-grade with
questions. I would randomly select a book to code from the tracking spreadsheet. When I
selected a book, I would follow the tracking spreadsheet and read the randomly selected texts
within each book and follow the same procedure as I did for any selection in the third-grade
without questions sample. I coded each selection for text complexity using the Text Complexity
Coding Google spreadsheet and tracked completion and any notes in the tracking spreadsheet.
After coding text complexity, I would then code for the questions and activities using the
Question and Activity Coding Google Spreadsheet.
https://spreadsheets.google.com/spreadsheet/viewform?hl=en_US&formkey=dDJTbFMt
aDlfSmFGQzU2V21FU1dFN2c6MQ#gid=0
The Question and Activity Coding Google Spreadsheet main page includes areas to
record general information including the coders’ initials, textbook code, and start page. Then, the
coder indicated the total amount of questions, regardless of type, associated with the text. The
spreadsheet required further details about the location of the questions including the amount of
questions before the text, at the end of the text, or in the unit synthesis or multiple-text sections.
Next, the coder indicated the number of comprehension questions requiring the integration of
more than one text. The coder then indicated the amount of non-comprehension questions
associated with the text. After, the coder indicated the amount of locate and recall questions and
whether they were primarily textually explicit, primarily simple inference, or equal amounts of
textually explicit and simple inference questions in the selection. Lastly, the coder selected
whether the text was literary or informational and clicked next. The next page of the Google
spreadsheet asked for information about the integrate and interpret questions for either literary or
informational texts. The number of questions in each subcategory of integrate and interpret
questions was indicated and an average complexity level for each subcategory was determined
and the coder clicked continue. On the next page, an overall difficulty or complexity of the
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integrate and interpret questions for the selection was coded and the number of critique and
evaluate questions was noted. Clicking continue after these two questions completed the coding
for questions and then asked the coder to code information about the activities for a selection.
These questions related to the amount and type of activities associated with a text and if they
required comprehension or the integration of multiple texts. The coder indicated the number of
activities associated with a text and the number of activities that required comprehension of the
text. The coder then coded how many activities were at the beginning of the text, at the end of
the text, and in the multiple text or unit synthesis section. The coder also indicated the number of
activities requiring integration of multiple texts and the number of activities that did not require
comprehension of the text to complete. The coder then recorded the number of each activity
type: writing, language, art, math, group, study, research, or experiment. To determine the type
of activity, I referred to the Question and Activity Coding Manual.
After coding information about the activities associated with a text, the coder clicked
continue and was asked to code the strategies associated with a text. Any strategies encountered
in the prereading, prereading questions, the text itself, the postreading, the postreading questions
or in the unit synthesis sections were counted. Often, no strategies were associated with a
specific text, but if there were strategies, the coder recorded the number of strategies associated
with the text and the type. Strategies types include reading prompt, mechanics of reading,
comprehension, or other. I referred to the Question and Activity Coding Manual to determine
strategy type.
Lastly, similar to the Text Complexity Coding, the coder for the Question and Activity
Coding was asked to indicate their confidence related to the questions and activities. The coder
was also asked to make any notes about concerns, questions, things of interest and image notes
for notable questions, activities, or strategies. The coder then submitted their coding and
indicated completion on the tracking spreadsheet for the selected text. The coder then moved
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forward with coding the next selection in the book until all selections associated with a book were
coded for text complexity and questions and activities.

Cleaning the Data
On the tracking spreadsheet, I indicated that a text was completed in yellow. If there was
a problem with the selection, I indicated the problem in red on the tracking spreadsheet and
brought forth the question to Dr. Gamson, Eckert, and Knipe and found a solution to the problem.
Sometimes this required recoding the selection and I indicated the recoding in the Google
spreadsheets by “startpage_final.” Texts shaded in blue on the tracking spreadsheet indicated a
new start page. This occurred for a few reasons. One reason was that the original start page was
in the middle of a text and the start page was incorrect. Other times, a new text selection was
made because the type of text was wrongly indicated. For example, sometimes an informational
text was coded as literary, but an informational text needed to be coded. Therefore, I would
select the next informational text in the book to code instead. A text shaded in green on the
tracking spreadsheet indicated a text that does not have questions or activities. If I noticed a text
did not have any questions or activities, I would search the book for a similar selection that did
have questions and activities and code this story instead. This story would then be indicated in
blue on the tracking spreadsheet. However, if no other selections in the book had questions and
activities for this type of text, the selected text was coded for text complexity only. All thirdgrade texts with questions were completed and indicated with yellow, blue or green on the
tracking spreadsheet to track completion and changes. It was important to track difficulties and
changes in selections in order to make clear interpretations of the data.
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All third-grade texts with and without questions and activities were coded for text
complexity and the texts with questions were also coded for their questions and activities. With
coding completed, I was then able to explore my findings and analyze the data.

Limitations
Analyzing the complexity of text qualitatively has its limitations. One area in which
researchers differ is how they define complexity. For my research, I defined complexity as the
difficulty of the text in different categories as defined by the different rubrics. Rubrics to analyze
complexity differ by researchers and one must be cautious of the different definitions and scales
for complexity. In addition, researchers differ in their placement of individual texts in categories.
Some researchers, including the researchers who developed the Common Core State Standards,
differ in their placement of literary nonfiction texts. The Common Core State Standards for thirdgrade texts include literary nonfiction texts as informational texts. For my research, I considered
literary nonfiction texts as a literary text because I believe these texts contain more characteristics
of literary texts that informational texts.
Analyzing the overall complexity of texts also has limitations. Although I created rubrics
with multiple categories, I took a mean of each category to give each text an overall complexity
score. As a result of taking an average, a text that may be complex in only one area may have an
overall complexity average that does not reflect these individual sections. Just because a text is
challenging in one section does not result in the overall complexity of the text to be high as well
as a result of an average being computed. Taking an average may lose some of the subtleties of
complexity in individual categories, especially the language category. Language is often assessed
quantitatively and quantitative measures of language may show greater subtleties in complexity
than an overall average of the complexity for a text.
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Chapter 3
Findings and Analysis
The goal of my research was to analyze the complexity of third-grade texts, including
literary, informational, and poetry texts, over the past century and analyze how the complexity
has changed over the course of the century. I was also interested in the complexity of the
corresponding questions and activities and their relationship to text complexity over the past
century. As discussed earlier, my research is a qualitative approach to understanding text
complexity as a follow up study to compliment the quantitative research completed by Gamson
et. al (2013). Building off of this research, my research was specifically designed to read the
third-grade texts, to code and analyze the texts themselves and to code and analyze the associated
questions and activities. Sarah Eckert, who is part of the larger research team working alongside
Dr. Gamson, completed the statistical analysis of the qualitative data. Her analysis of my
findings helped guide my overall analysis of the data. The following describes and analyzes the
findings.
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Text Complexity Analysis

Literary Texts
Table 1 Correlations Among Literary Variables, n = 241,* indicates p < .001
1
1. Book Print Year
2. Structure
3. Theme Complex
4. Story Familiarity
5. Lang. Complex
6. Character
Development
7. Intertextuality
8. Overall Complex

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

1.
0.30*

1.

0.03

0.20*

1.

0.06

0.26*

0.31*

1.

0.32*

0.40*

0.32*

0.36*

1.

0.27*

0.24*

0.19*

0.16*

0.36*

1.

-0.02

0.00

0.05

0.10

0.06

0.05

1.

0.32*

0.54*

0.57*

0.59*

0.69*

0.46*

0.09

1.

Note: Sarah Eckert performed all statistical analysis.
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My analysis shows that there has been an increase in complexity for third-grade texts
over the past century. Among literary texts, there is a statistically significant, positive
relationship between print year and complexity indicating that as print year increases, the level of
overall complexity also increases. In addition, newer texts show positive significant correlations
to print year in areas of character development, language complexity, and overall structure of the
text. However, there are no significant relationships between print year and the complexity of
theme, the familiarity of the story, or intertextuality.
The findings for literary text complexity contradict other current research that states that
there has been a decline in text complexity over the past century (Hayes et. al, 1996; Common
Core State Standards, 2010). My data offers evidence of the opposite: a statistically significant
increase in complexity throughout the past century. Although there is a significant increase in the
complexity of the text, the complexity rating is not very high. Only one selection had an overall
complexity of a 4 and no selections had a complexity rating of a 5. This research only includes
data for third-grade texts. However, the rubrics were created to analyze all elementary grade
texts ranging from kindergarten to sixth grade. Sixth-grade texts have not yet been analyzed so
therefore, we cannot use this scale to compare third-grade text complexity to other grade levels.
Therefore, it is easy to be misled. These results are not a measure of how complex third-grade
texts should be, but an actual measure of the text complexity level. The results for third grade
depict the majority of texts having a complexity of a 2. According to the Common Core State
Standards, by the end of third-grade, students should be able to “read and comprehend
literature…at the high end of grades 2-3 text complexity band…” (Common Core State
Standards, 2010). The complexity of level for third-grade texts should not be too high – the texts
need to be at a complexity level for third grade where students can successfully read and
comprehend the text. The decision to use a text, based on complexity, should be up to the grade
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level teachers and practitioners who are using texts to develop the reading and comprehension
skills of their students.

Figure 12 Overall Complexity and Print Year for Literary Texts

The data shows an increase in text complexity during the 1960s. It is interesting to note
this increase in complexity from the 1960s and on considering the research cited by the authors of
the Common Core State Standards, which states there has been a decrease in complexity during
this time. Gamson et al. (2013) also found similar results, showing an increase in text
complexity, specifically in language complexity, from the 1940s and on. Although it is hard to
pinpoint a reason for this increase in complexity through historical analysis, this finding is
interesting and may be explored in future research.
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Qualitative Analysis of Text Complexity
The nature of my research, exploring text complexity qualitatively, captures a much
broader area of complexity characteristics when compared to a quantitative analysis. Although a
qualitative analysis does have limitations, specifically when an average complexity score is
calculated across categories, a qualitative analysis allows for a broader depiction of text
complexity through the use of multiple categories. The categories included in the rubric were
analyzed for overall complexity in relation to print year and saw significant positive results in
some categories including the language complexity category that has been analyzed quantitatively
by Gamson et al. (2013) whose results show the same increase in complexity. The results of
Gamson et al. (2013) show more subtleties in complexity, but the nature of analyzing a mean for
complexity loses some of these subtleties. However, it is important to note that the qualitative
analysis of text complexity captures a much boarder area of complexity characteristics and shows
a significant increase in overall text complexity during the past century.
Complexity Changes
Generally speaking, literary text complexity has increased throughout the past century,
specifically starting with an increase in complexity in the 1960s. A 1936 text titled A Ride to
Animal-Town published by Scott, Foresman and Company, was coded as having a low
complexity in all categories on the rubric resulting in an overall low complexity score of a one.
The text received a complexity score of a 1 because of the simple language used, the simple
structure, and the explicitly stated theme. Having the theme explicitly stated in the text using
simple language lowers the complexity score of the overall text because students do not need to
decipher the meaning of the text. This text clearly teaches students the difference between right
and wrong, by having the main character accept responsibility for his actions, be polite, and to
say thank you. As seen in the excerpts below, the language in the text is not complex because it
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uses vocabulary third-graders are able to understand and clearly describes the actions of the
characters. The story has a simple structure with only one conflict that is resolved. For these
reasons, the text has a low overall complexity.

Figure 13 EGBR_3_1936, A Ride to Animal-Town, 11-18
This excerpt clearly shows how the themes are not only simply stated, but are also explicitly
stated in the text. This excerpt also displays how the problem of Billy being ungrateful and not
polite, by speaking under his breath and criticizing the ride, is presented as a conflict but then
resolved. One can see how this text has a low complexity score based on the rubric.
In this next example, Mother Hulda, also published by Scott, Foresman and Company in
1955, the text becomes slightly more complex because two main characters tell the story: the
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beautiful daughter and the ugly daughter. The fact that the story follows the actions of two main
characters increases the complexity of the text because the text is first showing the perspective of
the beautiful daughter and then the story is showing the perspective of the ugly daughter. This
also increases the character development aspect of the text because the reader will compare and
contrast the different characteristics of the daughters when they are treated differently. However,
even with these small increases in complexity, the overall text complexity score remained a 1
because the complexity score is an average of all the categories. The story had one main conflict,
Mother Hulda wanted the daughters to work for her. If the girls did good work, they would be
rewarded. The beautiful daughter was a hard worker but the ugly daughter was lazy and the
characters were rewarded or reprimanded for their actions. Readers learn that they should work
hard and not be lazy, and this moral lesson is explicitly stated in the text. The following excerpts
show how the story is told from the perspective of two different characters, which makes the
story complex, but also shows how the theme is explicitly and simply stated and the text overall
uses simple vocabulary. The following excerpt shows how the beautiful daughter earns a reward
for working hard and following the instructions of Mother Hulda while the ugly daughter is not
rewarded for not doing work and being lazy.
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In Eddie the Cowboy: The

Figure 14 NBR_3.1_1955, Mother Hulda, 307-315
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Search for Gardenia published by Allyn and Bacon, Inc, in 1966, Eddie’s pet goat,
Gardenia, wanders away and gets stuck in the cat claw bush and as a result, becomes very weak
and almost dies. This story is more complex than the previous examples because of the theme in
the text. In my discussion with Eckert and Knipe in development of the coding rubric, we
decided that abstract themes or themes that are not familiar for literary texts, like death, are more
complex for third-grade students. Students might not be familiar with having a pet running away
or a pet almost dying, creating unfamiliar aspects of the story, which increase complexity, and
specifically increased complexity for this example. In addition, the story takes place over several
days and there are small jumps in time, adding difficulty to the structure of the text because the
jumps in time make it difficult for the reader to follow the actions of the characters. However, the
language used in the text is very common and there are few, if any, literary characteristics in the
text. As a result of some aspects of the text becoming slightly more complex, the overall
complexity of this story is a 2. The difficult theme and jumps in time slightly increase the
complexity of the text whereas the earlier text examples encompass a simple, explicitly stated
theme and the text does not occur over several days.

Figure 15 SBR_3.2_1966, Eddie the Cowboy: The Search for Gardenia, 213-232
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As the publication dates becomes later, the text complexity seems to increase. In
Angelina & Lorenzo, published in 1987 by Macmillan Publishing Company, both Angelina and
her donkey, Lorenzo, tell the story how they see it. The story jumps back and forth between the
two characters and their unique perspective on the same situation. The switching between the
two characters of the story adds complexity to the overall structure of the story. Both Angelina
and Lorenzo will describe the event and their reactions to the event from their perspective adding
a unique aspect to the structure of the text that also increases the complexity level. The story is
also less familiar to students because it takes place in a foreign country and this adds complexity
to the text. In addition, the language is more complex in the text. The story includes a wider
range of vocabulary with words like stubborn and glory, and figurative language like similes, “the
dew lies like shining jewels over the fields.” These language components add complexity to the
text. The theme in the text is also hard to decipher because the text tells a story with a clear
problem and solution, but the story does not teach the reader a clear lesson. The different
perspectives, more difficult vocabulary, the use of figurative language throughout the text, and
the hard to decipher theme increase the complexity level of the text and overall this text received
a complexity level of a 3. The following excerpt shows the multiple perspectives of the story and
also highlights an incident of figurative language.
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Figure 16 MC_3.2_1987, Angelina & Lorenzo, 54-69

The past three examples: A Ride to Animal-Town, Mother Hulda, and Angelina &
Lorenzo all have different print years spanning the past century. As the texts moved from past to
more recent texts, the complexity of the texts also increased. These three examples show that
increases occur in different aspects of a text, the different categories on the rubric, but as more
categories on the rubric receive a higher complexity rating, the overall text complexity rating
increases because the overall text complexity score is an average of the categories of the rubric.
These examples clearly show some of the changes in literary text complexity.
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Theme: Morals
The statistical analysis completed by Eckert shows that there is no significant relationship
between print year and complexity of the overall theme of the texts. This means that throughout
the past century, students were reading stories with similar themes. Through studying and
analyzing the texts, common themes include friendship, family, gender and social roles, morals
and values. Many stories from throughout the century help teach students what is right and what
is wrong. Often, these stories teach students to listen to their parents, work hard, and not be
greedy. From a series published in 1946 from the Scott, Foresman and Company, the old tale,
The Fairy Shoemaker, teaches readers the importance of valuing your parents words, hard work,
and not being greedy. In the story, the little boy Tom does not listen to his mother’s advice that
the Fairy Shoemaker is a sly elf and that Tom would become richer sooner if he did some useful
work and earned the gold coins instead of catching the Fairy Shoemaker elf and making him tell
his secret and turn over the coins. Tom expresses that he does like to do work and wanted to hunt
for the elf instead. The elf tricks Tom multiple times, until Tom realizes that his mother was right
and he would become richer sooner if he does useful work and earns his gold. This important
moral and value lesson is clearly depicted in the text. The following two figures capture the
lessons the readers learn.
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Figure 17 SRB_3.1_1946, The Fairy Shoemaker, 260-268

Similar morals and lessons are taught to readers in a more recent text from a series
published by the Houghton Mifflin Company in 2001. Ramona and Her Mother, The Great Hair
Argument by Beverly Cleary is a fictional text that teaches Ramona and her sister Beezus to listen
to her mother and to not be greedy. In the text, Beezus complains when her mother wants to cut
her hair because she says it is old fashioned and she wants to get her hair cut at a salon. Her
mother expresses that they do not have the financial means to have this luxury. Beezus saves her
allowance and convinces her mother to take her to the salon. Beezus does not like her haircut
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from the salon and is very upset and her mother promises to fix her hair when they get home from
the salon. Although the lesson is not as clearly depicted as in the text from 1946, Beezus and
Ramona learn to listen to their mother and to not want something that may be unnecessary. The
following figures capture the aspects of the text that show the complexity of the theme.

Figure 18 INV_3.2_2001, Ramona and Her Mother, 232-255
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Figure 19 INV_3.2_2001, Ramona and Her Mother, 232-255
These two examples, from very different parts of the century, show that similar morals,
values, and important lessons are taught to students reading the texts. The themes are similar,
however, the way the theme is depicted in the text has become more complex. In the text from
earlier in the century, the theme is very straightforward and clearly stated in the text. In the later
example, the theme is less straightforward, allowing the students to discover the lesson and
moral, making the theme more complex because it is harder to identify and decipher, although
this is not clearly depicted in the results of complexity. Former Secretary of Education, William
Bennett, claimed that children are not learning important morals and values due to the absence of
school prayer (Bennett, 1997). However, my research shows that important morals and values
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have been taught throughout the century. Common themes in literary texts occur throughout the
century, as shown by the two examples above, and these important life lessons continue to be
taught in schools today.

Informational Texts
Table 2 Correlations Among Informational Variables, n = 60. * indicates p <.001
1

2

3

4

5

6

1. Book Print Year
1.
2. Purpose
-0.04
1.
3. Structure
0.11
0.10
1.
4. Complex Language
0.12
0.10
0.23
1.
5. Knowledge Demands
0.07
0.01
0.29
0.48*
1.
6. Overall Complexity
0.20
0.34*
0.48*
0.77*
0.47*
1.
Notes: Intertextuality was dropped from this analysis because that variable had no variance.
Sarah Eckert performed all statistical analysis.
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Unlike literary texts, there is no significant relationship between print year and text
complexity for informational texts. The overall complexity of texts has not varied enough during
the past century to show a significant change in terms of an overall increase or decrease in
complexity. Although the data is not significant, the above scatterplot does demonstrate a general
increase in the complexity of the texts.
Similar to the literary texts, again we see an increase of text complexity in the 1960s
although the increase is not as broad or significant when compared to literary texts. Future
research could examine the potential reasons as to why there seems to be an increase in text
complexity during the 1960s and the potential for a historical reasoning for the increase.

Figure 21 Overall Complexity and Print Year for Informational Texts

The current trends in education is taking a direction that reading, writing, speaking,
listening, and language should not just be taught in English class; these skills should be taught
throughout the day as a shared responsibility throughout subjects. The Common Core State
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Standards for K-5 include reading, writing, speaking, and listening expectations in a range of
subjects, not just English Language Arts. The motivation for an interdisciplinary approach to
literacy was the Standards’ research showing a “need for college and career ready students to be
proficient in reading complex informational text independently in a variety of content areas”
(Common Core State Standards, 2010). The majority of the reading requirements in college are
information in structure and complex, which is why the Common Core State Standards are calling
for an emphasis and increase on informational texts in the elementary schools. In addition, the
2009 reading framework of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) pushed for
an increase of informational texts and assessment on informational texts as students advance
through the grades. This is in hopes that more students will meet the requirements for college and
career readiness. However, the results of my research show that informational texts are not as
complex as literary texts.

Qualitative Analysis of Informational Text Complexity
If we want to increase students’ literacy ability to comprehend complex texts, then
students should be reading literary texts. Generally, the literary texts are more complex than
informational texts. However, as stated above, the authors of the Common Core State Standards
(2010) have placed an emphasis and an increase on informational texts in elementary schools.
Conversely, according to my findings, emphasis should be placed on literary texts, not
informational texts, because literary texts seem to be more complex.
Often, informational texts included in reading textbooks have a clear structure, a main
purpose, and the vocabulary is clearly defined. These characteristics of an informational text
make a text less complex when compared to a literary text whose theme may not be clear or may
be complex. Take for example the following third grade informational text publish by
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SRA/McGraw Hill in 2008. Clearly, this selection is interdisciplinary because it integrates other
subjects, in this case social students, but the text has clearly marked section headings, indicated
by bolded fonts, one main purpose, to teach students about the Great Depression, and the
vocabulary is simple and not scientific or complex. This text has a very low overall complexity
level and many texts from throughout the century follow a similar structure. Therefore, if
textbook publishers were to increase the amount of informational texts in their series in the hopes
of making their textbooks more complex, like the authors of the Common Core State Standards
are pushing to do, the publishers of reading textbooks might not be actually making their reading
textbooks more complex. This is because informational texts are generally not as complex as
literary texts. Informational texts, in general, are less complex than literary texts for third graders
and textbook publishers should increase the amount of literary texts in their publications if they
want to increase the overall complexity level of the publication.

56

Figure 22 SRA_3.1_2008, The Great Depression, 346-347
The above example shows that there is not necessarily an increase in text complexity in
relation to print year; however, the data shows a trend in increase in complexity in the 1960s. In
earlier texts, complexity scores were low and often, information was given in a more narrative
form or as a story. The Sea-Gulls of the Great Salt Lake published in 1925 by The John C.
Winston Company, is an informational text but presented as a story. The purpose is clearly stated
towards the beginning of the text after some background information is given to help focus
readers. The explicitly stated purpose lowers the complexity level because readers do not need to
decipher the main point of the text. The text gives the reader background knowledge and uses
clear and known vocabulary, lowering the complexity level for knowledge and language
demands. For example, locusts infect the crops in the story. However, children may not be
familiar with locusts and the text clearly describes that strange bugs were approaching and the
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locust will ruin the crops, so even if a child did not know what a locust is, they knew that a locust
would damage the crops and the people were worried. The overall complexity level of this text is
a 1 because the purpose is clearly stated, there are few to none knowledge demands, and the
vocabulary is common or clearly explained.

Figure 23 WCR_3_1925, The Sea-Gulls of the Great Salt Lake, 45-49
As you examine more recent texts, there appears to be more subtle changes in complexity
levels and the texts generally become more complex. Empty Buildings, Empty Streets published
in 1975 by Macmillan Publishing Company, is an informational text with an overall complexity
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of a 2. The text has one main purpose, to explain what a ghost town is, but there are multiple
tangents to the purpose. The text explains what a ghost town is, how it became a ghost town, and
examples of towns that have become a ghost town and their special story. Having this one main
purpose with multiple tangents increases the complexity of the text. In addition, a ghost town is
most likely a term that students may not understand because it is abstract. The text explains a
ghost town but a full understanding may require some knowledge demands of the reader and
simple inference. The text explains that people moved west in search of gold and if they did not
find enough gold, they packed up and left. That is the explanation for how a ghost town was
created, but the students need to recognize that the people packing up and leaving created a ghost
town. For these reasons, the complexity level of the text increased. The following excerpts show
the multiple tangents of the story and the requirement of knowledge demands for the reader.

Figure 24 MSR_3.1_1975, Empty Buildings, Empty Streets, 92-97
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An example that also shows a slightly higher complexity level from 1986 is also a story
with one main purpose but multiple tangents and also has more complex language demands. How
Do We Know About Dinosaurs? published by D.C. Health and Company, is an informational text
that describes dinosaurs and how researchers know about dinosaurs because of fossils. The text
describes the different types of fossils and the creation process. A clear definition of a fossil is
explicitly stated to the reader “fossils are traces left by plants or animals that lived in the past.”
The text goes further and describes that there are many different types of fossils. There are
different fossils because the process of becoming a fossil is different. Each process is explained
in common language, “the bones continued to be covered by more and more mud…” and “water
moved through the holes in the dinosaur bones.” Including many tangents to the main purpose of
defining a fossil increases the complexity of the text. It increases the complexity of the text
because students need to comprehend that there are different types of fossil and each type of
fossil is created differently. Each differently created fossil type also has a different name. Some
of the details in the creation of a fossil also include scientific vocabulary, like molds and
minerals, which may be unfamiliar terms to students. The inclusion of unfamiliar vocabulary
words increases the complexity of the text. In addition, the multiple tangents in the story also
increase the complexity of the text. The following excerpts show the multiple tangents and the
complexity of the language in the text.
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Figure 25 HAR_3.2_1986, How Do We Know About Dinosaurs?, 84-93
Throughout the century, there are both less complex and more complex texts, and the text
complexity for third-grade informational texts never goes above a complexity level of a 3. There
are stories in series that have both low and high complexity and taking an average of complexity
score for informational texts loses some of the subtle differences between complexity of
informational texts. Reading textbook series have stories of both low and high complexity
included in the series. For example, in the Macmillan McGraw-Hill series published in 2007, the
informational texts coded had complexity scores ranging from a low complexity of a 1, to a
moderate complexity of a 3. Frog Frenzy! received a complexity score of a one. This short text
had one main purpose with one tangent and used common, not scientific language to explain the
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information. The text describes how an organization records observations for scientists to help
protect the frog species in their area.

Figure 26 MT_3.1_2007, Frog Frenzy!, 348

Comparatively, another text in this series, Ecosystems in Balance received a complexity
rating of a 3. The text describes multiple ecosystems and the information about each ecosystem
has multiple tangents. One ecosystem described in the story is the desert. The excerpt describes
characteristics of a desert, the types of plants and animals found in some deserts, and how humans
are sometimes harming the dessert. The reader is learning about multiple aspects of the desert,
increasing the complexity of the text because students are required to comprehend a lot of
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information. Often, new vocabulary is introduced but the term is not explicitly defined and
students may be required to understand the definition of the new vocabulary based on context and
graphic clues, inferring the definition of the new vocabulary words, which increases the
complexity of the text. In the following excerpt, the new vocabulary word, suffered, is
introduced. The definition is not explicitly stated but the text says that the birds’ nests are
destroyed or lost. Students need to infer the meaning of the word, suffered, by the information
presented in the text. Students are also required to gain knowledge and infer meaning about the
topic through graphics and charts. Students must be able to comprehend the charts and are
required to answer questions about the charts at the end of the text. As a result of the text having
multiple main purposes with many tangents, the vocabulary being more complex and not
explicitly explained, and the student being responsible for inferring meaning from charts and
graphs, this text in the same series is more complex. This shows how there is not a significant
relationship between print year and complexity, but that there are subtle changes in complexity
throughout the century and complexity levels are subtly increasing in more recent texts.
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Figure 27 MT_3.1_2007, Ecosystems in Balance, 340-347

These examples of informational text spanning the century show the subtle changes for
informational text complexity. Although our results do not show a significant relationship
between print year and text complexity, these examples show how text complexity has generally
increased for series by taking an average of the complexity of all informational texts in a series.
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Poetry
Table 3 Correlations Among Poem Variables, n = 90, * indicates p < .05
1

2

3

4

5

1.

1. Book Print Year
2. Organization

0.04

1.

3. Overall Complexity

-0.03

0.72*

1.

4. Resemble Prose

-0.05

0.48*

0.78*

1.

0.48*

0.21*

-0.25*
0.16
5. Figurative Language
Note: Sarah Eckert performed all statistical analysis.
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Figure 28 Scatterplot for Overall Complexity of Poem
Poems do not show a significant relationship between print year and overall complexity.
However, there is a significant, negative relationship between print year and figurative language,
meaning that older texts tended to include more figurative language. Then again, there was also a
significant positive relationship between the amount of figurative language and overall
complexity, but this is not reflective in the relationship between overall complexity and print
year. By working with these texts, I found that the majority of the poems had a clear rhyming
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pattern resulting in a clear rhythm for the poem giving the organization category a very low
complexity. As a result, this lowered the overall complexity score for the poem. Taking an
average overall complexity score again may lose some of the subtleties of each individual
category. However, when separating the categories, a positive relationship between the amount
of figurative language and overall complexity is apparent. This means that as the amount of
figurative language in a poem increases, so does the overall complexity. In general, there is a
slight decrease over the past century in overall complexity, but there is no consistent variation or
pattern throughout the century.

Qualitative Analysis of Poetry Text Complexity
Poetry does not show a significant relationship between print year and text complexity,
but most poems had a clear rhyme and rhyming decreases the overall complexity of the text. For
example, the following poem Wherever the Wind Goes, has a clear rhyme and rhythm. However,
there is a decent amount of figurative language because the wind is personified in almost every
stanza. Even though the figurative language category received a higher complexity, the average
complexity of the poem was a 1 because there is a clear rhyme and rhythm and a clear structure.
This was often the case with poems throughout the century.

66

Figure 29 SRA_3.2_1966, Wherever the Wind Goes, 219
Wherever the Wind Goes received a low complexity score, unlike The Sea, published in
1971 by the same company. The Sea is more complex because it does not have a clear rhyme and
it follows a difficult rhythm. The structure does not flow as a prose because of the inclusion of
short, choppy sentences. In addition, figurative language is incorporated, like personification,
which adds complexity to the text. All subcategories that were coded for complexity were rated
as more complex. This resulted in the overall complexity of the poem to be more complex,
unlike most other poems which only have one subcategory on the rubric as complex. Taking the
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average evens out the overall complexity score, which led to not finding a significant relationship
between print year and overall complexity.

Figure 30 SRA_3.1_1971, The Sea, 221
The subtle differences between categories that were coded for complexity for poems are
often lost because I looked at the overall complexity of the poem. This showed in the results
when I found an insignificant relationship between print year and overall complexity. However,
when we look at the categories individually, we can see relationships between the amount of
figurative language and complexity - the more figurative language, the harder the overall
complexity level. I would be very interested to see if other grade levels follow similar trends in
complexity levels for poems.
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Question and Activity Complexity Analysis
My research shows that generally speaking, reading textbooks texts have becoming more
complex over the past century. Another goal of my research was to see if the questions and
activities associated with a text also increased in complexity over time. For the questions and
activities, poems were coded as literary texts. If both the text and the questions and activities
associated with a text, what implications does this have for students and teachers? This aspect of
my research tries to broaden the findings of Gamson et. al (2013) to assess the overall complexity
levels of reading textbook texts from the past century by looking at the texts quantitatively,
qualitatively, and assessing reading and task demands. Once again, Sarah Eckert, who is part of
the larger research team working alongside Dr. Gamson, completed the statistical analysis of the
qualitative data. Her analysis of my findings helped guide my overall analysis of the data for the
questions and activities associated with third-grade reading textbook literary and informational
texts. The following describes and analyzes the findings.

Literary Texts
Table 4 Descriptive Statistics for Relevant Variables in Question and Task Analysis Associated
with Literary Texts
Variable
Print Year
Total Questions
Number of NonComprehension Questions
Number of Locate and
Recall
Number of Questions in a
Multi-Text Synthesis
Number of Questions
Requiring Integration
Distribution of Locate and
Recall Questions
Integrate / Interpret: Tone,
Mood or Theme

n
200
200
200

Mean
1971
5.59
0.97

SD
24.77
4.18
1.56

Min
1928
0
0

Max
2008
28
11

200

2.87

3.30

0

24

199

0.92

1.75

0

10

199

0.24

0.58

0

3

151

2.09

0.92

1

3

200

0.59

0.90

0

4
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Integrate / Interpret:
Characters and Actions
Integrate / Interpret:
Literary Characteristics
Difficulty of Integrate /
Interpret: Tone, Mood or
Theme
Difficulty of Integrate /
Interpret: Characters and
Actions
Difficulty of Integrate /
Interpret: Literary
Characteristics
Overall Difficulty of
Integrate and Interpret
Questions
Number of Critique /
Evaluate Questions
Number of Activities
Number of Comprehension
Activities
Number of Activities at the
Beginning of the Text
Number of Activities at the
End of the Text
Number of Activities in a
Multi-Text Synthesis
Number of Activities
Requiring Integration of
Texts
Number of NonComprehension Activities
Writing Activities
Language Activities
Art Activities
Math Activities
Group Activities
Study Activities
Research Activities
Experiment Activities
Number of Strategies

200

0.89

1.21

1

4

200

0.22

0.62

1

4

76

1.32

0.47

1

2

92

1.38

0.49

1

2

28

1.11

0.31

1

2

200

0.84

0.76

0

2

200

0.06

0.25

0

2

200
200

1.05
0.50

1.43
0.96

0
0

8
5

200

0.00

0.00

0

0

200

0.70

1.19

0

4

200

0.30

0.71

0

4

200

0.03

0.19

0

2

200

0.53

0.87

0

4

200
200
200
200
200
200
200
200
200

0.54
0.00
0.05
0.01
0.18
0.16
0.09
0.02
0.23

0.91
0.00
0.21
0.14
0.42
0.46
0.34
0.12
0.61

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

4
0
1
2
2
5
3
3
3

Note: Sarah Eckert performed all statistical analysis.
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Table 5 Correlations Regarding Question / Task Complexity and Book Print Year for Literary
Texts, n = 200
Variable
Total Number of Questions
Number of Non-Comprehension Questions
Number of Locate and Recall Questions
Questions Requiring Integration of Texts
Difficulty Distribution of Locate and Recall
Number of Integrate and Interpret: Infer or interpret tone,
mood or theme
Number of Integrate and Interpret: Describe or interpret
characters or their actions
Number of Integrate and Interpret: Identify, describe or
explain literary characteristics
Overall Difficulty of Integrate and Interpret
Number of Critique and Evaluate Questions
Activities
Comprehension Activities
Non-Comprehension Activities
Activities Involving Writing
Number of Strategies
Notes: * indicates p < .05, ** indicates p <.001

Print Year
-0.15*
0.16*
-0.46**
0.09
0.02
0.24**
0.24**
0.22**
0.39**
0.02
0.20**
0.14*
0.18*
0.38**
-0.18**

Note: Sarah Eckert performed all statistical analysis.
For literary texts, I wanted to see if there was a relationship between publication date and
the number of questions associated with the text, including both comprehension and noncomprehension questions. I also wanted to see if there is a relationship between the publication
of the text and the number of Locate and Recall questions and Integrate and Interpret questions.
There is a significant, negative correlation between the number of questions and the age of the
texts. Earlier texts tend to have more total questions associated with them. These earlier texts
also had a significantly higher number of comprehension questions, however, this could be due to
the higher number of questions associated with these texts in general. Earlier texts were likely to
have a higher number of locate and recall questions and more recent texts had a higher number of
integrate and interpret questions, which are harder in complexity. It is important to note that
locate and recall questions are coded as comprehension questions, but are not coded for
complexity. This increases the number of comprehension questions, but not complex
comprehension questions associated with the text. The following figures show the proportion of
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non-comprehension questions, locate and recall questions, and integrate and interpret questions
by year for literary texts.

Figure 31 Proportion of Questions that are Non-Comprehension Questions
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Figure 33 Proportion of Total Questions that are Locate and Recall Questions

Figure 32 Proportion of Total Questions that are Integrate/Interpret Questions (Literary)
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The above figures show the number of questions associated with a text per year
throughout the century. Among the literary texts, the publication of the text and the difficulty of
the questions do not show a direct relationship because the difficulty of locate and recall
questions were not coded for complexity, our assumption being that the complexity of locate and
recall questions do not change, while integrate and interpret questions were coded for complexity.
Locate and recall questions are less complex than integrate and interpret questions. More recent
texts tend to have more integrate and interpret questions than locate and recall questions, and the
integrate and interpret questions are more difficult and complex. Many of the more recent texts
require readers to read multiple texts in order to answer an integrate and interpret question. These
questions automatically received a higher complexity rating of a 2 because they required
integration of texts. Below is an example of an integrate and interpret question requiring the
integration of another text.

Figure 34 MT_3.1_2007, First Day Jitters, 33

74
Question number five requires the students to read two stories and compare the main
characters and the actions of the characters. Students were also required to use specific details
from both stories in their answer. This question requires students to read and write across two
different texts in order to compare and contrast characters. This question is complex, requiring
much thought and analysis for third-grade students.
To further show the difference between the type of questions students were required to
answer and the complexity of those questions, the following two stories have similar themes, but
ask the students to answer very different questions. White Baby, published by F. A. Owen
Publishing Company in 1930, tells the story of the friendship between a prince and his pet
elephant. The prince and the elephant have a very close friendship and the elephant helps find the
prince when the prince gets lost outside of the palace gates. The questions at the end of the text
do not ask complex, comprehension questions about the friendship between the prince and the
elephant, but instead ask simple locate and recall, fill in the blank questions. All locate and recall
questions have the same complexity level and therefore were just coded for the number of
questions with no complexity score. To answer the questions, students simply had to refer back
to the text; they did not need to pull in any outside information, integrate multiple texts, or
develop an opinion.

Figure 35 HCR_3_1930, White Baby, 283
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From a McGraw Hill series published in 2008, Good-bye 382 Shin Dang Dong describes
the story of a little girl who moves from Korea to the United States. The story describes how the
little girl is upset to leave her home and friends in Korea, but she makes new friends in America
with her neighbors. The story talks about how the little girl makes friends and the friendship that
develops between her and her new friends. Unlike the earlier text, the questions at the end of the
story do not include any locate and recall questions. Instead, the questions require integration and
interpretation, and two questions require the integration of multiple texts and to pull in outside
information. The questions require the students to apply the information they learned in the text
to their own lives. In addition, the students are asked to complete a writing activity about a time
they made a new friend. Even though this activity does not require comprehension of the text, the
activity relates to the theme of the text, friendship.

Figure 36 SIT_3.1_2008, Good-bye 382 Shin Sang Dong, 83
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Among literary texts, the relationship between the age of the texts and the number of
activities and strategies associated with that text is important to note. Earlier texts have more
strategies, while more recent texts have more activities. However, through working with the
texts, I noticed that in many of the more recent texts, the strategies were included in the teacher
edition of the text and not the student edition of the text, placing the responsibility on the teacher
to teach and lead students through these pre-reading strategies and comprehension strategies
throughout the text. The following text from 1936 includes a reading prompt, a strategy before
the text, to guide students to look for certain information in the text.

Figure 37 EGBR_3_1936, A Ride to Animal Town, 11

Unlike the 1936 text, the following text from 2000 only includes the reading prompt
strategy in the teacher’s edition of the text. The teacher’s edition prompts the teacher to have
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students preview the story and predict what is going to happen. The teacher’s edition also
prompts the teacher to set a purpose for reading the text. It is the responsibility of the teacher to
provide the reading prompt strategy for the specific text, unlike the 1936 text where students were
exposed to the reading prompt strategy in their textbook.

Figure 38 COL_3.1_2000, Marta’s Magnets, 40, Teacher’s Edition, T72

It is interesting to note how there is both an increase in text complexity and difficulty of
integrate and interpret questions throughout the past century. With both text complexity and the
complexity of questions and activities increasing, this can have implications for students and
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teachers in the classroom. This combined effect of complexity increase may cause changes to
occur in the classroom in order to allow students to comprehend the text and succeed in the
classroom.

Informational Texts
Table 6 Descriptive Statistics Used in the Analysis of Questions and Tasks Associated with
Informational Texts

Variable
Print Year
Total Questions
Questions at the
Beginning
Questions at the End
Questions in a Multi-Text
Synthesis
Questions Requiring
Integration of Texts
Non-Comprehension
Questions
Number of Locate and
Recall Questions
Distribution of Locate and
Recall
I/I: Find and Summarize
Main Idea (#)
I/I: Formulate and Support
Arguments (#)
I/I: Evaluate Information
(#)
I/I: Find and Summarize
Main Idea (Diff)
I/I: Formulate and Support
Arguments (Diff)
I/I: Evaluate Information
(Diff)
Overall Difficulty of
Integrate and Interpret
Number of Critique and
Evaluate Questions
Number of Activities
Number of
Comprehension Activities

N
60
60

Mean
1979
5.92

60
60

SD
24.04
5.04

Min
1928
0

Max

0.05
5.25

0.29
5.03

0
0

2
22

60

0.77

1.85

0

8

60

0.28

0.61

0

3

60

1.27

1.87

0

9

60

3.30

4.10

0

19

46

2.00

0.99

1

3

60

0.20

0.51

0

3

60

0.92

1.23

0

4

60

0.33

0.54

0

2

10

1.30

0.48

1

2

30

1.13

0.35

1

2

18

1.28

0.46

1

2

60

0.77

0.62

0

2

60
60

0.07
0.10

0.25
1.25

0
0

1
6

60

0.37

0.66

0

3

2008
24
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Number of Activities at
the Beginning
Number of Activities at
the End
Number of Activities in a
Multi-Text Synthesis
Activities Requiring
Integration
Non-Comprehension
Activities
Writing Activities
Language Activities
Art Activities
Math Activities
Group Activities
Study Skills Activities
Research Activities
Experiments
Strategies

60

0.00

0.00

0

0

60

0.60

0.99

0

4

60

0.23

0.72

0

4

60

0.07

0.25

0

1

60
60
60
60
60
60
60
60
60
60

0.62
0.42
0.00
0.05
0.00
0.17
0.12
0.18
0.05
0.20

0.98
0.72
0.00
0.22
0.00
0.42
0.32
0.50
0.39
0.51

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

4
4
0
3
0
2
1
2
3
2

Note: Sarah Eckert performed all statistical analysis.
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Table 7 Correlations Between Variables in Informational Question / Task Analysis and
Text Print Year, n = 60.

Variable
Print Year
Total Questions
-0.52***
Questions at the Beginning
0.21
Questions at the End
-0.47***
Questions in the Multi-Text Synthesis
-0.15
Integration
-0.11
Non-Comprehension
-0.03
Number: Locate and Recall
-0.54***
Distribution of Locate and Recall
-0.15
Number of: Find or summarize main ideas
0.06
Number of: Formulate or support arguments
-0.16
Number of: Evaluate information
0.22
Difficulty of Find or summarize main idea
0.09
Difficulty of Formulate or support arguments
-0.23*
Difficulty of: Evaluate information
-0.14
Overall Integrate and Interpretation Difficulty
0.36***
Number of Critique / Evaluate
-0.08
Number of Activities
-0.21
Number of Comprehension Activities
0.14
Activities: End
-0.05
Activities: Multi-Text Synthesis
-0.19
Activities: Integration
0.03
Non-Comprehension Activities
-0.32**
Writing Activities
0.02
Art Activities
0.02
Group Activities
-0.29*
Study Skills Activities
-0.33*
Research Activities
-0.02
Experiments
-0.02
Strategies
-0.36**
Notes: * indicates p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .001

Note: Sarah Eckert performed all statistical analysis
For informational texts, like literary texts, I wanted to see if there is a relationship
between the age of the text and the number of questions associated with the text including both
comprehension and non-comprehension questions. I also wanted to see if there was a relationship
between the year of the text and the number of locate and recall questions and integrate and
interpret questions. Again, there is a significant negative correlation between print year and total
number of questions. Older books tended to have more questions associated with informational
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texts. Older texts tended to have more questions, but not necessarily comprehension questions.
Informational texts from earlier years tended to have more locate and recall questions, but there
was no other significant relationship with other types of questions. Recent texts do not seem to
have more integrate and interpret questions, but the integrate and interpret questions appear more
difficult in the most recent texts.

Figure 39 Proportion of Total Questions that are Integrate and Interpret Questions (Informational)

In addition, activities were more likely to be non-comprehension activities in earlier texts
when compared to more recent texts. Like literary texts, there were also more strategies in earlier
books, but this could again be due to the fact that many of the later series included the strategies
in the teacher’s edition of the text.
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Chapter 4
Discussion
This qualitative approach of the study of reading textbooks builds off of previous
quantitative research by Gamson et al. (2013). My research takes this study a step further in an
attempt to compare the quantitative and qualitative findings. Current researchers including Hayes
et. al (1996) and researchers from the Common Core State Standards (2010) conclude that
today’s reading textbook curricular materials pale in comparison to the reading textbooks used
before the 1960s. The Standards state that this evidence of textbook complexity decline is why
the standards place a strong emphasis on increasing text complexity as a requirement in reading.
However, the results of Gamson et al. (2013) and my research do not show similar findings when
compared to other current researchers in this field.
I placed a heavy focus on data collection and on conducting an analytic reading of the
textbooks in order to assess changes in complexity. For literary texts, overall text complexity
increased throughout the past century. I started to see this increase occurring during the 1960s.
Literary texts became more complex in character development. Characters would have multiple
personalities throughout stories and stories would be told from multiple perspectives as seen in
Mother Hulda from 1995 and Angelina & Lorenzo from 1987. In both stories, the story was told
from the perspective of two characters, making the text more complex because readers needed to
follow the ideas, thoughts, and actions of two characters. Language complexity also increased
and newer texts seem to have more difficult vocabulary and incorporate more figurative language.
Again, if we look at Angelina & Lorenzo, the use of figurative language, “the dew shining like
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jewels in the field” increases the complexity of the text. In addition, the overall structure of the
literary text increased in complexity as texts incorporated jumps in time, foreshadowing and
flashbacks, and conflicts were left unresolved. I found elements of literary texts increasing in
complexity as the texts became more recent.
Informational reading textbooks texts had a similar story. Although the results did not
show a significant increase in complexity throughout the century, I noted an upward trend in
complexity for informational texts beginning in the 1960s. The reason for the informational texts
not varying enough in complexity is due to the fact that while exploring the informational texts, I
noted that informational texts in a series varied in complexity. In the same series from 2007, I
found informational texts of low complexity, Frog Frenzy! and informational texts of a higher
complexity, Ecosystems in Balance. Often these texts and the differences in complexity also
differed on the nature of the text, either informational expository, informational essay, or
informational other. Including different types of informational texts in the series helped expose
students to different types of texts, and this is extremely important because exposure helps
students to comprehend different types of texts. However, these different types of informational
texts fluctuated the complexity of the informational texts for a series. Even though the
complexity level fluctuated between the selections within a series and over the past century, there
was a trend of increased complexity in more recent texts. Even though there is this common
trend of increased complexity over the past century, the informational texts still fluctuate in
complexity and as the authors of the Common Core State Standards (2010) stress emphasis on the
inclusion of informational texts, one should be aware that informational texts often have
characteristics like section headings, one main purpose, and vocabulary that is clearly defined,
that makes these texts less complex when compared to literary texts.
Poems included in reading textbooks do not follow similar trends like literary and
informational texts. Although there is not a relationship between year and complexity, I noted
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that poems often had a clear rhyme and rhythm. If the poem did not have a clear rhyme or
rhythm, this increased not only the structure of the poem, but the overall complexity of the poem
because it was difficult to read. Like informational texts, poems within a series also fluctuated in
complexity, and when the average complexity was taken for the poems in a series, the subtleties
of the differences between the complexity levels of poems was lost. This resulted in a very slight
decrease in overall complexity of poems but there is no consistency in the variation.
My analysis of the questions and activities associated with texts show that more recent
texts have fewer questions associated with a text, but these questions are more complex for both
literary and informational reading textbook texts. Just because many questions are asked with a
text, does not mean that students will comprehend the text. Comprehension is extremely
important for students nowadays. Historically, students were asked to read a text and be able to
regurgitate the information. More recently, students are required to not only be able to read and
regurgitate information, they are required to comprehend the text and be able to make
connections to other texts and their own lives as seen in the questions associated with Good-bye
382 Shin Sang Dong. I saw the same thing with the activities. Activities, both comprehension
activities and non-comprehension activities, relate to the text in such a way that students are
required to comprehend the text or comprehend the main idea or theme of the text in order to
successfully complete an activity. Questions and activities have become more complex in more
recent texts and require readers to comprehend the text while the text itself is also becoming more
complex.
My research shows a very interesting relationship between the complexity level of texts
and the complexity level of the questions and activities associated with a text. Complexity has
increased in the past century for both the text and the questions and activities associated with a
text. The research that is referenced in the Common Core State Standards (2010), specifically by
Hayes et. al, only studies the text itself and does not analyze the questions and activities
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associated with a text. This research shows that there has been a decline in the complexity of
texts throughout the past century (Hayes et. al, 1996). However, when we focus on the
combination of the text and the tasks required of a student prior to and after reading a text, we
gain a larger sense of the complexity of the reading textbook and the demands placed on a
student. As the complexity of the text increases and the complexity of the questions and activities
also increases, students are required to do more with the text than ever before. Students are
required to think “outside of the box” and stretch their minds in order to comprehend the text and
successfully answer questions and complete activities that relate to the comprehension of these
complex texts. Educators must recognize the complexity level of text and the questions
associated with a text in order to provide students with the proper resources and strategies to read
and comprehend texts to successfully answer the complex questions associated with a text. This
will have implications in the classroom and the way we teach students reading techniques and
strategies for comprehension.

Implications for the Classroom
Researchers in the field of education often discuss the implications of their findings from
only the perspective of the researcher and the potential for future research according to their
findings. However, I have a unique perspective because not only am I researcher, but I have also
completed my student teaching and know what it is like to plan a curriculum for a classroom and
can relate my findings to the classroom. I will use this dual perspective as a researcher and as an
educator in order to discuss the implications of my findings in relation to a classroom.
The findings of my research have implications for both researchers and educators.
Researchers for the Common Core State Standards (2010) and the ACT (2006) have found that
students are less prepared for college. Their findings have lead researchers to analyze the
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elementary school curriculum, specifically the type and complexity of texts students are reading
across the subjects. The research conducted has led to a national movement to create common
standards for all students across the nation. The Common Core State Standards were created to
provide a consistent and clear understanding of what students are supposed to learn so teachers
know what they need to do in order to help their students. These standards were designed to
reflect on the criteria students need in order to be successful in college and the real world. The
Common Core State Standards researchers feel that the Common Core State Standards will help
provide students a high quality education.
The Common Core State Standards have been modified and adopted by many states. The
Pennsylvania State Board for the Department of Education adopted the Common Core Standards
in July 2010. Since then, the State Board created a set of Pennsylvania Common Core Standards
in English Language Arts. The Pennsylvania Common Core Standards mimic the content and
rigor of the Common Core, but in such a way that reflects the organization and design of the
Pennsylvania Academic Standards (PA Common Core Standards, 2013). As an educator in
Pennsylvania, I became extremely familiar with the Pennsylvania Common Core Standards. For
every lesson, I had to insert the Standard(s) I would address in the lesson including aspects of the
Standard(s) as objectives for each lesson, specifically in English Language Arts lessons. It was
my responsibility to be familiar with the PA Common Core Standards and to create units and
individual lessons that would address all of the Standards.
As the emphasis on standards increases and all lessons must have an accompanying list of
what standards are being addressed, this affects the teaching of the educator and ultimately, the
learning of the students. The emphasis has increased to an English Language Arts focus,
especially for the younger grades in elementary school. The Pennsylvania System of School
Assessment (PSSA) assesses students starting in third grade. These tests include items that are
aligned with the Pennsylvania Common Core Standards in English Language Arts, Mathematics
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and Science and are used to measure a student’s attainment of the academic standards and
determine which school programs enable students to obtain proficiency of the standards. The
tests are standards based, and as the PSSA tests become a focus in the schools and requirements
of proficiency levels are increasing, teachers are changing their curriculums and the way they
instruct learning.
During my student teaching experience, my mentor teacher and principal required me to
include the Pennsylvania State Standards, Pennsylvania Common Core State Standards and the
Common Core State Standards for all of my lessons. When I created a literacy unit, I would
either create the lesson and then find the standards that were addressed in a lesson, or my mentor
teacher would ask me to plan a lesson that focused on a specific standard that the students might
be struggling to grasp. By the end of the year, I would be assessed as an educator to see if I met
all of the standards for English Language Arts, the thought being that if I met all of the standards
in the lessons I taught throughout the year, my students would achieve proficient levels on the
PSSA and be prepared for the next grade.
The focus on the standards and the increased emphasis on English Language Arts
proficiency levels affect teaching in elementary schools. The same curriculums and reading
series are still being used; however, there is a larger emphasis and focus on literacy and teaching
reading and writing strategies across all disciplines. Not only do students need to know how to
read and write, but students must comprehend the texts, which are becoming increasingly more
complex. The increased emphasis on comprehension shifted the way I taught literacy in the
classroom.
For my classroom, instead of students rotating to one center daily for an entire week, my
students went to each of the five centers, which focused on reading and writing, every single day.
“The Daily 5” classroom structure I adopted is a researched-based, classroom structure for the
reading and writing block of the students’ day. “The Daily 5” helps students develop the daily
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habits of reading, writing, and working independently to help build strength in these subjects.
Students rotate to each center where they have multiple tasks to complete throughout the week.
While reading, students had to check for comprehension by telling another student what they read
or what their peer read aloud to them or what they heard from a recording. Students also had
reading responses that asked students to respond to the text that they read or do an activity based
on the text. These activities were often comprehension writing activities and therefore, focused
on literacy, comprehension, and helped students to develop the skills needed to understand
complex texts. Between each rotation, the teacher leads the class through a mini-lesson that helps
teach students strategies or practice strategies that are necessary for reading and writing. My
lessons often focused on reading strategies, reading comprehension, work with words, and
writing strategies. These lessons also aligned with the Pennsylvania Common Core State
Standards and students learned skills and strategies that would help them succeed on the PSSAs.
Although I changed the structure of my classroom and the way students were taught
reading, writing, and comprehension skills, the curriculum that I used did not change. I still used
the same resources and texts that have been used for a few years in my school district. However,
all teachers are not simply switching the way they teach the curriculum, but are switching the
curriculums entirely and are teaching to the test. Some classroom teachers are preparing students
for the tests by using genre studies and problem-solving strategies. Teachers are thinking of the
test as a genre in itself. Donna Santman, an eighth-grade teacher reports the findings of
researchers about teaching to the test. Some researchers feel that “this obsession with the test
prevents thoughtfulness in teaching. It makes otherwise exciting classrooms places where kids
spend much of their time completing test practice worksheets” (Santman, 2002). However, many
teachers believe that helping students learn begins with a strong reading curriculum that
emphasizes the students. Children need access to reading material that are at the appropriate
reading level of the child and that they want to read. That not only do they read the texts, but
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have reading materials read to them. Students also need opportunities to talk about and make
sense of their readings in order to comprehend the text. As educators, we need to find how to
overlap these important aspects of a reading curriculum and how our students will achieve
success on the assessments by teaching the concepts and skills assessed on the tests. Some feel
that looking at the test as a genre of text will help incorporate all aspects of the genre and help
them to comprehend the text better. Teachers could emphasize the test genre and instruct the
genre like any other literary or informational text, and teach the strategies necessary for
comprehension of the text. Although this may sound bizarre, Santman feels that if we teach
students to negotiate the text just like the way we teach them to negotiate other genres of text like
literary texts and informational texts, the students will achieve success. Students will not succeed
if teachers do not teach the necessary skills for reaching success and only provide students with
practice examinations and test-preparatory questions.
As texts are becoming increasingly complex and students are required to meet harder
standards created at the national level and adopted by individual states, we as educators need to
shift the way we teach, not necessarily what we teach. We don’t want to necessarily teach to the
test by providing test-preparatory worksheets; we want to restructure the curriculum to meet the
standards students will be expected to be proficient in on the examinations. The tests should be
an assessment of the daily learning that occur in a classroom. Therefore, as an educator, the
lessons and activities students engage in daily should relate to the standards that will be addressed
on the tests. If the teacher is instructing the students in such a way that the students learn to grasp
the concepts indicated in the standards, then students should reach proficiency on the tests.
As an educational researcher and also a colleague of educators, I would tell my education
peers to have an increased focus on literacy and comprehension of all types of reading texts in the
classroom. The literacy and selections students are reading cannot just be English Language Arts
texts, but the texts must be interdisciplinary. Incorporating different types of texts into the
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curriculum will allow students to gain a broad exposure to different texts and the cognitive
requirements to read and comprehend the material. It is not enough to just expose students to
these different types of texts. As a result of texts becoming increasingly more complex, it is
necessary for teachers to teach reading and comprehension strategies in order for students to fully
grasp the text. The Common Core State Standards (2010) shift focus from being able to read and
write to being able to read, write, and comprehend texts more than ever before. The focus on
comprehension, and teaching students the reading strategies necessary to be able to comprehend a
text increases because students are expected to be able to read more complex texts.
Tests are supposed to measure the attainment of the academic standards and having
standards is not a new aspect to the classroom. However, as a result of research conducted by the
Common Core State Standards (2010), the Standards have increased in difficulty and expect
students to be able to achieve more in the classroom. The Standards have increased in difficulty
in the hopes that if the students reach these Standards they will be prepared for college and the
real world. My research shows that in addition to the Standards increasing in complexity, the
complexity of the text as also increased. Therefore, educators might need to rethink they way
they teach and incorporate reading and writing strategies in the classroom to help students meet
the Common Core State Standards, the adoption of the State Standards by specific states, and the
complexity of texts. Teachers need to not only focus on teaching students how to read and write,
but they must focus on teaching students the strategies to comprehend all different types of
reading material and incorporate the comprehension of the text into their writing in order to reach
achievement.
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Chapter 5
Conclusion
My research shows that there is a relationship between the print year of a text and the
complexity of a text for literary texts, informational texts, and poems. The results of my research
show that as print year becomes more recent, especially since the 1960s, there has been an
increase in text complexity for both literary and informational texts, which contradicts the current
research that says text complexity has decreased in the past century causing students to not excel
on college readiness examinations, resulting in more students not being prepared for college and
the real world (Hayes et. al. 1996; ACT, 2006; Common Core State Standards, 2010). My
research assessed texts qualitatively, based on the requirements for reading and writing addressed
in the Common Core State Standards (2010), to look at the specific aspects of a text that students
are often required to comprehend in order to assess the overall complexity of a text. By taking an
average complexity of a text, we lose some of the subtleties of the complexity, but can see
broader trends in complexity for a specific text and its’ series. Trends for overall third-grade text
complexity could then be assessed for the past century.
My research focused heavily on data collection and reading of the actual texts in order to
compliment Gamson et al. (2013), which looked at the language complexity of the text
quantitatively. My results show that text complexity has increased for reading textbook thirdgrade texts over the past century. In addition, the questions and activities students are required to
answer with a text may have decreased in number, but have increased in complexity for thirdgrade texts. Future research could explore other grade level reading textbook texts to assess the
trends in complexity. Researchers may also want to explore texts in other subjects, like science,
social studies, and history, to explore the changes in complexity in other disciplines. As text
complexity has increased throughout the century and students are required to answer questions
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that are also more complex, teachers must adjust they way they are teaching, by focusing more on
literacy and teaching strategies that address the requirements of the Common Core State
Standards (2010) that are being adopted by most states. Teaching students the appropriate
reading and writing strategies to comprehend the complexity of the text will help students reach
proficiency levels on the state examinations and be more prepared for college.
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Appendix A
Third-Grade Basal Textbooks Without Questions
Book ID
RMR_3.2_1908
CBR_3_1910
WCR_3_1925
NWP_3_1939
SRB_3.1_1946
SRB_3.2_1946
GBR_3.2_1948
GBO_3.1_1966
NBR_3.1_1955
NBRS_3.2_1964
SBR_3.2_1966
HRB_3.1_1966
SRA_3.2_1966
SRA_3.1_1971
HMR_3.1_1970

Title of Basal
Textbook Series (Title
of Individual Book)
Rational Method in
Reading (6th Half Years
Work)
Carrol & Brooks Reader
The Winston
Companion Readers
The New Work Play
Books (Wide Wings)
Basic Readers (Streets
and Roads)
Basic Readers (More
Streets and Roads)
Ginn Basic Reader
(Friends Far and Near)
Ginn Basic Readers 100
Edition (Finding New
Friends)
New Basic Readers
(New Streets and
Roads)
New Basic Readers
Revised (More Roads to
Follow)
Sheldon Basic Readers
(Story Caravan)
Harper & Row Basic
Reading Program (From
Far Away Places)
The SRA Reading
Program (Captain
Bunker’s Ghost)
The SRA Reading
Program (The Careless
Astronaut)
Houghton Mifflin
Readers (Panorama)

Publisher

Grade
Level

Print
Year

Print Run

Silver Burdett

3.2

1908

1894-1908

D. Appleton &
Co.
John C.
Winston
Macmillan

3

1910

1910-1911

3

1925

1920-1925

3

1939

1937-1939

Scott Foresman
and Co.
Scott Foresman
and Co.
Ginn and Co.

3.1

1946

1936-1948

3.2

1946

1936-1948

3.2

1948

1948-1953

Ginn and Co.

3.1

1966

1964-1966

Scott Foresman
and Co.

3.1

1955

1950-1962

Scott Foresman
and Co.

3.2

1964

1962-1967

Allyn & Bacon

3.2

1966

1957-1966

Harper & Row

3.1

1966

1964-1966

SRA

3.2

1966

1966-1980

SRA

3.1

1971

1966-1980

Houghton
Mifflin

3.1

1970

1970-1980
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HRD_3.1_1972
RBP_3.2_1980
MSR_3.1_1975
LBR_3.2_1980
HM_3.1_1991
INV_3.1_1997
INV_3.1_2001

Design for Reading
(From Near and Far)
Reading Basics Plus
(Trouble and Turnips)
Macmillan Series R
(Secret Spaces)
Lippincott Basic
Readers (Zooming
Ahead)
The Literature
Experience (Just Listen)
Invitations to Literacy
(Enjoy)
Invitations to Literacy
(Celebrate)

Harper & Row

3.1

1972

1987-1994

Harper & Row

3.2

1980

1975-1980

Macmillan

3.1

1975

1975-1986

Harper & Row

3.2

1980

1975-1981

Houghton
Mifflin
Houghton
Mifflin
Houghton
Mifflin

3.1

1991

1991-1995

3.1

1997

1996-2001

3.2

2001

1996-2001
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Appendix B
Third-Grade Basal Textbooks With Questions and Activities
Book ID
HCR_3_1930
RLR_3_1930
WBP_3_1931
EGBR_3_1936
RC_3.1_1964
BBR_3.1_1965
GRS_3.1_1976
SFS_3_1971
HB_3.2_1983
HMP_3.2_1983
SFR_3.2_1983
HAR_3.2_1986
MC_3.1_1987
MC_3.2_1987
HR_3.2_1989
CR_3_1993

Title of Basal Textbook
Series (Title of
Individual Book)
The Happy Childhood
Readers (Happy Road)
Real Life Readers (New
Stories and Old)
The Work-Play Books
(Make and Make
Believe)
Elson-Gray Basic
Reader (Book 3)
Reading Caravan
(Meadow Green)
Betts Basic Readers
(Beyond Treasure
Valley)
Reading 720 (How it is
Nowadays)
Scott Foresman Reading
Systems (Level 9)
Holt Basic Reading
(Special Happenings)
Houghton Mifflin
Reading Program
(Weavers)
Scott Foresman Reading
(Golden Secrets)
Heath American
Readers (Catching
Glimpses)
Macmillan Connections
(Adventuring)
Macmillan Connections
(Observing)
Heath Reading (Never a
Worm This Long)
Celebrate Reading (Pig
Tales, If you meet a
dragon, How Many
Toes Does a Fish Have?,

Publisher

Grade
Level

Print
Year

Known
Print Run

F.A. Owen
Publishing
Charles Scribner’s
and Sons
Macmillan

3

1930

1930-1931

3

1930

1930-1938

3

1931

1930-1937

Scott Foresman

3

1936

1929-1937

D.C. Heath

3.1

1964

1964-1968

American Book
Company

3.1

1965

1948-1965

Ginn & Company

3.1

1976

1976-1980

Scott Foresman

3.1

1971

1971-1978

Holt, Rinehart &
Winston
Houghton Mifflin

3.2

1983

1973-1986

3.2

1983

1981-1986

Scott Foresman

3.2

1983

1981-1985

D.C. Heath

3.2

1986

1980-1986

Macmillan

3.1

1987

1987-1991

Macmillan

3.2

1987

1987-1991

Heath

3.2

1989

1989-1993

Scott Foresman

3

1993

1993-1997
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OCR_3.1_1999
COL_3.1_2000
MT_3.1_2007
SIT_3.1_2008

Now I Get It!, In Your
Wildest Dreams)
Open Court Reading
Harcourt Collections
(Hidden Surprises)
Macmillan Treasures
SRA Imagine It! (Book
3, Level 1)

SRA-McGraw Hill
Harcourt

3.1
3.1

1999
2000

1999-2005
1999-2005

Macmillan
McGraw Hill
SRA

3.1

2007

2007-2010

3.1

2008

2007-2009
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Student Teaching Experience; January 2012 – Present


Bald Eagle School District – Port Matilda Elementary School, Port Matilda, PA,
2nd grade



Summit Park Elementary School, Spring Valley, NY; Summer 2010, Summer 2011,
Summer 2012


Summer School Specialist - Dance instructor for 250 at-risk 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade
students with no dance training.



LifeLink PSU Tutor, Mentor and Volunteer; 2009 – Present


Tutor a severely challenged student in reading and Lunch with the Lions
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I have broad interests in the development of curriculum for students, particularly students in
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