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Introduction

There are times in our lives when storytelling brings out a sense 
of truth that knocks us off our feet and shakes our perspective. 
What Lisa has written is the perfect introduction to a new edi-

tion of Beyond Levelled Books.

My Son Clark Kent

Lisa Koch

The day my son Alec was born I read him Jules Feiffer’s Bark, George in the 
hospital. It was a gift from my cousin who taught me the importance of daily 
reading to instil a love for books. Each day after that, I read to him. He 
attended early learning classes where he discovered literacy in a preschool 
setting. He became familiar with Eric Carle and Chicka Chicka Boom Boom. 
He yelled to the teacher, “Don’t let the pigeon drive the bus!” And he con-
tinued to encourage George to bark as he re-read his favourites and shared 
them with the other children in his class.
 By the time Foundation year rolled around, he had dozens of books he 
loved. He begged to drive an hour to see Barbara Park, the author of the 
Junie B. Jones series. I waited with him in line for more than three hours just 
so she could “make his book special by writing her name inside of it”.
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 I remember the days of Foundation year when he just couldn’t wait to 
tell me what Junie B. had done in school that day. She was his friend and he 
was a reader. I will never forget the day I drove four of his friends to a birth-
day party and they insisted on listening to the CD version of Junie B. instead 
of watching a movie. His entire class was in love with Junie B. and books.
 Then Year 1 happened. Alec arrived in his Year 1 classroom excited to 
learn. He was ready with backpack in hand, supplies in his box and lunch 
in his bag. He was really ready!
 Maybe he wasn’t really ready, because each day he came home with a 
different ailment. He visited the nurse each day. His knees hurt, his stomach 
hurt, he was tackled on the playground and everything hurt. This went on 
for days as we tried to figure out why. One day he came home complaining 
that his eyes hurt. Alec does have eyes of different sizes and colours (a result 
of a premature birth). I took him to the doctor immediately. Okay, I took him 
to three different doctors who each said the same thing. “His vision is fine 
and his eyes are healthy.” Alec still complained that his eyes hurt.
 The Monday after the third and final visit, Alec bounded off the school 
bus with a solution! “Mum, I wore Collin’s glasses in school today and I 
could see better. My eyes didn’t hurt, either. I think I need glasses.” He was 
quite certain glasses would solve the problem.
 Since I was sure he didn’t need glasses just yet, I asked him to tell me 
more about Collin. “Collin wears glasses and he reads a level L”, he said. 
“My teacher says if you read a level L, then you are a really good reader. I 
think I need glasses to read a level L.”
 Three doctors’ visits and $678 later, I discovered Alec wanted glasses to 
read at level L.
 As educators we know kids need just-right texts to scaffold their literacy 
skills. We are all familiar with Fountas and Pinnell and their system for teach-
ing with levelled books. I agree that kids need time with just-right books 
or books they can read independently. But it is the teacher’s job to place 
those books with care into the hands of children and then, teach children to 
choose those books themselves.
 Did I miss the seminar that instructed us to run out and get bins labelled 
from A to Z so students could blindly (or with glasses, it seems) make their 
way dutifully to the end of each bin?
 My son, who read all the time in Foundation year, stopped reading for fun. 
Alec stopped reading for information and he stopped reading to and with me.
 Each evening he brought home two books in an envelope. Each had 
a sticker with a capital letter proudly displayed on the cover. That letter 
became our nightmare.
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 Our emergent readers needed high-quality books that they could 
read independently and these levelled books provided a foundation for 
us to teach strategies to them. It’s important to understand the histori-
cal developments that have led us to levelled books. Understanding the 
development of published reading materials for children over the last 
century is important to consider. Diane DeFord and Adria Klein help us 
recognise the positive aspects of levelled books and caution us to think 
about how we are going to use them with our students.

Teacher Decision Making Is the Key to Choosing 

Among Levelled Books and Going Beyond

Diane DeFord and Adria Klein

Levels, Levels, Levels

In the prologue to Nila Banton Smith’s newest edition of American Reading 
Instruction (2002), Richard Robinson quotes George Santayana, a turn-of-the-
last-century writer, as saying, “Those who cannot remember the past are con-
demned to repeat it.” With today’s fast-changing educational trends, instant 
communication and political mandates, this comment is even more pertinent. 
Current-day practices in reading education, such as the use of “little books”, 
book rooms, levelled book lists, levelled book collections, levelled testing 
and incentive reading systems based on levelling children’s books, have his-
torical roots that may inform us about effective practice.
 These historical roots go back to the early 1800s when William H. 
McGuffey published McGuffey’s Readers (1836–1844), “the first author 
to produce a clearly defined and carefully graded series consisting of one 
reader for each grade in the elementary school” (Smith 2002, 99). This 
series was popular until the last published edition in 1907 and it spawned 
a host of other reading series for readers. For the most part, basal reading 
materials emphasised high-frequency or phonetically regular words through 
the 1950s and 1960s and these marked texts constituted a significant por-
tion of the basal market (Smith 2002).
 Materials began to change with new research in the ’60s through the 
’80s to include natural language structures and high-quality stories for chil-
dren. The first literature-based program was produced in the late 1980s for 
California (Hoffman 1998) and these materials caught on across the United 
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States. The popularity of year-level texts waned as many publishers aban-
doned levelling procedures that emphasised carefully controlled vocabulary 
to meet the call for more authentic literature and natural language texts 
(Hoffman et al. 2006). Literature anthologies, as they were called, were 
still organised by year level, but they depended on more features than the 
year level of the passage as determined solely by readability formulas. An 
analysis by Hoffman et al. (1994) showed that approved programs in 1993 
consisted almost entirely of literature-based materials. However, there has 
always been a market for materials to meet the needs of special populations 
(adult basic education, adolescent readers, English language learners and 
others) and core reading programs that do not put struggling readers at a 
disadvantage.
 The more recent use of levelled texts as “little books” that has domi-
nated the market and professional material about how to level trade books, 
has provided greater access to materials, but the influence of previous 
movements and emphases is still visible in today’s books in the form of pho-
netically regular or decodable texts, predictable language structures, high-
frequency vocabulary and so on. There are several reasons why the shift 
occurred in favour of little books, levelled-book collections and book rooms 
and has extended to levelled assessments. Criticisms of the literature anthol-
ogy movement of the 1990s indicated that these materials were not meeting 
the needs of struggling readers (Hoffman et al. 1998), especially at the 
earliest stages of reading. Teachers wanted greater flexibility in matching 
student interests and abilities to good books at every level. There was also 
increased dissatisfaction with basal reading programs promoting a one-size-
fits-all philosophy (Allington and Walmsley 1995). Consequently, many new 
resources for levelled books emerged. Some of these resources have helped 
teachers organise existing children’s literature to better advantage and some 
materials have been published just for the “levelled little book” market.

Matching Books to Readers

One early intervention program that had a real impact on this new direction 
was Reading Recovery (Pitcher and Fang 2007). Started in New Zealand 
in the 1970s (Clay 1985, 1993), Reading Recovery used a variety of lev-
elled materials that teachers could draw upon from different publishers to 
make learning to read easier for those Year 1 students at greatest risk of 
reading failure. When Reading Recovery was implemented in the United 
States in the early 1980s and it began to grow quickly (Pinnell, DeFord and 
Lyons 1988), there was greater demand for these little books that provided 
levelled material. In the United States, the Wright Group secured the rights 
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Defining the Transitional Reader
It is difficult to describe a single set of characteristics for transitional 
readers because each student has a unique reading profile. All are com-
petent at many things but have gaps that indicate they still need support 
to make sense of many texts.
 To better understand transitional readers, consider the continuum 
of how children develop reading skills over time. Emergent readers have 
not yet learned many strategies for understanding print. They have mini-
mal decoding skills and often rely on pictures for most of the information 
they get from books. Early readers rely less on pictures. They are begin-
ning to recognise high-frequency words automatically as they read and 
they can read familiar texts with fluency.
 Transitional readers understand and can readily use decoding skills to 
decipher texts. They have many strengths as readers and a great variety of 
weaknesses. In her book On Solid Ground, Sharon Taberski (2000) defines 
transitional readers as children who

• can recognise many words, even those considered “difficult” or 
content related

• integrate meaning, syntax and phonics fairly consistently
• have a variety of ways to figure out unfamiliar words
• can generally read independent-level text with fluency, expres-

sion and proper phrasing
• are beginning to handle longer, more complex text with short 

chapters and more interesting characters
• can summarise texts they’ve read
• are growing more aware of story and text structures.

 The problem with considering stages and phases of reading abil-
ity after students have passed through the emergent level of reading is 
that the process becomes enormously complicated because of students’ 
individual differences. Trying to place young readers on a continuum of 
development doesn’t necessarily make it any easier to plan instruction, as 
Regie Routman (2000) writes:

I find the terminology used to describe readers and the developmental 

stages they go through very confusing. Oftentimes, it depends on the par-

ticular text or developmental continuum you are working with. Words 
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such as emergent, experimental, developing, early and beginning 

can have similar meanings. So can transitional, expanding and self-
extending. As well, fluent, independent, advanced and proficient 
can carry comparable meanings. It all depends on who is using the term, 

what continuum is being utilised and what context is being described.

 Part of the problem, as I see it, is that readers don’t fit into neat 

categories that can be described by a single word. Continuums and devel-

opmental charts do provide a useful overview, common patterns, typical 

behaviours, recommended teaching focuses and a helpful language for 

thinking about groups of readers. However, at best these frameworks can 

only serve as a guide for our teaching. As professionals we must focus on 

the real readers in front of us and respond to the actual behaviours we 

observe. (108–109)

 The goal for teachers is to move students from the transitional phase 
of reading development to independent or self-regulating reading. At this 
stage students have a wide range of abilities for analysing complex texts, 
dealing with unfamiliar material and selecting appropriate and varied 
texts for reading. Through close observation, teachers of transitional 
readers realise that their students have major gaps in both their use of 
strategies and their understanding of reading. Although the gaps vary 
from student to student, many show up frequently in any group of tran-
sitional readers. We want to be clear that we don’t think that these gaps 
are necessarily weaknesses. They are just areas in which the child is not 
yet independent.
 The teaching profession has carefully catalogued the stages, phases 
and needs of young readers who are just learning to read. There are clear 
developmental and instructional guidelines for working with emergent 
and early readers. In this book we intend to provide guidelines for help-
ing students who have moved beyond the emergent and early phases of 
learning to read. Though these readers’ needs may be more subtle and 
harder to define, there are specific, concrete strategies teachers can use 
to help them develop new reading skills.
 We worry about a rush of new levelled books on instructing upper-
primary students that give teachers more of what is seen in the primary 
year levels – levelled-book instruction and decoding skills. We are con-
cerned that even though each reader is unique, teachers will be forced 
to use scripted programs to teach reading. Although our book is not 
intended to provide a definitive guide for teaching transitional readers, 
we hope it can begin an alternative conversation in the profession – one 
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Mini-Lesson: Introducing a New Series to the Classroom

Possible 

Anchor Texts:

Game One (The Sluggers series) by Loren Long and Phil Bildner

Why Teach It? As we get to know our students as readers, we find new series that 
seem like good matches for them. These could be series that were 
recently published, series that students haven’t yet discovered in the 
classroom or series that we just haven’t had in the classroom library. 
This lesson helps students learn about new books but also teaches 
them that they can think about the kinds of series they might like.

How We 

Teach It:

When Sluggers was new to the classroom, Franki brought in 
the first in the series, Game One, to share with a couple of her 
students who were hooked on Matt Christopher books. These 
two boys had been reading Christopher’s books for a while and 
Franki wanted to introduce them to other sports series that they 
might enjoy. She asked them to read it and to see if they thought 
it would be a good series to add to the classroom library. Both 
boys enjoyed the first book and went on to read the next one. 
Franki asked them to think about others in the class who might 
enjoy the series and to generate a list of characteristics of readers 
who might enjoy Sluggers. The students did this and then intro-
duced the series to the class, using this list to highlight the kinds 
of readers who might enjoy it.

Follow-Up: Asking students to think about other readers who would like a series 
is an important piece of building community in the reading work-
shop. After a lesson like this, we ask students to think about series that 
other readers in the class might enjoy. Encouraging them to share 
new series they find with others and to seek out others’ recommenda-
tions then becomes a natural part of the reading workshop talk.
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