
Text Complexity:  Exploring Lexiles 

The Common Core identifies three aspects that are part of our conversation regarding “text complexity”:  

 Quantitative: as measured through Lexile scores or other “readability” measures 

 Qualitative:  levels of meaning, structure, conventionality  

 “Reader and task considerations”:  reader’s knowledge, motivation, interests 

What are Lexile scores, anyway?  And how do I use them? 

Lexiles are quantitative measures of text complexity, such as word frequency and sentence length, which 
are typically measured by computer software.  

Lexiles are used to measure both the reader and the text – and then match the reader to the appropriate 
level of text for independent reading:   

 A Lexile reader measure represents a person’s reading ability on the Lexile scale.  

 A Lexile text measure represents a text’s difficulty level on the Lexile scale. 
When used together, they can help a reader choose a book or other reading material that is at an appropriate 
level of difficulty. 
 
For some examples of matching kids to books, see the Lexile Map. 

Why this renewed or increased interest in Lexiles? 

Common Core's Appendix A identifies The Lexile® Framework for Reading as one option for measuring text 
complexity. The Lexile Framework differs from the other readability formulas in that it measures both text 
complexity and reading ability on the same developmental scale, enabling students' comprehension rates 
to be forecasted for specific reading materials and to monitor their progress toward college and career 
text demands. 

A student's Lexile range spans from 100L below to 50L above his or her Lexile measure.   

 A student reading a text more than 50 Lexile points above his score will struggle with comprehension 
and perhaps find the text too challenging.   

 A text that is 100 points or more points below the student will be too easy and probably boring for the 
student.   

Grade 
Band 

Current 
Lexile Band 

"Stretch" 
Lexile Band* 

 K–1  N/A N/A 

 2–3  450L–725L 420L–820L 

 4–5  645L–845L 740L–1010L 

 6–8 860L–1010L 925L–1185L 

9-10 960L–1115L 1050L–1335L 

11–CCR  1070L–1220L 1185L–1385L 

 

 

 

 

 

https://d1jt5u2s0h3gkt.cloudfront.net/m/cms_page_media/135/Lexile%20Map_8.5x11_FINAL_Grayscale_2.pdf
http://lexile.com/m/uploads/downloadablepdfs/CC_Appendix_A_highlighted.pdf


What is the “Staircase of Increasing Text Complexity” – and why does it matter? 

The Common Core Standards advocate a "staircase" of increasing text complexity, beginning in grade 2, so 
that students can develop their reading skills and apply them to more difficult texts.  

 At the lowest grade in each band, students focus on reading texts within that text complexity band.  

 In the subsequent grade or grades within a band, students must "stretch" to read a certain proportion of 
texts from the next higher text complexity band.  

This pattern repeats itself throughout the grades so that students can both build on earlier literacy 
gains and challenge themselves with texts at a higher complexity level. Lexile measures and the Lexile 
ranges above help to determine what text is appropriate for each grade band and what should be considered 
"stretch" text. 

As students advance through the grades, they must both develop their comprehension skills and apply 
them to increasingly complex texts. The proportion of texts that students read each year should come from 
a particular text complexity grade band. Students must also show a steadily increasing ability to discern 
more from and make fuller use of text. 

Common Core State Standards:  Range of Reading and Level of Text Complexity 

The Common Core language in the “Anchor Standards for Reading” (the middle school example below 
illustrates this) specifically addresses this staircase of complexity:  

 6th Grade:  By the end of the year, read and comprehend literary nonfiction in the grades 6–8 text complexity 
band proficiently, with scaffolding as needed at the high end of the range. 

 7th Grade:  By the end of the year, read and comprehend literary nonfiction in the grades 6–8 text complexity 
band proficiently, with scaffolding as needed at the high end of the range. 

 8th Grade:  By the end of the year, read and comprehend literary nonfiction at the high end of the grades 6–8 text 
complexity band independently and proficiently. 

 
See this video from EngageNY on the Staircase of Complexity 

Key points of our research  

 The text complexity of K-12 textbooks has become increasingly "easier" over the last 50 years. The Common 
Core Standards quote research showing steep declines in average sentence length and vocabulary level in 
reading textbooks. 

 The text demands of college and careers have remained consistent or increased over the same time period. 
College students are expected to read complex text with greater independence than are high school students. 

 As a result, there is a significant gap between students' reading abilities and the text demands of their 
postsecondary pursuits. Research shows that this gap is equal to a Lexile difference between grade 4 and 
grade 8 texts on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). (Read more or watch a video 
about Lexile measures.)  

Based on our research, the Common Core Standards provide text complexity grade bands and associated 
Lexile bands that are intended to put students on a college- and career-ready trajectory. These grade and 
Lexile bands are the basis for determining at what text complexity level students should be reading—and at 
which grades—to make sure they are ultimately prepared for the reading demands of college and careers. 

 

http://engageny.org/resource/common-core-in-ela-literacy-shift-3-staircase-of-complexity/
http://www.lexile.com/about-lexile/lexile-overview/
http://www.lexile.com/about-lexile/lexile-video/
http://lexile.com/using-lexile/lexile-measures-and-the-ccssi/text-complexity-grade-bands-and-lexile-ranges/
http://lexile.com/using-lexile/lexile-measures-and-the-ccssi/text-complexity-grade-bands-and-lexile-ranges/
http://lexile.com/using-lexile/lexile-measures-and-the-ccssi/text-complexity-grade-bands-and-lexile-ranges/
http://lexile.com/using-lexile/lexile-measures-and-the-ccssi/text-complexity-grade-bands-and-lexile-ranges/


Supporting Materials and Other Reference Materials for Lexiles 

Lexile® Overview Video 

This six-minute animated video on the basic concepts and uses of The Lexile Framework for Reading is the 
perfect resource for educators and parents who are new to Lexile measures. To view the video click here. 

 

 

http://www.youtube.com/metametrics

