
>> Welcome to the second webinar in the 2016 Spring Alternate Eligible Content Series. Today's webinar 

is entitled Alternate Eligible Content: Grade Appropriate Text: Options for Selecting and Modifying Text. 

If you are new to alternate eligible content and joining us today, we recommend you visit our PaTTAN 

website, www.pattan.net, click on Educational Initiatives, and select Students with Significant Cognitive 

Disabilities. Previously recorded webinars are available on this page.  

I am also happy to welcome Elizabeth Christopher who is our State Lead for Speech/Language who will 

be presenting with me today. 

If you have questions during the webinar, please send your questions to 

AlternateAssessment@pattan.net. Reference today's date, 3/30/2016, and all questions and answers 

will be posted as an FAQ with the recorded webinar following the presentation. 

Our focus today. We're going to talk about selecting and prioritizing grade-appropriate text. Remember 

you have to select between informational and literature. So we are looking at a larger amount of text 

that we're going to be considering. And we are asking that -- recommending it to be grade-appropriate. 

We're going to examine some sites that contain modified text. Knowing that we all don't have a lot of 

time to be modifying and adapting, there are places that are available that have free text that's already 

been modified and adapted. There are considerations when you think about modifying text, and we're 

going to talk about those. And give you some samples today across levels of complexity. And we're going 

to look at an informational text sample and we're going to look at some literature samples. 

So let's start with selecting and prioritizing our grade-appropriate text. Remember text selected really 

must reflect the assigned grade level of each student you are teaching. So we have to think about a 

couple things. What content is typical for kids at this grade age? And what content is typically read by 

students at this grade? If you're teaching in a self-contained classroom, you're going to want to think 

about those things. If your student is included, the content that is going to be used in the classroom will 

be important for you to be aware of, that you can support back in your own classroom. While each year 

the assessment -- each student is provided assessment through the PASA on alternate eligible content, it 

is important that you ensure you are aware of the assigned grade level for the student you are designing 

and preparing instruction for. 

So let's take a look at some text and what grade level you think they might be. We're going to do a little 

activity here. We don't usually do that, but we thought that we might be able to incorporate that with 

this particular webinar. And if you've printed out the PowerPoint as the handout for today, you'll see a 

lot of different texts on your slide. And we're going to go through these. And we want you to think about 

these texts, and think about what potential grade level is for these texts. These are text exemplars that 

are indicated on Pennsylvania's SAS Portal. And they're identical -- and we're going to look at literature 

and informational text. And they list them within grade bands, so that might be helpful when you think 

about researching topics and appropriate text to use in your classroom. So if you teach in a 3, 4, 5 

classroom, or a 6, 7, 8, or you're supporting students at different grade levels, you might be able to find 

a piece of text that could go across those grade levels and use that across students when teaching. 

So I'm going to click on a piece of text. And I want you to think about, What grade level do you think that 

is? You might want to -- if you have a pencil or a pen, you might want to jot a little number down. Or if 

you just have a piece of paper in front of you, you might want to jot a little number down. And then 

we'll let you know what that is. And see how close you are to what the text might be. If you're just doing 



it on a piece of paper, number your paper one to 14, because we have 14 different examples to take a 

look at across the grades. 

So here's a text. This is an informational text on horses. Take a minute, think about what grade level do 

you think that might be. And this is based on our text exemplars in our PA SAS Portal. This particular one 

is Grade 4 and 5. 

Wow. Declaration of Independence. Teaching students everyone is equal. How powerful. What grade 

level do you think this is? Or would be appropriate when we think about students? If you guessed high 

school, you're correct. High school ties in -- think about self-determination and self-advocacy. Even if we 

teach the -- just the beginning preamble, you know, "All men are created equal ..." Pretty powerful stuff. 

"Henry and Mudge." How many of you read those when you were growing up? This is literature. Take a 

minute. What grade level do you think this might be? It's actually 2-3, as per the SAS Portal and their 

text exemplars. 

Here's a favorite. We've talked about this in other webinars. "Adventures of Tom Sawyer." Take a 

minute, jot down what grade level. This one is 6-8. 

Here's " Edwurd Fudwupper Fibbed Big." Great piece of literature that has a nice theme to it, so if you're 

working on a piece of alternate eligible content with theme. What grade level do you think this might 

be? This one is 3-5. 

Here's a piece of literature that's really popular with students. This is one that's typically taught and 

introduced in Grade 6-8.  

"Legend of the White Wolf." Another piece of literature. This one, according to the SAS Portal, is 4-5. 

"Great Gatsby." Piece of literature. And what's really interesting about "Great Gatsby" is it's a nice piece 

of literature to look at when you're thinking about -- in a piece of alternate eligible content that looks at 

two themes. And if you guessed high school, you're correct. That is where that piece of alternate eligible 

content resides. 

Here's a piece of informational text. "Great Composers." Of course you wouldn't just use the text. You 

could use the music that goes with it. If you guessed high school, you're correct. 

"Charlotte's Web." A piece of literature. Grade level 2-3. 

"Alice's Adventures in Wonderland." Piece of literature. Grade level 4-5. 

"Harriet Tubman: Conductor of the Underground Railroad." Interesting piece of informational text. 

What grade level? If you put middle school, 6-8, you would be correct. 

"Gift of the Magi." Piece of literature. Grade level? It's high school. 

And here's a piece of informational text. "A Night to Remember." About the Titanic. If you guessed 

middle school, grades 6-8, you would be correct. 

With informational text you can also consider newspaper articles, magazines, flyers, community posters, 

as well as recipes. There are a variety of resources to choose from as you move forward. Today we're 

really going to be looking at some pieces of text that maybe we're not traditionally familiar with in 



classrooms, but that -- particularly in special education classrooms -- but it's really important that you 

start becoming aware. And start dipping your toes in the water and thinking about the amount of text 

that could be available to your students. And text that is already very much available to students in 

general education classrooms. As students are included -- so if you have students who are included for 

content areas of ELA and Reading, they will most likely be exposed to text that we are -- have described 

on this slide. 

Some additional considerations, you know? Consider student's interest as a motivational consideration 

for engagement and active participation. Don't just pick a book because it happens to reside in the grade 

level. If you know your students and know what is motivating for them, those are going to be the best 

pieces of text to pull out. You want your students to actively participate, to learn, and demonstrate 

mastery of the alternate eligible content. So use things that are going to hook them in. What does the 

student already know? And aware of? Think about their background knowledge. Use content that 

students have. Core knowledge. If not, you will need to take time to teach that background knowledge. 

Students will need to make sense of the literature or informational text you're using, so use things that 

are familiar. And based upon the wide selection available, matching the student interest is the most 

beneficial and efficient way to consider teaching alternate eligible content.  

So that leads us to our last question on this slide. What is the intent and focus of the alternate eligible 

content I'm teaching? So how familiar -- it gets back to that question we asked at the last webinar -- how 

familiar am I with the alternate eligible content for the grade levels I'm assigned? Have I read, 

understood, and become familiar with the alternate eligible content? Have I considered what the intent 

is and the long-term learning? You're going to find some pieces of content that lend themselves to a lot 

of different pieces of text. Things such as, you know, answering literal questions. Or locating details and 

evidence. So they're going to lend themselves to a lot. But there are some that are going to be very 

specific, and you'll need to have specific text where that will be easily located. Or things for your 

students to find, such as -- thinking about that "Edwurd Fudwupper Fibbed Big." It's great to use with 

theme. There are some texts that really lend themselves better to theme. So you're going to need to 

become familiar with what the alternate eligible content is asking students to know and be able to do, 

so that your texts that you select are a nice match. In addition to considering interest and the student 

background knowledge. So it's more than just picking up a book. It's really putting some thought into 

what you're going to use. Many texts will meet multiple needs, but selecting that text is going to be 

really, really important. It's got to be a match. 

So we're going to start with some sites that already provide text that's already modified for you. So it's a 

matter of just going in, looking around, becoming familiar, knowing what your students' interests are. 

Kind of looking for things that may be a nice match with the alternate eligible content that's going to be 

coming up in the lessons and units that you're preparing. Some of these we've shared before. And we do 

have the links on the slides for you so that you can easily find them. Or you can just Google them. So 

remember we need to consider both literature and informational text. We've tended in the past to 

spend heavily into informational text, but literature is going to be as equally important. So a primary 

consideration with the text is going to be grade-appropriateness. We do not expect a student eligible for 

PASA to process text written to grade level. If they can process text that's written to grade level, we may 

not be looking at the PASA as the tool for the student to be assessed with in Pennsylvania. The text will 

always need to be modified. We would expect the text not only to be grade-appropriate, but to be 

modified even from the grade level that you're looking at. These sites have often done this. So they do 



provide these grade-appropriate texts at different levels of complexity. Sometimes they may not go 

quite to the reduction of complexity that you may need. And we're going to talk about that in a little bit. 

But take a look at some of these -- you know, if you get some time that you can sit down and kind of 

look at what is available for you out there. And the Text Exemplars where we found the pieces that we 

looked at on that one slide are there. The News ELA is really nice with informational text. And it also 

gives you the ability to reduce the complexity right as you access the article. And they're very current. 

And then Tar Heel Reader. We've looked -- we've talked about before, but not sure that we've given you 

the link to that. And some of the sites have already modified the text. You can also take any grade-

appropriate text and modify it to meet your needs. You can reduce the vocabulary, reduce the length of 

the sentences, create more concrete relationships, and add picture support. 

We're going to take a closer look now at Tar Heel Reader. It's really important -- Tar Heel Reader's 

resource I know many of you may have heard of before, may have explored before. We will always tell 

you that -- when we talk about this we will caution you. These are written and not necessarily vetted, so 

you want to make sure that when you -- you look at what you're going to use prior to using it to ensure 

that it meets the needs that you want. And that it meets the requirements of text that you would be 

using in your district. 

If you want to take a look at some of these other -- we walked through some of the other sources in 

other webinars. The CAST Book Builder, ReadWorks. We did that last spring in our April ELA Reading 

webinar. So if you go to our PaTTAN website, if you haven't had a chance to look at that before, check 

the previously recorded webinars. And go back there and take a look and see what those sites also look 

like. 

So here we are. Tar Heel Reader. These are some screenshots. When you enter Tar Heel Reader, this is 

what it looks like. So you have options of finding a book or writing a book. And you can select the 

language that you would like to use. There's lots of different features within it that you can access and 

activate. We're going to look for "Tom Sawyer." And so what we did is in this screenshot you can see we 

just plugged "Tom Sawyer" into the search window. And then we hit Search. And you can reduce it, you 

know, and look at all the different options you have. And when you come up with it, there's lots of 

different options. So you want to go in. And you see how they're rated; you see lots of different ways 

that Tom Sawyer has been parsed out into different chapters, into different topics. And we just clicked 

on the one down there at the bottom. And then once you click on it, the story comes up. And then you 

can review it. So your students can look at it digitally. You operate it through the buttons on the bottom 

of the page. Green moves you forward through the pages; the red arrows move you back. Be sure to 

browse through the selections to ensure you select the one that best meets your needs. And best meets 

the needs of your students. 

Here's another example. I actually screen shot some of the pages here, in "The Great Gatsby," if you 

were going to use that. You can see it's very limited to usually one sentence, maybe two. And pictures to 

help students understand the story. Again, you operate through the buttons on the bottom. There are 

many more than four -- three pages, four pages in this story. This is just a sample. So you want to make 

sure that you look at what's available and walk through them and browse them to enable that you select 

the one that best meets your needs. 



>> And one last caution on Tar Heel Readers. Remember that the text is user-generated. So you would 

want to look at that text before you put it in front of a student, as there may be some inappropriate 

language or some choices that you would not choose on Tar Heel Reader. So it does take some user 

precautions beforehand. 

So let's look at, How do we modify and reduce a complexity of text further? So sometimes the text that 

you choose or want to use for the link to the learning of the content has not been reduced or does not 

meet your student's speech and language needs. Or conceptual understandings. We're going to go 

through and examine ways you may consider to reduce the complexity of the text to meet those needs 

for students. 

There are a few considerations when reducing text complexity. Remember, less is not always better. 

Sometimes you can reduce the text to the point where you've lost the concepts within the text, and it 

actually makes it much harder for the student to understand what's going on. So going down to the bare 

numbers of language concepts, sometimes can actually make it harder. Consider vocabulary and 

language level considerations. Look at -- we're going to look at ways to check the readability. And then 

we'll look at sites that help reduce the complexity of text. 

When we're looking and vocabulary and language considerations, it's essential that you look at and think 

about, What does the child already know? That could be the vocabulary that they already know. 

Meaning, what if this child is a user of augmentative and alternative communication? What vocabulary 

have we exposed them to and directly taught them to utilize in their daily expressive language and their 

receptive language? What is on their communication device already? So that when we're asking them 

questions or asking them to use the language in the text, that they are able to use the language in the 

text because they have that vocabulary available to them. What is the receptive and expressive 

language overall? What concepts do they understand? This light background knowledge will impact the 

student's comprehension of the overall story. If we are looking at using this text to look at a particular 

part of alternate eligible content, then we need to ensure that all the other building blocks in the 

student's language are there for the students. So the only target for this lesson is that alternate eligible 

content piece. One way to ensure this is to collaborate with your SLP. We are all in this together and I 

know that as a team, including your SLP and other teachers and professionals on the IEP team, you can 

come up with ideas, beginning at the IEP meeting, of what language you need to be teaching your 

students to ensure that they have success. And lastly we need to consider core vocabulary, which we'll 

explore further.  

There's just a few tips. There's many more ways to collaborate with your SLP. Your SLP can help you to 

identify language concepts that the child already knows, and any potential barriers to that 

understanding. Your SLP may be able to help you to break down those language concepts and talk about 

the core or the high-frequency words that the child needs to know. And help you to build those into the 

daily surroundings of your student so that when you're using the text, they've already been exposed to 

that language. They can assist you with identifying familiar vocabulary and aligning it to the selected 

grade-appropriate text. They can identify ways to improve language comprehension of text read aloud. 

There are things that will impact your students' abilities to understand or to listen to learn, so your SLP 

may help you to identify what those concerns can be in a partnership. And they can help you to come up 

with ways to support the text to enhance learning. 



One consideration when I'm modifying text is taking the vocabulary down to what we would consider 

core vocabulary. Other words for this could be high-frequency vocabulary. This concept is a statistical 

concept, but it looks at approximately 350 to 400 words that we all use in our daily speech. So if you 

were to analyze my speech patterns during the day, you would come up with 350 of the same words. If 

we analyzed your speech patterns during the day, the words -- 78-80% of the words that we used would 

be the exact same words. What makes them unique to us is how we combine them to get the concepts 

that we want. So, again, this is a statistical analysis based on our speech. However, this can help us to 

know where to start with what words to teach, because these are the words that our students are 

hearing in 78-80% of receptive language tasks. 

Fifty most frequently occurring words account for 40-50% of total words that we use during the day. So 

if we look at the core vocabulary or high-frequency vocabulary, again, we get more bang for our buck for 

our students if we look at these words. 

We can find these vocabulary lists in many places. One particular place that has this statistical analysis is 

on Minspeak.com. And that's M-I-N-S-P-E-A-K.com. And there's a core vocabulary list there. We can also 

find more resources on high-frequency vocabulary on the Learner's Dictionary. And it can help 

determine about 300 potential core vocabulary words. There is also core vocabulary or high-frequency 

vocabulary when we look at reading. So how many --? What are the words that most frequently appear 

in texts? And so when we're looking at text, we need to consider not only the spoken words, but also 

the words that most frequently occur in texts. These two lists, the Dolch List and the Fry List, are 

frequently utilized by our colleagues in the reading initiatives and in our reading specialists to identify 

the most frequently seen sight words in reading. This list also will match your high-frequency vocabulary 

list pretty high. So this will help you to figure out, Am I teaching words that my student really needs to 

know? 

I have an example of words like this. If we look at the word "rotate" when we're looking at text, and 

we're talking about the earth rotating, there are ways to break that down. Instead of directly teaching or 

putting "rotate" on a communication device or spending that time, we could say, "You know, my 

student understands the concept of 'turn around.' And turn around is the same as rotate." When I read 

the text the first time I could make that connection for the student, but then I could adapt it down 

further. The same with the word "photosynthesis." "Photosynthesis" is a word that may appear in our 

text. It's a pretty cumbersome word to break down. But we could say "green," "plants," "food." We 

could even throw "make" in there. And those are all high-frequency words that students get down to 

the concept of what is photosynthesis, instead of just memorizing the word.  

So when we're supporting text, we need to consider adaptations of the text with videos, pictures, and 

objects. This is another place your SLP may be of assistance, and also other related service personnel on 

your IEP team, like Vision. And sometimes the occupational therapist can assist with this as well. We 

need to identify your student's symbol knowledge. Do they understand black-and-white lined drawings? 

Are they better with digital pictures? What is their background knowledge? Our background knowledge 

will significantly impact our reading comprehension and our listening comprehension. So what do they 

understand on background knowledge? You may want to use videos, and we have a sample coming up 

where we show that. You may want to use videos or actual objects to build up or to scaffold the 

background knowledge. And one caution is to avoid overuse of pictures. Sometimes we become 



overzealous and put a picture over every word, and that can be very distracting. We want to look at, 

What is the big idea of the sentence? And represent that with a picture. 

>> Okay. Now we're going to move into thinking about reducing text complexity by connecting what 

Elizabeth just shared in regard to vocabulary and a way to check readability. Or a way to, kind of, give 

you an option to say, "Well, did I hit the mark?" You know? Or, "Am I too high?" "Am I too low?" "Where 

am I when I think about modifying or reducing this text?" 

So just to ground us again, this is all about giving students access to learn alternate eligible content. 

We're going to look at a piece of informational text. And in this particular case, we can connect this to 

answering a literal question about a text. And again, that can be essentialized in lots of different ways 

where the student is just naming or pointing or showing and responding to something that we are 

asking them about the text. And identifying details from the text to support answers to literal or 

inferential questions.  

So this piece of text that we're pulling out is a piece of 4th grade informational text that was selected -- 

actually it was done by someone in the field in regard to hurricanes. To teach alternate eligible content 

and select the text, we have to think about some of these questions that we talked about earlier. Is it 

age-appropriate? Well, are all students learning about hurricanes or weather in 4th grade? Well, yes. Is 

the content typically read by students? Yes. What is the background knowledge of the students 

involved? Perhaps in your classroom you have students that might be very interested in weather and 

weather-related topics. Perhaps it's in the fall when these kinds of storms do hit, and so perhaps maybe 

something is in the news about it, so you are going to connect it for your students. And is it a topic of 

interest for your students? And if you've yes to these questions, this would be a good place to start 

thinking about a text. However, it is written for 4th grade, and it is written at a level that for a student 

who would be eligible for the PASA, the complexity of all that content is probably going to be too much. 

So we are going to need to think about, How can we take that and reduce the complexity? 

So as we talked about earlier and as Elizabeth shared: is less always better? So here's an example the 

first time around of modifying it. We made it significantly -- you can see from the original text to the 

modified text -- it's significantly less text. It doesn't include everything that is listed in the original piece 

of text, but it does cover a majority of what is said. So I'm going to give you a quick second to read both 

of those.  

The original text, when we check the readability -- and we're going to show you how to do that -- came 

in at 7.7. Wow. You say, "Wait a minute, Sharon. You said this was 4th grade text." Yes, this is something 

that was aligned for 4th grade. We consulted a reading ELA expert and they said often text is written at 

a readability that is grade levels above the grade level of the text. That's not uncommon. So we just 

needed to make you aware of that. So that's what the original text was. 

So let's take a look at our modified text here. Remember we talked about considering core vocabulary, 

considering the complexity of the sentences, we consider checking the readability, and consider our 

language level. So we talked about core vocabulary earlier, and we did talk some about the complexity 

of the sentences. Readability -- most -- Microsoft Word and other document systems typically have a 

feature of readability when you go in and review a document. And it -- readability is really defined as the 

ease with which a reader can understand the text. So it helps to predict the difficulty of the text by 

analyzing the passages. So checking readability is just one measure or tool that we are suggesting that 



will help you -- assist you to determine if, Once I modify, am I --? You know, how close am I on the mark? 

And word length and sentence length help to assist to provide a grade-level score. It's not a very specific 

measure of the difficulty because grade level can be ambiguous, but it is a tool to help us, kind of, get an 

idea of what's happening. 

So. So we're going to first -- let's check core vocabulary lists as available. Let's look at the vocabulary in 

this particular document. "Large tropical storms." Okay, we're not going to touch hurricanes right at the 

moment. But "hurricanes" is also something I'm sure some of you might be thinking, "Wait a minute, 

that might be a word I may need to reduce." But let's think about our students at the most -- where the 

content is at its most complex when we're modifying. Our students who are typically -- maybe our 

students who take a C-level. So we're not going to touch hurricanes right at the moment. So it would be 

helpful to have a list of core vocabulary available if possible. When you take a look at this, think about 

Minspeak, where Elizabeth shared earlier. Download some suggested lists as resources. Just keep them 

in a little folder that when you do some work like this, that you have them handy.  

So here are some words to think about. What's familiar to the student? What could assist with 

understanding? Is the word "tropical" familiar or likely to require a lot of background knowledge to 

understand? Am I going to have to teach what "tropical" is? If I'm going to have to teach what "tropical" 

is, I’m going to be moving away from what I really need to get to with this piece of content. So you have 

to make sure you understand what the intent of the alternate eligible content is. So remember we're 

answering literal questions using details and evidence.  

Does the student understand this word: "develop?" Wow. That's -- that may be -- may or may not be, 

we don't know, but we're going to have to make sure that -- do some kind of assessment to see if the 

student does understand that.  

Then we start talking about hurricanes that start with letters, like A like Ashley. Is "Ashley" important or 

could another familiar name be used? Maybe the student doesn't have any Ashleys in their repertoire, 

but if you used another name, they would recognize that name with the letter A.  

Does the student understand the word "alphabet?" Is it important to the content? Could you restate it? 

 The word "form" is used. But -- and it implies that somehow something that grows. Would there be a 

consideration to change this terminology?  

"Clouds moving in a circle." Is the student familiar with the action word and what that means? This is the 

second time "move" is used in this paragraph. Because it's used above there. And it has a different 

meaning or need for understanding in both those places. So is that complexity too much for your 

students? Or too complex? Could that be reduced even further?  

And then we look at the word "eye" here, which is interesting because it's used in a different meaning 

than the literal body part. So, you know, do you want to keep it? Do you not? Does the student -- what's 

the student's background understanding of the word "eye?" You know? Or are you thinking about 

maybe pulling in a piece of alternate eligible content that talks about multiple meanings? Which is part 

of the alternate eligible content. So -- and it's figurative, so you would think about whether or not you 

wanted to use it or whether it was implicit to what it was you wanted to teach. 



The other thing is considering the complexity of the sentences. So if we look at -- the first sentence is 

really two thoughts and facts all combined together. "Hurricanes are large tropical storms" and 

"hurricanes develop in the oceans of the world." So the question to ask when reviewing your modifying 

text is, Is the student capable of reading or hearing the text provided with complex sentences and still 

manage to comprehend its individual components? I mean, that's going to depend on your students. 

And you may have students that can handle that; you may have students that may not. 

So our second sentence tells us two more thoughts. "Hurricanes are named with the first letter of the 

alphabet" and hurricanes -- and "that name moves through the alphabet." So there's, again, two more 

thoughts. 

Third sentence provides us with two more thoughts again. About "hurricane clouds moving in a circle" 

around the -- and then what an eye of the hurricane is. So you're going to have to think about your 

student's level of understanding, your student's vocabulary. And is this really modified that's going to 

meet their needs? 

So now that the text is modified, we haven't changed anything, we're going to check the readability with 

tools. We're going to show you how to do that. Here's a screenshot of a Word. If you open a Word 

document or Word pages, you're going to see across the top a similar layout on your toolbar. So what 

you want to do first of all, before you even think about doing readability, is you want to go to your -- you 

want to go to your File. And when you click on File, this second screen opens over here to the right. And 

you want to click on Options. And when you click on Options, this is the screen that opens up that has to 

do with Word. And you want to click on Proofing. And you want to look down here and make sure that 

"Show readability statistics" is checked. When I first did this I couldn't get it to work, and it was because 

I didn't go in and make sure this was checked. And that's all you have to do. You do it once, you're good 

to go. 

So let's check for readability. When you check for readability, you're going to highlight your text. Your 

toolbar is up there, and you click on Review. And when you click on Review, a screen is going to open. 

And at the very left it says Spelling and Grammar. Click on that and it will check all the spelling and 

grammar in your highlighted area. And then it's going to ask you this question: we're finished checking 

your selection, want to check the rest of the document? And you say yes. And when you say yes, it 

brings up the readability. What do you think the readability was of our modified version? If you look all 

the way down to the bottom, it gives you your words, your characters, your paragraphs. At the very 

bottom it gives you the reading ease and the grade level. It was still 7.7. I couldn't believe it. I said, "Wait 

a minute, it's not as many words. It's not as many sentences ..." But what it was, was the complexity of 

the sentence and the complexity of the way the vocabulary was moved that kept it at the same level as 

that other document with -- that we showed you earlier that was many more sentences. The original. 

So we need to make some changes because 7.7 is still way too complex for students who should be 

accessing-- who are accessing the PASA or eligible to access the PASA. So here are some considerations 

we need to think about: our core vocabulary, complexity of sentences, and our language concepts. So 

we made some changes. And we went back and we looked at our vocabulary that we wanted to 

consider. Remember everything that we highlighted before? And we even added a few more. We added 

"oceans." We added "world." We added "circle." We just put a lot of them in there that we wanted to 

think about. And then we went to the Learner's Dictionary. And I know Elizabeth showed you that and 

talked about that. And we went to Weather. And we found "hurricane" in there. And we thought, "Well 



that's going to help us get some core vocabulary there." And we could look at some of the vocabulary 

that's listed on the slide. And we got a definition of a hurricane, which is a large, powerful storm. Okay, 

here's something maybe we could start working with when we think about reducing the complexity, as 

Elizabeth told us and shared with us with photosynthesis. So maybe it's too large and maybe there are 

some ways that we can pull in some vocabulary that's familiar and frequently used that would provide 

the understanding for the student. And the student would be able to answer literal questions, in 

addition to identifying some details. And maybe we just limit the details.  

So we revised it. And we revised it to this. We changed some pieces here. We kept the word "hurricane" 

in at the most complex level, but we added instead of "develop," they are really large storms that 

"start." We used a more common word. We reduced our sentences. We kept one thought in a sentence. 

We changed the name from Ashley to Ann. "Ann" can be based on student familiarity. We picked 

something short, something common and familiar. And we broke the complex sentences into two 

sentences. So "Each hurricane name uses a different letter." It's not all one sentence with commas. And 

the final sentence was reduced in complexity. And we removed information about the clouds moving in 

a circle around the point, as the word "move" appeared too complex and it required a lot of background 

knowledge with clouds. So unless we were using something with multiple meaning, we would -- we 

wouldn't keep the word "move" in there. And we did keep the final sentences about "Hurricanes have 

an eye ..." We would consider the student's understanding of the word "eye," and use this as maybe a 

place to teach another piece of alternate eligible content. And we would ensure that our instruction 

included assessment and instructional delivery that ensured that the student understood what this 

meant. Does that make sense? 

So we went back and we checked the readability of this particular -- our change. And we came in at a 

4.5. Probably still a little bit high, but much better. Much better. And if we're basing it on what our 

student already knows and can do, we're much closer to what it is we want to teach. We've maintained 

the grade-appropriate topic and we were able to reduce it. So there might be other ways, based on the 

student or students, that this could be reduced and still fall, you know, in the 4th grade or high-3rd 

grade level. But we know this would be for the most complex content. So if we needed to reduce this 

even further, here's an idea of how we did this.  

And now we're going to kind of just walk you through some examples. And we encourage you to go back 

and look at these in greater depth after the webinar. But in lieu of time we're just going to keep you 

moving here. Again, we had to think about core vocabulary, sentence complexity, and language 

concepts. We definitely reduced some things in here. We took out the piece about the eye. We defined 

hurricanes. We didn't use the word "hurricane" initially; we talked about them as big storms. So think 

about what you might notice in the changes of the vocabulary.  

And one of the things we would do at this modification level is we would start thinking about adding 

some visuals or objects. Depending on what the student -- how the student accesses symbols, we would 

definitely be taking a look at that. So look at this with some symbols and visuals added. Same context, 

but now we're going to add, "Big storms start in an ocean." This kind of looks like a stormy start to an 

ocean. We're talking about letters. "Big storms are called hurricanes." We've got a picture of a 

hurricane. And, "They are special because they have a center." So no we actually have an aerial view of a 

hurricane where you can show that piece in the center. And then we also have an option -- is we went to 

YouTube and we found a, like, less than two minute clip of an actual hurricane. So you want to ensure 



the student understands that as we transfer that thought of "Big storms are hurricanes," we might use 

an actual video or a clip. 

Readability. We came in at a 2.5 with this. So we're definitely reducing the complexity even more, 

without losing too much of the content. And again, we often recommend that we pair the original 

content with our modified version as well.  

What are some things you noticed about the vocabulary? We reduced this even further for our least 

complex, and you could probably even reduce it more. Think about the sentence complexity. What's 

changed here? We used "big storms" instead of "hurricanes." We define it at the very end. We don't 

have any reference to the center. We really are just having students understand what a hurricane is.  

We reference that storms have names. That's a detail about it. And that some storms are called 

hurricanes. 

You can use names that are familiar to a student. We picked a couple names here that are very short 

and simple and familiar and common. But use things that are common to the student.  

Ensure the student knows what a storm is. You may want to replace "storms." You know, "big storms," 

you know, you might include, like, rain and wind if the students are familiar with that. Or "lots of rain." 

Or "a lot of rain." So we can make sure the student understands what it is that we're talking about. 

Consider your core vocabulary, your sentence complexity, your language concepts, your readability, and 

again, add some visuals and objects. We're going to really keep the complexity of the visuals and objects 

down. Again, line drawings may be where you need to go depending on the symbol use of the student 

or objects. If they need to touch water to understand that water comes with storms, then have water 

there. Use your videos. Use things that you know the student is -- is a way that students take the 

information in. Here are some samples of what we used. You could use an actual picture of someone. 

Someone familiar to the student and put their name above it. What you want to do is make sure the 

student is making some understanding and comprehension. Help your students understand the word 

"name" if possible. You know? So that that's why we put the name above the student. So you want to 

ensure that the students are understanding the text that you're using.  

So when we check the readability, again, of this one. It dropped again to a 1.7. So we're getting more in 

the ballpark of what we need to be looking at, and to know that we're on the right page. But again, you 

want to customize this to your students. 

Moving on. There are some tools out there -- these are tools that will get you started. For the kind of 

complexity that we're looking at, at particularly the mid- and least-complex level, this may start you. But 

you're probably going to have to reduce further. But we didn't -- we would be remiss if we didn't share 

with you these resources that are out there. There's Text Compactor and there's one called Rewordify. 

These are some tools, sample tools, and we're sure that there are probably more available for you. 

This is what -- a screenshot of what Text Compactor looks like. We took some text from "The Great 

Gatsby." Put it in. You can slide to set the percentage of text to keep in the summary. And at 50%, down 

below is what we got as a summary. Again, when I looked at these words I said, "Whoa. I would have to 

probably reduce that complexity even more." But it would get me started. 



Rewordify. This is a screenshot of what that looks like when you come up. These are all free and 

available for you out there on the web. So you would do the same thing. You know, copy and paste your 

text in, click Rewordify Text, and it will come up with a reduction of complexity. 

So we're going to leave you with -- we're going to show you just some samples. These are samples. 

These are -- this may be text you would select, maybe not. And we selected literature this time, because 

literature is not something we've typically gone to for students who take the PASA. But it is implicitly 

important, as determined by the stakeholders of Pennsylvania, that we now have alternate eligible 

content that references literature. So we need to expose students to literature that would be grade-

appropriate for them. And these are just some samples; samples of how we would suggest possibly 

modifying it. 

We started first with Grade 3-4. We picked a favorite book, "Charlotte's Web." And just a little excerpt 

from it. And in the excerpt, we have some dialogue that goes back and forth that is really -- sometimes 

can be more difficult. But we know -- and I know Elizabeth has suggested that that may be something, 

like, you could act out, or you and your Paraprofessional, so that the students understand that two 

different people are talking. This -- what you're seeing on the slide, is the original text from the story in 

chapter one. It kind of sets the stage for what happens in the whole story.  

When we think about at the most complex level of content, we don't give a whole lot of picture support. 

You can give a little bit to help the student understand the contextual piece of the story. And in this 

particular case, the complexity was reduced some. You can act it out with puppets to help them. And in 

this case, when we checked the readability, the readability -- whoops -- the readability of this 

modification was a 3.1. So it's kind of close to grade-level. You may want to reduce that even more, 

depending on what your student's background knowledge is.  

We left the word "runt" in there on purpose, thinking that it would be a great vocabulary or unknown 

word that you could use alternate eligible content that directly speaks to that. However, you may want 

to substitute that based upon your student, and bring that readability level down. Even at the most 

complex level. We did keep in some of the dialogue with that, and kept the dialogue a little more 

complex. 

At the modification at the mid-complexity level, again, you would act it out with puppets or with a Para. 

And we wanted to add some picture support for the student. "Where's Papa going with that ax?" So let's 

make sure they understand what that ax is.  

"Out to the hog house. Some baby pigs were born." In this case we used a digital photo.  

"I don't see why he needs an ax." And Fern is thinking. She doesn't understand something. Rather than a 

picture of an ax with a line through it, which is really an adult symbol, students don't necessarily know 

that. So you have to think about it and be very thoughtful about what that piece of content is getting 

across.  

And mom says, "One of the pigs is too small, so your father has decided to do away with it." So a picture 

of a small pig. 

So modification 3, again, you would still be acting it out with puppets or a Para. I mean, this is 3rd grade, 

so that it would be appropriate. If the point of the alternate eligible content is inferencing or vocabulary, 



you may need to use soft language. When we think about at that very end -- so, "Where's Papa going 

with that ax?" Now we actually have, like, a man carrying an ax.  

"Out to where the hogs live." So we want to make sure the students understand hogs and a house and 

where they live.  

"Some babies were born." And this is where your soft language, you know, such as "get rid of it" or 

"make it go away." But for some students, we may have to be direct and if we're going to literal or 

details, we want to use concrete language, such as "So your father will -- it's very small, it's very weak, 

your father will have to kill it." So we would put that in there. And that's just the reality of that story. 

>> Mm-hm. We just want to watch figurative language and make sure that our students have that 

conceptual understanding of figurative language. And if it's not part of the alternate eligible content, 

then we want to reduce the figurative language and make it literal for our students. 

>> The readability of this particular piece of content is 1.7. And that should read Least Complex at the 

top. Not Mid-Complex. 

Grade 6-8, we're going to take a look at "Tom Sawyer." I mean, you saw it; you could get it there on Tar 

Heel Reader. It's -- you could get it out there at CAST Book Builder. But if you wanted to take a piece of 

it, that you're looking for specific piece of alternate eligible content, and you need to reduce it. This is 

the original text here from  chapter two of "The Glorious White Washer." And our first modification, our 

most complex, we're going to use a picture of the white washer of course. It's a picture of the story to 

help support reading the text. But we don't use a lot of visuals at this level of complexity. So remember 

this is Grade 6-8. And this is the text. And when we check the readability it was 3.0. So we've reduced 

the complexity from the 6th grade level. 

At mid complexity, again we're going to add some visuals. We're going to reduce the complexity of the 

vocabulary, the complexity of the sentences. We're going to use things -- pictures that the student 

would be familiar of. Again, "He thought about all the fun things he wanted to do today." We didn't 

want to throw a whole bunch of fun things in there because it was really that he was thinking. "Then he 

was sad." "His friends would laugh at him." "They saw him working and they were not working, but 

having fun." There's that original picture again. And "The thought made him mad." In this particular 

case, the readability was a 1.0. It was reduced much further.  

And at the least complex, and that should say the Least Complex at the top, "Tom was tired." We used a 

picture that shows someone sleeping. "He thought about all the fun things he wanted to do and it made 

him sad." An actual picture, as opposed to an icon. "Soon his friends would walk by." Again, the picture 

from the original story. And "They would make fun of him ..." A picture. "The thought made him mad." 

Again, 6-8 so we were trying to use as much appropriate pictures as possible. So the student's symbol 

knowledge, we know digital pictures are easier than line drawings. We're going to think about student's 

symbol knowledge, as opposed to adult symbol knowledge. We're going to think about background 

knowledge. So we may need to use -- if there's poor background knowledge, we may need to use some 

video, some actual objects, maybe some sound effects. Of someone sad. Sound effects of someone 

who's mad. Sound effects of people laughing. And avoid overuse of pictures. Pick the big idea of the 

sentence. 



So we're going to take a look now at our high school example, "The Great Gatsby." We talked about that 

before. You can find that out there on Tar Heel Reader. What's really nice about "The Great Gatsby" is it 

has two themes. And I mentioned that before. And in the high school alternate eligible content, they are 

having students identify two themes. So here's a piece of content from chapter three. This is the original 

text, obviously, with a lot of vocabulary that would be very complex for students who take the PASA. But 

they could still understand the intent of this story. 

So at the most complex, we reduced the complexity down to "... hearing music from the house next 

door." "By the water," which is a more complex sentence. "People were swimming, laying in the sun, or 

taking a ride in fancy boats." This was a 4.4, and you can still reduce it more if you need to for your 

students at the most complex level and keep that content in. But this was our first attempt. 

In the mid complex, here we're going to add some video -- I mean, some footage of pictures to help with 

understanding and comprehension. So "I could hear music." "People in the garden drinking." "Saw 

water." "People swimming and riding in boats." And again, we've reduced the complexity to a 

readability of about a 2.5. 

And modification 3. Again, least complex. Cross that out on your slide and write in Least Complex. "I 

heard a song." We're going to have actual pictures. "Saw people in a garden." We're going to actually 

have someone in a garden. "Saw water" -- and notice it's a fancy people in the garden. Because fancy 

was brought in there, but we're going to just imply that in the picture and not necessarily use the word. 

"I saw water." "Saw people swimming." "Saw boats in the water." So we teased that apart and kept that 

separate. Readability brought us down to a 1.0 in that least complex. 

Some additional considerations. We're going to go back -- we just gave you some literature examples. 

Informational text, we know, can include magazine articles, newspapers. But we would also ensure, you 

know, and tell you that you will probably need to reduce the complexity in those as well. If you're using 

those and they have not already been reduced. You want to consider your core vocabulary, high-

frequency words when reducing the complexity. Even when you're using recipes. When you're reading 

posters and flyers. Or having students -- especially if you're using posters or flyers -- making connections 

with the pictures that are often on those flyers and posters to help understand the meaning of those. 

Because not always when you're in the community are those things going to be reduced in complexity. 

So you may be using some other strategies to help the students understand what those mean. 

>> If you're using recipes, look at the language concepts of the directions in the recipes and make sure 

that they're reduced to the language level that a child understands of those directions. So if they are 

working on one-step directions, if you're using recipes, ensure that there are only one-step directions in 

that text. 

>> So our learner's outcomes today were we're going to define what grade-appropriate text was and 

some considerations. We were going to identify some examples of where to locate grade-appropriate 

text and considerations for selecting text. And we need to identify a variety of ways to modify text and 

reduce complexity. And we gave you lots of different ways to think about it today. And resources to use 

to help yourself reduce that complexity. And please don't forget to bring in your resource folks, your SLP 

if possible, or other members of the IEP team to assist with this process. And once you get some 

modifications and adaptations down, you will have some things that you will have some samples that 

you will be able to use in years to come. 



Our reviewers today included Karen Brady, who is with us in PaTTAN but works in with MTSS in Reading 

and Literacy. Elizabeth, of course. Elizabeth Christopher, who's our State Lead with Speech and 

Language. And Dr. Dellegratto, who is a consultant who took the time to review this and provide some 

very valuable input. We thank all of these folks.  

Our next webinar is April 27th, 2016. The viewing window will now open at 3:00pm on April 27th and 

close at 8:00am on April 28th. And our content topic will be: Tips for Reducing Complexity. When we 

think about essentialization, we're finding there are some really nice tips, kind of, like, little things to 

help you that are consistent across the complexity ideas for ELA/Reading and Math. So don't miss that. 

It's going to be a good one.  

Thank you so much. We're going to share our contact information. And then there also will be a code at 

the end if you would like to copy down the code and then answer the survey questions, we will be 

happy to ensure that you get a certificate of completion for the hours that you complete of this series. 

Thank you very much. Have a great day. 


