
1

Accelerated Reader and the  
Common Core State Standards:  
English Language Arts

In June 2010, the National Governor’s Association and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), 
along with education and business groups, were successful in releasing Common Core State Standards for 
English Language Arts and Mathematics. An unparalleled level of cooperation and support went into these  
Standards, and 48 states have already adopted or agreed to adopt the Standards.  

Why has this effort succeeded when previous efforts to develop common standards have not? Because an 
unprecedented number of students are graduating only to find themselves unprepared for college or careers, 
or worse yet, not graduating at all. The Standards were developed to establish high standards for all students, 
regardless of the state where they happen to reside, in order to prepare them for the demands of college and 
careers in a global economy.  

Critical to the success of all children, as evidenced by the Standards and the accompanying Appendices, is 
the ability to read and comprehend many different types of text of increasing difficulty. Accelerated Reader is 
a concrete way to help students meet the Standards. By guiding students to appropriate books, incorporating 
daily reading practice into the school day, setting individualized reading practice goals, and monitoring  
progress toward those goals in AR, students will succeed and grow. Accelerated Reader’s instant reporting 
helps teachers monitor progress and quickly identify students who may need assistance, and Renaissance 
Home Connect keeps parents informed so they can easily support their children’s reading practice at home.  

The following pages provide more information on how Accelerated Reader can support your efforts to  
implement the Common Core State Standards and ensure that all your students are prepared for college  
and career. 

For more information on the Common Core State Standards, visit: http://corestandards.org/   
For more information on Accelerated Reader, visit: http://www.renlearn.com/ar/  



Accelerated Reader and the Common Core State Standards

Emphasis What the CCSS Say What AR Does

Reading a Variety 
of Texts

“Through reading a diverse array of  
classic and contemporary literature as well 
as challenging informational texts in a 
range of subjects, students are expected 
to build knowledge, gain insights,  
explore possibilities, and broaden  
their perspective.”1

With more than 140,000 quizzes ranging 
from contemporary fiction and classics 
and to more than 60,000 nonfiction titles, 
AR offers reading practice for nearly any 
title chosen. These selections can be 
searched in the AR BookFinder online 
database, making it possible to match  
students with texts that reflect their  
interests and abilities.

Understanding 
Text Complexity

Appendix A focuses on text complexity,  
why it matters, how text complexity can be 
measured, and how it can be included as  
a part of instruction. “One of the key  
requirements of the Common Core State 
Standards for Reading is that all students 
must be able to comprehend texts of 
steadily increasing complexity as they 
progress through school.”2(p.2)  

AR offers Reading Practice Quizzes  
ranging from a grade equivalent (GE)  
of less than 1.0 to 16.0. Interest levels, 
available for every title, are an indicator of 
the content of the book and are grouped 
in categories including Lower Grades 
(K-3), Middle Grades (4-8), Middle Grades 
Plus (6-8), and Upper Grades (9-12). 
Teachers are able to scaffold reading 
experiences so students are able to move 
comfortably from easier to more complex 
texts, as suggested by the Standards.

Monitoring Text 
Complexity

“While the reading demands of college,  
workforce training programs, and  
citizenship have held steady or risen over 
the past fifty years or so, K-12 texts have, 
if anything, become less demanding.  
This finding is the key impetus behind the 
Standards’ strong emphasis on increasing 
text complexity as a key requirement in 
reading.”2(p.2)  

A unique feature offered by AR is Reader 
Certification. As a student progresses 
through more complex texts, the program 
establishes easy-to-understand levels that 
represent the student’s current status and 
transitions, such as moving from picture 
books to chapter books. Reader 
Certification encourages students to 
broaden their reading experiences by 
attempting books that are challenging, yet 
within their zone of proximal development.

Using Readability 
Formulas

Readability formulas provide educators 
with an approximation of difficulty of a  
particular text based on differing factors. 
ATOS is one such example. “Other  
readability formulas also exist, such as  
the ATOS formula associated with the 
Accelerated Reader program developed 
by Renaissance Learning.  ATOS uses 
word difficulty (estimated grade level), 
word length, sentence length, and text 
length (measured in words) as its factors.  
Like the Lexile Framework, ATOS puts  
students and texts on the same  
scale.” 2(p.7)

Every book with an AR quiz includes an 
ATOS book level and an interest level 
(based on a book’s content) to help  
students make informed book selections. 
ATOS book levels are reported in a user-
friendly GE score. For example, a reading 
level of 5.4 translates to “fifth year, fourth 
month,” meaning that the vocabulary and 
text of the book are generally familiar to 
students at that grade equivalent.
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Using Accelerated Reader with the Common Core State Standards
The chart below examines the key topics emphasized in the Common Core State Standards and how  
Accelerated Reader can assist educators in implementing the Standards.



3

Accelerated Reader and the Common Core State Standards

Emphasis What the CCSS Say What AR Does

Exemplars of 
Reading Text 
Complexity, 
Quality, and 
Range

Appendix B includes exemplars of  
reading text complexity, quality, and range 
that serve as examples of the type and 
breadth of texts students in which  
students in each grade band should be 
engaged. These texts are intended to 
serve as examples rather than a required 
reading list.3

The text exemplars included in the 
Standards are very diverse, ranging from 
read-alouds and poetry to complex  
informational texts and speech excerpts. 
Nearly half of the exemplar texts have an 
Accelerated Reader quiz. Some of the 
remaining texts do not lend themselves to 
AR Reading Practice Quizzes.

Comprehension

Research indicates that there is a high  
correlation between literal and inferential  
comprehension. A 2006 ACT study cited 
in Appendix A says, “that a pedagogy 
focused only on “higher-order” or “critical” 
thinking was insufficient to ensure that  
students were reading for college  
and careers.”2(p.3) 

AR Quizzes are designed to measure  
how well students understand and recall 
what they read. A study that examined 
reading data from more than 6,000 
schools showed that students in schools 
that used AR did significantly better on 
both standardized and performance-
based assessments designed to measure 
critical thinking.4 This suggests that  
the knowledge on which AR Quizzes  
are based builds a foundation for  
critical reading and provides the  
background knowledge needed for  
higher-order thinking.

Independent 
Reading Practice

“Although numerous factors likely  
contribute to the decline in reading, it is 
reasonable to conclude from the evidence 
presented that the deterioration in overall 
ability, abetted by a decline in K-12 text 
complexity and a lack of focus on  
independent reading of complex texts,  
is a contributing factor.”2(p.4)

A key feature of AR is that it promotes 
guided independent reading practice at 
an appropriate level. By allowing students 
to select titles of interest to them and  
then providing immediate feedback,  
AR motivates students to increase both  
the breadth of their reading and  
the complexity.

Read Alouds and 
Read Withs

“It is particularly important that students  
in the earliest grades build knowledge 
through being read to as well as through 
reading, with the balance gradually  
shifting to reading independently. By  
reading a story or nonfiction selection 
aloud, teachers allow children to  
experience written language without the 
burden of decoding, granting them access 
to content that they may not be able to 
read and understand by themselves.”2(p. 27)

The versatility of AR and its compatibility  
with the Standards is evident in the early 
grades. Teachers and students may 
choose how students interact with a  
book: Read To, Read With, and Read 
Independently (TWI). The program allows 
teachers to run a TWI Report to monitor all 
types of reading practice. In addition, 
Recorded Voice Quizzes read the question 
and answer choices to a student who has 
listened to a book read aloud.

Informational 
Texts

Current instructional practice does not  
do enough to facilitate the independent 
reading of complex texts, particularly  
informational texts, despite the fact that 
sustained exposure to expository text, is 
the most common reading requirement in 
college and the workforce.2(p. 3) 

Nearly half of the 140,000 AR quizzes are  
on nonfiction titles. This wide range of  
informational texts makes it easy for  
reading teachers as well as content  
area specialists to incorporate nonfiction 
reading practice into the curriculum.
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Emphasis What the CCSS Say What AR Does

Content Area 
Reading

“These standards also ensure students are 
being prepared to read, write, and 
research across the curriculum, including 
in history and science. These goals can 
be achieved by ensuring that teachers in 
other disciplines are also focusing on 
reading and writing to build knowledge 
within their subject areas.”5

Because AR provides quizzes for such  
a wide-range of titles, it’s easy for  
content-area teachers as well as reading 
teachers to incorporate content area  
reading through genres such as historical 
fiction, informational texts, and expository 
texts. Books can be selected so  
students are challenged with texts of 
appropriate difficulty.

Pleasure Reading

“Students need opportunities to  
stretch their reading abilities but also to 
experience the satisfaction and pleasure 
of easy, fluent reading within them, both of 
which the Standards allow for.”2(p. 9)

With over 140,000 quizzes, AR is a rich 
resource for students and teachers. 
Among the collection is a broad selection 
of popular contemporary literature so there 
are books of interest to all students to  
promote independent reading practice.

Vocabulary 

“Although direct study of language is 
essential to student progress, most  
word learning occurs indirectly and  
unconsciously through normal reading, 
writing, listening, and speaking (Miller, 
1999; Nagy, Anderson, & Herman, 
1987).”2(p. 32)

AR’s 10,000+ Vocabulary Practice Quizzes 
allow students to preview critical words 
before reading and then encounter them  
in context while reading. Once a book  
has been read, students review their 
vocabulary list and then take the  
corresponding Vocabulary Practice Quiz.

Research and 
Evidence Based

Evidence and research-based criteria 
have been set by states, through their 
national organizations’ CCSSO and the 
NGA Center.6

AR is supported by 164 scientific research 
studies and reviews. Of those, 138 are  
independent research studies and 25 are  
peer reviewed studies.

1 http://www.corestandards.org/about-the-standards/key-points-in-english-language-arts
2 http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_A.pdf
3 http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf
4  Paul, T. (1996) Impact of the Accelerated Reader on overall academic achievement and school attendance. Madison, WI: The Institute for Academic Excellence.
5 http://corestandards.org/about-the-standards/myths-vs-facts
6 http://corestandards.org/frequently-asked-questions
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The Common Core State Standards Model of Text Complexity
The Common Core State Standards Appendix A: Research Supporting Key Elements of the Standards  
places a heavy emphasis on the importance of text complexity. The Standards define a three-part model  
for determining how easy or difficult a particular text is to read. These three-parts are outlined below.

Qualitative dimensions of text complexity:  
Those aspects of text complexity best measured by an attentive human reader, such as levels of meaning or 
purpose; structure; language conventionality and clarity; and knowledge demands.2 (p. 4) 

In AR, every text is given an interest level that is based on content—the book’s themes and 
ideas—and indicates for which age group a book is appropriate.

Quantitative dimensions of text complexity:  
Those aspects of text complexity, such as word length or frequency, sentence length, and text cohesion,  
that are difficult if not impossible, for a human reader to evaluate efficiently, especially in long texts, and are 
typically measured by computer software.2 (p. 4) 

AR uses the ATOS readability formula as its quantitative measure. ATOS levels are based 
on a book’s average sentence length, average word length, vocabulary grade level and the 
number of words in a book and provided as a user-friendly grade equivalent score.

Reader and task considerations: 
Variables specific to particular readers (such as motivation, knowledge, and experiences) and to particular 
tasks (such as purpose and the complexity of the task assigned and the questions posed) must be  
considered when determining whether a text is appropriate for a given student. Such assessments are  
best made by teachers employing their professional judgment, experience, and knowledge of their students 
and the subject.2 (p. 4)

Qualita
tive Quantitative

Reader and Task



Common Core State Standards Grade Bands  
with ZPD Ranges and Interest Levels
In Accelerated Reader, each student is provided with a Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) based on  
his/her Grade Equivalent (GE) score from STAR Reading or any other standardized test. Books within a  
student’s ZPD range allow the student to be challenged without being frustrated.

Every book with an Accelerated Reader quiz is given an Interest Level. Interest Levels are based on the  
content of the book—the maturity of the book’s themes and ideas. Interest Levels are determined by  
recommendations of the publisher and/or literary book reviews by professional organizations. However, the 
final decision on whether the content of a book is appropriate for a particular child is left to parents, school 
librarians, and teachers based on their knowledge of the child. Accelerated Reader uses four Interest Levels: 
Lower Grades (LG—K-3 ), Middle Grades (MG—4-8), Middle Grades Plus (MG+—6-8), and Upper Grades 
(UG—9-12).

Keep in mind that these ZPDs are guidelines and interest levels are for students who are at grade level.   
You can determine a ZPD based on specific student by entering a GE score from any standardized test into 
Renaissance Learning’s AR Goal Calculator available at http://argoals.renlearn.com/.  

The CCSS grade bands can easily work with the Accelerated Reader program. The chart below provides a 
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) range and Interest Level for each grade band. 

Common Core State Standards Grade Bands with ZPD Ranges and Interest Levels

CCSS Grade Bands
Renaissance 

Recommended  
ZPD Ranges* 

Interest Levels

K-1 1.0-2.5 Lower Grades (K-3)

2-3 2.0-4.0 Lower Grades (K-3)

4-5 3.0-5.7 Middle Grades (4-6)

6-8 4.0-8.0 Middle Grades (4-6)
Middle Grades Plus (6-8)

9-10 4.6-10.0 Upper Grades (9-12)

11-CCR 4.8-12.0 Upper Grades (9-12)

*  These recommendations are for a student performing at grade level.  Each student’s unique reading level should be considered when setting a  
student’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD).  
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At the lower end of the grade bands, it’s common for books to have a higher ATOS book level because books 
are often used as read-alouds at that level. Notice that in many cases, the ATOS book level is lower than 
the grade band, particularly as the grade levels increase. The broad readability range at the higher grades 
reflects the varied texts to which students should be exposed, including those with low readability yet higher-
level content and themes. Most reading material is written at a level below 6.0.  

Examples of Text Exemplars Taken from Appendix B:  
Text Exemplars and Sample Performance Tasks
The Common Core State Standards Appendix B: Text Exemplars and Sample Performance Tasks provides 
hundreds of examples of texts identified as being exemplar in the following categories: stories, poetry,  
read-aloud stories (K-3), read-aloud poetry (K-3), informational texts, read-aloud informational texts (K-3),  
and drama (6-12). Below are examples of the types of texts included in Appendix B along with ATOS book 
level and interest level information.

Grade 
Band

Title/Author (Copyright)
Fiction/

Nonfiction
ATOS Book 

Level
Interest Level

K Kitten’s First Full Moon
By Kevin Henkes (2004) F 2.3 Lower Grades (K-3)

K My Five Senses
By Alidi (1962) NF 2.0 Lower Grades (K-3)

1 Hi! Fly Guy
By Tedd Arnold (2006) F 1.5 Lower Grades (K-3)

1 Starfish 
By Edith Thacher Hurd (1962) NF 2.3 Lower Grades (K-3)

2-3 Tops and Bottoms
By Janet Stevens (1995) F 3.2 Lower Grades (K-3)

2-3 The Story of Ruby Bridges 
By Robert Coles (1995) NF 4.4 Lower Grades (K-3)

4-5 The Black Stallion
By Walter Farley (1941) F 5.2 Middle Grades (4-8)

4-5 Hurricanes: Earth’s Mightiest Storms
By Patricia Lauber (1996) NF 6.0 Middle Grades (4-8)

6-8 Dragonwings
By Laurence Yep (1975) F 5.3 Middle Grades Plus 

(6-8)

6-8
Harriet Tubman: Conductor on the 
Underground Railroad
By Ann Petry (1955)

NF 6.6 Middle Grades (4-8)

9-10 Fahrenheit 451
By Ray Bradbury (1953) F 5.2 Upper Grades (9-12)

9-10 The Gettysburg Address
By Abraham Lincoln (1863) NF 4.3 Middle Grades (4-8)

11-CCR* Their Eyes Were Watching God
By Zora Neale Hurston (1937) F 5.6 Upper Grades (9-12)

11-CCR* Walden
By Henry David Thoreau (1854) NF 8.7 Upper Grades (9-12)

* College and Career Ready (CCR)
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