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The Book Thief  
Markus Zusak 

•   
• As you are reading pages 3-

8, jot down all of the 
problems students may 
encounter  with this text. 

• Share your observations 
with your group. How 
much overlap did you have 
with other members of the 
group? 



The Problem 
• National Assessment of Educational Progress 

– 33% of fourth grade students and 24% of eighth grade 
students score below a basic level of reading 
comprehension (NAEP, 2011) 

• Only 50% of high school students are ready for college-
level reading (ACT, 2005) 

• Performance on complex text distinguishes students 
who are ready for college and those who are less ready 

• Two year gap in text complexity between last year of 
high school and first year of college 

• Decline in text complexity over the past few decades  
 

  
 

 



Why do students struggle? 

Lower levels of 
reading ability, 

motivation, and low 
reading volume  

 Reader 

Texts are often not 
complex enough to 
foster growth or are 

mismatched to 
learners 

Text 

Instruction is 
mismatched to the 

reader; for 
comprehension 
often consists of 

testing, not teaching 
comprehension 

Task/Activity 



The Simple View of Reading  
(Gough & Tunmer, 1986; Hoover & Gough, 1990) 

– Four Types of Readers 
• Good readers 

• Struggling readers due to poor decoding  

• Struggling readers due to poor comprehension 

• Struggling readers due to both poor decoding and 
comprehension 

– Must identify why a student is struggling in reading  

– Must consider students’ word recognition skills, 
comprehension skills, and fluency when selecting texts  

 

Reading = Decoding X Listening Comprehension 



Components of Reading 

Ability   

• Processes 
– Lexical processes (decoding/syntax) 
– Inference making 
– Comprehension monitoring 
– Working memory  

• Knowledge  
– Word meanings (vocabulary/mental lexicon) 
– Domain knowledge 

- Perfetti, Marron, & Foltz (1996) 



Processing Ability 

• Phonological Processing & Word Recognition 

•Working Memory  
• Working memory is the amount of information that can be 

temporarily stored and manipulated  

• Verbal working memory correlates with comprehension 
(Daneman & Carpenter, 1980; Just & Carpenter, 1992)  

• Readers with working memory deficits have less capacity to 
keep earlier information in temporary storage 

 



Comprehension Monitoring 

& Engagement 

• Standard for coherence  

– Determines the extent the reader will engage in the text (Perfetti, 

Oakhill, & Landi, 2005) 

• Low tolerance for inconsistencies 

– The reader must want to actively search for meaning by 

investing mental effort (Cain & Oakhill, 1998; see Kispal, 2008) 

• Struggling readers are passive in their reading and 

demand less consistency  



Knowledge Networks 



Vocabulary 

A Word for That 
There’s a word for that… 

It’s on the tip of my tongue. Actually its underneath it 
and has been there since I was young.  

There’s a word for that… 

But I don’t seem to know it. 

What does it start with… 

A word for that…  

Although I wouldn’t quote, 

it likely stops my tongue from disappearing 

 down my throat.  

A word for that… 

I’d sound so smart if I only knew… 

A word for that… 

Perhaps you do?” 

       - Barenaked Ladies, Snack Time 

 



Vocabulary  
(Funkink & DeGlopper, 1998; Anderson & Freebody, 1981) 

• There are about 88,500 distinct words in printed school 
English 

• Children learn 1,000-3,000 words per year (about 10-15 per 
day) 

• Direct vocabulary instruction accounts for 10-12 words per 
week (300-400 per year) 

• So, how are we learning all of these words? 

 



Major Sources of Language  
 
Rare Words per 1000 

Scientific articles 128.0 

Newspapers 68.3 

Magazines 65.7 

Comic books 53.5 

Adult books 52.7 

Children’s books 30.9 

Cartoons 30.8 

Expert witness testimony 28.4 

Prime-time adult TV 22.7 

Adult speech 17.3 

Sesame Street 2.0 

Adapted from Hayes & Ahrens, 1988 



The Extent of Rare Words in  Children’s Books   

• Words found in llama llama red pajama by Anna Dewdney 

– Tune 

– Fret 

– Whimpers 

– Moan 

– Tizzy 

• Challenge: Look through a storybook  

– What kinds of words do you find? 

– How many would you consider outside of most children’s oral 
language? 

 



Reading Volume: Differences in Amount of 

Independent Reading 

%ile Minutes Per Day Words Read Per Year 

98 65.0 4,358,000 

90 21.1 1,823,000 

80 14.2 1,146,000 

70 9.6 622,000 

60 6.5 432,000 

50 4.6 282,000 

40 3.2 200,000 

30 1.3 106,000 

20 .7 21,000 

10 .1 8,000 

2 0.0 0 

Adapted from Anderson, Wilson, and Fielding (1988) 



COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS 



Instructional Shifts with the K-12 Common Core 
  English Language Arts 

• Standard 10 focuses on regular practice with 
complex text and academic language 

– Standards highlight the complexity of the texts 
students must be ready to read to face the 
demands of college and careers 

– Staircase of text complexity – consider level of 
academic vocabulary and syntax 

– Build knowledge through rich informational texts 

 

 



Features of Text Complexity 
(CCSS, Appendix A) 

Qualitative 

• Levels of 
meaning 

• Structure 

• Language 

• Knowledge 

Quantitative 

• Readability 

Reader & Task 

• Motivation 

• Knowledge 

• Experience 

• Purpose of 
task 

• Complexity of 
the task or 
questions  



Which text is more complex? 

Lincoln was shaken by the presidency. 
Back in Springfield, politics had been a 
sort of exhilarating game; but in the 
White House, politics was power, and 
power was responsibility. Never before 
had Lincoln held executive office. In 
public life he had always been an 
insignificant legislator whose votes 
were cast in concert with others and 
whose decisions in themselves had 
neither finality nor importance. As 
President he might consult with others, 
but innumerable grave decisions were 
in the end his own, and with them came 
a burden of responsibility terrifying in 
its dimensions. 

According to those who knew him, 
Lincoln was a man of many faces. In 
repose, he often seemed sad and 
gloomy.  But when he began to speak, 
his expression changed. “The dull, 
listless features dropped like a mask,” 
said a Chicago newspaperman. “The 
eyes began to sparkle, the mouth to 
smile, the whole countenance was 
wreathed in animation, so that a 
stranger would have said, ‘Why, this 
man, so angular and solemn a moment 
ago, is really handsome.’” 
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Quantitative Measures: Readability  
• Features often considered 

– Syntax 
– Vocabulary 

• Current & Popular Methods 
– Flesch-Kincaid  

• word length and sentence length 

– Dale-Chall  
• word frequency and sentence length 

– Lexiles  
• word frequency and sentence length 

– ATOS  
• word difficulty, word length, sentence length, and text length 

– Coh-Metrix  
• cohesiveness of a text 

 



Staircase of Text Complexity with 
Lexiles 
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Texts, Lexiles, and Grade Levels 

 

 

 



 

 

 
400L G. K-1 560L G. 2-3 680L G. 3-4 730L G. 4-5 

680L G. 3-4 780L G. 4-5 920L G. 6-8 1250L G. 12 



Lexile Ranges by Grade Level 

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 

11-12 1070L-1220L 1185L-1385L 

Source: www.lexile.com 



Texts, Lexiles, and Grade Levels 

• Exemplars – Appendix B CCSS  

www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf 

 

 

 

http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf


Using Quantitative Measures 

Advantages 
• Objective 

• Computer generated 

• Metric for increasing difficulty 

Disadvantages 
• Content and knowledge are not considered 

• Complex ideas may be present without complex syntax or 
vocabulary 

• May limit student choice  

• Standards may be too difficult for struggling readers to meet goals 



Teacher Expertise  

• Quantitative measures can never be used in 
isolation 

• Teachers must use their judgment to consider 
other less quantifiable features of texts 



INCREASING VOLUME, 
VOCABULARY, AND KNOWLEDGE 

Text Selection 



Multiple Text Features 

Interest 

Text 
Complexity 

Text 
Cohesion 

Layers of 
Meaning 

Sociocultural 
Aspects 

Knowledge  

Vocabulary 



Building Knowledge and Vocabulary 
through Texts  

Narrative Expository 



Considering a Themed 
Approach 

• Discuss with your partner or group 

– What are the benefits of using expository and 

narrative text based on a common theme? 

– Have you done this in the past? 

– What books have you used or could you imagine 

using with this themed approach?  

– What texts could you use with The Book Thief? 

 



Which should be read first - 
Narrative or Expository? 



Attitudes & Interests  
(McKenna & Stahl, 2009, p. 205) 

 

 

 

Attitudes 

• Worsen over time 

• Worsen more rapidly for poor 
readers 

• Girls possess more positive 
reading attitudes 

• Instructional methods can 
positively influence attitudes 

• Ethnicity by itself is not 
strongly related to reading 
attitudes 

Interests 

• Number of interests decline by 
age 

• Typical male interests are 
science, machines, sports, and 
action/adventure  

• Typical female interests 
include interpersonal 
relationships 

• Interests across gender or 
ability include humor, animals, 
and the unusual 



Interest Inventory Questions 

My Interests 

1. I like movies that… 

2. My favorite movie is… 

3. My favorite TV show is… 

4. I like books that… 

5. My favorite book is…  

6. On weekends my favorite thing to do is…. 

7. I like books about… 

8. The best thing about reading is… 

9. The worst thing about reading is… 

10. Picking out books at the library is _____________ for me.  

Adapted from McKenna & Stahl (2009) Assessment for Reading Instruction, p. 213 



Sample Interest Checklist 
Tell Me What You Like 

A = I really like it! 
B = I like it! 
C = It’s ok. 
D = I don’t really like it. 
F = I can’t stand it! 

sports UFOs  Science fiction 

animals friendship fantasy 

magic love mysteries 

jokes families Historical fiction 

monsters ocean biographies 

detectives history fiction 

ghosts drawing  non-fiction 

cooking computers graphic novels 

Other topics I really like: _______________________________________________ 

Adapted from McKenna & Stahl (2009) p. 214 



Award Winners 

Young Reader’s Choice Awards 
 http://www.pnla.org/yrca 

Newberry and Caldecott Award Winners 
 http://www.underdown.org/childrens-book-awards.htm 

Series 
 http://www.kidsreads.com/series/index.asp 
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http://www.underdown.org/childrens-book-awards.htm
http://www.underdown.org/childrens-book-awards.htm
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YALSA's Teen Book Finder 
App features include: 
• a homepage featuring three titles from the 

database, refreshed each day 
• the ability to search for books by author, 

title, award/list year, genre, by award, and 
by booklist 

• a Find It! button, that shows users where 
to find the book at a nearby library 

• a Favorites button, to create an 
individualized booklist 

• the ability to share books from the Teen 
Book Finder on Twitter and Facebook 

 



Using Lexile’s “Find a Book”  to Select 
Text 

• Use the student’s current level and interests 
to create a list of books 

• www.lexile.com 

 

http://www.lexile.com


Tips for Assisting Children in 
Choosing Texts 

• Teach young children the Five-Finger Rule 

• Consider qualitative aspects of books as well as quantitative 

• Know your students’ interests, likes, and dislikes and convey 
this information to your students 

• Relate why you think children will like certain books  

• Use award-winning books – especially awards given by 
children 

• Keep a bulletin board or compilation of student book 
suggestions 

• Spend as much time as possible previewing, discussing, or 
reading the first part of the book with students  

 



Differentiated Texts: 
Scholastic Action 

• http://action.scholastic.com/Differentiated-
Articles 

 

http://action.scholastic.com/Differentiated-Articles
http://action.scholastic.com/Differentiated-Articles
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Analyzing Texts 

 

Resources 
 Lexicool.com 

 http://www.lexicool.com/text_analyzer.asp 

 Coh-Metrix – University of Memphis 
 http://cohmetrix.memphis.edu/cohmetrixpr/index.html 
 

 

 

http://www.lexicool.com/text_analyzer.asp
http://cohmetrix.memphis.edu/cohmetrixpr/index.html


Coh-Metrix 



INSTRUCTIONAL SUPPORT 



Tips for Word Recognition & Fluency 

• Early identification and intervention 

• Systematic and explicit phonics instruction 

• Systematic and explicit sight word and fluency 
instruction 
– QuickReads by Hiebert 

• Increase volume at the student’s independent 
reading level 

• Close reading slightly above student’s 
independent reading level 

 



Tips for Vocabulary 

• Explicit instruction of vocabulary words  

– Pre-teach words  

• Explicit instruction for using context to derive 
word meaning 

• Explicit instruction on roots and affixes 

• Increase sensitivity to word consciousness 

• Increase reading volume 

 



Tips for Comprehension 
• Develop background knowledge  
• Teach students how to read and understand expository 

texts 
• Explicitly teach reading comprehension strategies and 

provide feedback  
• Teach students to monitor their comprehension 
• Teach students how to be strategic in answering 

different types of questions 
• Explicitly teach students how to navigate different 

types of text 
• Build a library based on themes 
• Increase the volume of complex texts  

 



Evidence Based Strategies  
(NRP, 2000) 

• Mental imagery and mnemonic devices 

• Comprehension monitoring 

• Curriculum plus strategies instruction, 
psycholinguistic, and listening activities 

• Graphic organizers 

• Question answering 

• Question generation 

• Story instruction 



Close Reading 
 

• Requires prompting students with text-dependent questions to 

unpack complex text and gain knowledge. 

• Students read a text repeatedly focused on different purposes 

(e.g., key ideas & details; craft & structure; integration of 

knowledge and ideas) 

• Students are taught to highlight and annotate the text 

independently and then discuss their findings  

• Text dependent questions require text-based answers,  

evidence. 

• The teacher doesn’t give the answer, but instead guides 

students through the text for information. 
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Example: Close Reading Activity 
that Promotes Monitoring 

• As they read the beginning of The Book Thief, 
have students write 10 or more questions about 
what doesn’t make sense. For example: 
– What does death have to do with chocolate? 
– Is the narrator human? 
– Why does the author use the “***” ? 
– Why would I know the narrator “soon enough”? 
– Why does the narrator “rarely find people” standing 

up? 
– How can a smell have a sound?  
– Why is the color of the sky important when the 

narrator meets people? 



Other Suggestions to Support 
Struggling Readers 

 • Teach students how to select text; allow choice 
when possible 

• Assess students’ reading levels – both in decoding 
and comprehension 

• Monitor students’ progress  

• When students struggle in decoding, but are 
good at listening comprehension  
– Provide appropriate text to practice word recognition  

– Concurrently provide other modes for students to 
development vocabulary and knowledge 

 



Tips for Whole Class Setting 
• Engage students in paired reading 
• Read aloud and discuss  

– Stories or articles that are just beyond students’ comprehension 

• Increase reading stamina 
• Require a product when assigning independent reading 

– Sticky note per page or chapter with the main idea or a 
prediction about the next section 

– Written response to the text 
– Graphic organizers  

• Story map 
• Outline 
• Venn diagram 
• Flow chart 



TECHNOLOGY 



Audio Books 

• Learning through Listening  

– www.learningthroughlistening.org 

• Bookshare www.bookshare.org 

• Audible www.audible.com 

• Recorded Books www.recordedbooks.com 

• Learning Ally www.learningally.org 

 

http://www.learningthroughlistening.org
http://www.bookshare.org
http://www.audible.com
http://www.recordedbooks.com
http://www.learningally.org


Technology 

• Text to Speech 

– Apple iOS 

• Ipad and Iphone  

– Kindle Fire HD 

• Useful features to consider 

– Annotation 

– Highlighting 

– Linked dictionaries 

 



Caveat to Using Audio Books 

• Select audio text that challenges the student’s 
comprehension level 

• Students must also read text at their reading 
level to improve their word recognition skills 
and fluency 

• Not all students prefer an audio format due to 
pacing or listening comprehension issues 



Expectations 

“The greater danger for most of us is not that 
our aim is too high and we miss it, but that it is 
too low and we reach it.”  

– Michelangelo 



RESOURCES 



Favorite Websites 

• www.textproject.org 

• www.readingrockets.org 

• www.achievethecore.org 

• www.readtennessee.org 

• www.fcrr.org (Florida Center for Reading 
Research) 

• www.corestandards.org 

• www.childrenofthecode.org 

• www.corestandards.org 
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Suggested Books for Elementary Educators 



Interesting Videos 

• Daniel Willingham 

– Teaching Content IS Teaching Reading, You Tube 

• Fisher & Frey 

– Grade 10 Close Reading 

• Tale of Two Schools, Reading Rockets 

• Semantic Gradient, Reading Rockets 

• List Group Label, Reading Rockets 



Questions?  

 

Thank you for your time and attention today! 

 

Amy.elleman@mtsu.edu 

 



Thanks! 

• Thanks to Casey Brasher, Ph.D. student in 
Literacy Studies for help with the 
presentation. 


