
Handout 2.1 Qualitative Measures of Text Complexity

Appendix A, Common Core State Standards

Levels of Meaning (literary texts) or Purpose (informational texts)

Literary texts with a single level of meaning tend to be easier to read than literary texts with multiple levels of 

meaning (such as satires, in which the author’s literal message is intentionally at odds with his or her underlying 

message). Similarly, informational texts with an explicitly stated purpose are generally easier to comprehend than 

informational texts with an implicit, hidden, or obscure purpose.

Structure

Texts of low complexity tend to have simple, well-marked, and conventional structures, whereas texts of high 

complexity tend to have complex, implicit, and (particularly in literary texts) unconventional structures. Simple 

literary texts tend to relate events in chronological order, while complex literary texts make more frequent 

use of flashbacks, flash-forwards, and other manipulations of time and sequence. Simple informational texts 

are likely not to deviate from the conventions of common genres and subgenres, while complex informational 

texts are more likely to conform to the norms and conventions of a specific discipline. Graphics tend to be 

simple and either unnecessary or merely supplementary to the meaning of texts of low complexity, whereas 

texts of high complexity tend to have similarly complex graphics, graphics whose interpretation is essential to 

understanding the text, and graphics that provide an independent source of information within a text. (Note 

that many books for the youngest students rely heavily on graphics to convey meaning and are an exception to 

the above generalization.)

Language Conventionality and Clarity

Texts that rely on literal, clear, contemporary, and conversational language tend to be easier to read than texts that 

rely on figurative, ironic, ambiguous, purposefully misleading, archaic or otherwise unfamiliar language or on general 

academic and domain-specific vocabulary.

Knowledge Demands

Texts that make few assumptions about the extent of readers’ life experiences and the depth of their cultural/literary 

and content/discipline knowledge are generally less complex than are texts that make many assumptions in one or 

more of those areas.
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