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Textbooks

Evaluating Reading Textbooks 
with the Story-Sort Comparison

When teachers compare what they find in
textbooks to their ideals, they quickly

understand how to adapt basal readers to
their students' needs.

Connie Muifoer's patient u'ork enables teachers to see real differences in basal readers 
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T hey're all the same!" textbook 
evaluators cry about todays 
reading texth<x>k series They-do 

look the same hut in fact they're not 
You can find critical differences to 
display to everyone on your commit 
tee, by using an evaluation technique 
called a story-son cut-and-paste side- 
hv-sicle comparison.

Critical Differences in 
Reading Programs
Let's consider the kinds of major dif 
ferences you'll find in popular reading 
textbook programs

First, the editing style can mean the 
difference between stimulating your 
students and boring them For exam 
ple, severe editing to reduce vocabu 
lary and character load, or editing out 
all controversial issues, could mean 
dull reading. On the other hand, a no- 
editing policy.- advix'ated by many 
educators today. can mean that con 
cepts, vocabulary, and characters in 
troduced and developed in die first 
few chapters of a book are referred to, 
without explanation, in the excerpt in 
the pupil text. Thus, students have no 
frame of reference: non-editing could 
mean built-in confusion

Second, the number and kind of 
new or difficult vocabulary words in 
troduced can mean that your students 
comprehend a selection or lack the 
word knowledge to understand it. 
Some publishers choose not to identi 
fy new or difficult vocabulary words 
because a long list may be interpreted



Publisher A 
5th Grade

None

Over one hundred fifty years ago, Mary 
Ann Arming and her father enjoyed 
searching around Lyme Regis, on the 
southern coast of England, for archaeo 
logical artifacts. They called the artifacts 
"curiosities" and often shared their dis 
coveries with Joseph, Mary's brother, and 
Henry De la Beche, a friend. Then, in 
1810, Mary's father died. After a time. 
Mary decided to continue her search. In 
this account of her experiences, you will 
learn what Mary discovers later as a result 
of her great interest in artifacts.

One day Mary woke early and jumped 
out of bed. "I'm going back to work," she 
said aloud. "Father would not want me to 
mope about." She slipped on her shoes, 
tied her bonnet under her chin, and 
picked up her basket, hammer, and chis 
el. Then she set out for the cliffs, with her 
dog Tray scampering ahead of her.

Mary worked all that day, and all the 
next.

None
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Publisher B 
6th Grade

Sfory Introduction

None

Curiosity drew George Washington to 
explore underground. It was Mary An- 
ning's search for "curiosities" that re 
leased a monster from its resting place in 
the cliffs of England.

Story Beginnings

One day Mary woke early and jumped 
out of bed. She slipped on her clogs, tied 
her bonnet securely under her chin, and 
picked up her basket, hammer and chisel. 
Then she set out for the cliffs with her 
dog Tray scampering ahead of her.

itary searched for curiosities all day. 
The best place to find them was in the 
cliffs near Lyme Regis and at nearby Char- 
mouth.

These cliffs were once part of the sea 
bottom. Many, many years ago, the an 
cestors of molfusks — soft creatures with 
out backbones — died and drifted down to 
the ocean floor. Many of the mollusks 
were very like the snails and clams of to 
day. They had outer shells; others, with 
inner shells, resembled squid. 

After a long time, the mollusks were 
covered with mud that slowly hardened. 
In most cases, the material of their shells 
was gradually replaced with minerals 
which became petrified — turned to stone. 

Years later, when the sea bottom rose, 
it broke apart in places, and cliffs were 
formed. In the rock of these cliffs could 
be seen the petrified shells and some 
times the original shells of the mollusks 
which had lived and died so long ago. 
These shells were the "curiosities" that 
Mary Arming collected and sold to the 
summer visitors. Scientists called them 
"fossils."

Publisher C 
5th Grade

In the early 1800s, Mary Ann Anning 
made an important discovery — one that 
she called a "monster." No one had ever 
seen anything like it before. Draw your 
own conclusions about why the discovery 
was so important as you read this account 
of Mary's true experiences.

While other children were playing. 
Mary Ann Anning was climbing the cliffs 
of Lyme Regis' with her father. They 
searched for curiosities, such as strange- 
looking shells, that they could sell to 
summer visitors. Many people believed 
that the shells were children of the 
stones, or thunderbolts dropped from the 
sky. They were actually rbssf/s, the hard 
ened remains or (races of animals or 
plants. Most of the fossils that the An- 
nings collected were the remains of sea- 
shells that had turned to stone. 

Mary and her father worked closely to 
gether. Then, quite suddenly, Mr. Anning 
died. For a while Mary did not feel like 
doing much curiosity hunting.

'Lyme Regis (ItnV re'jisj, a town on the south 
ern coast of England.

One day Mary woke early and jumped 
out of bed. "I'm going back to work," she 
said aloud. "Father would not want me to 
mope about." 

She slipped on her shoes, tied her bon 
net securely under her chin, and picked 
up her basket, hammer, and chisel. Then 
she set out for the cliffs with her dog. 
Tray, scampering ahead of her.

Mary worked all day. When evening 
came, she felt much better.

None

fig. 1. Story Beginnings: Mary's Monster
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by texthxx>k selectors as difficult to 
use." A program perceived as difficult 
won i sell. A few publishers identity 
new vocabulary, then design work 
book exercises and ditto sheets using 
different words

Third, the comprehension ques 
tions (number of; type of; when, 
where, or what asked) can help stu 
dents understand a selection or cause 
confusion. For example, many pub 
lishers impose a taxonomy of ques 
tions because they know evaluators 
will select only those programs with 
an equal number of clearly labeled 
literal and inferential questions But 
the imposed questions may direct stu 
dents thinking away from essential 
information In addition, several 198"7 
programs list questions about infor 
mation that has been edited out: 
there's no hope of getting the 'right" 
answer.

These critical differences are not 
apparent even when you turn the 
pages of textbooks carefully You need 
a technique for systematically compar 
ing the varied treatments of stories by 
publishers.

Cut-and-Paste Comparisons
The story-sort is a method of classify 
ing large numbers of reading text-

"When different 
treatments of a story 
are displayed side by 
side, you can draw 
lines to highlight 
points for 
comparison a 
change of thought, 
an idea or 
paragraph."

books by a common element, a story. 
Before computers, information was of 
ten sorted with a knitting needle and a 
stack of punch cards. Stabbing the 
deck and shaking out cards not pinned 
by the needle isolated the common 
element in whatever cards were left 
on the needle. Finding the same story 
in three textrxx>k series is like using 
such a needle to sort a stack of 
textbooks

When different treatments of a .story 
are displayed side by side, you can

draw lines to highlight points for com 
parison—a change of thought, an idea 
or paragraph This cut-and-paste lay 
out is time consuming, but only for the 
two or three people who do it. Their 
results can be copied and shared. I's- 
ing this common reference point, 
you'll quickly see the critical differ 
ences described above.

Figure 1 is a story-sort comparing 
three publishers treatments of the 
fourth chapter of Mary's Monster, a 
19"^ trade book by Ruth Van Ness 
Blair. Figure 1 reveals only the begin 
ning of the story, as space limitations 
precluded the reproduction of the en 
tire chart Ex-en with this tiny segment, 
see what you can find Publishers A 
and C included this chapter at fifth- 
grade while publisher B chose sixth 
You can begin to speculate on expect 
ed differences But what else can you 
see?

Publisher C includes a complete 
ston, introduction The introductory 
paragraph asks students to draw con 
clusions Is this the comprehension 
fixrus? Will instruction in drawing con 
clusions precede this story, or will it 
ixcur afterward? Now you have some 
thing specific to investigate and to 
compare with the other programs

Publisher B relates the new ston to

Publisher A
5th Grade

Selection Vocabulary: artifacts, debris.
petrified, specimens, fossils

/

Publisher B
6th Grade

Vocabulary:
BASIC (defined in Glossary!
scampering lass affection
debris profession specimens

ENRICHMENT
chisel

Publisher C
Sth Grade

Selection Vocabulary
( ) indicates page of first use: T indicates
tested word, G indicates word in pupil
glossary.

curiosities (99) G lumbering (104) G
fossils (99) T fearsome (104) T
traces (99) T G socket (105)
chisel (100) T G astonishment (105)
acquaint (100) argument (105)
apprentice (100) G monstrous (105) T
debris (102) T G pinafore (108) G
attach (102) reptile (107) G
remove (102) consult (107) T G
quarrymen (103) G

Proper Names
Lyme Regis (Hm re jis; 99)
Charmouth (char'muth; 100)
De la Beche (da la besh ; 103)

Fig. 2. Vocabulary Introduced Before Story in Teacher's Edition
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II11L /J/LES

AUTOMATIC 
DIALER

FOR

$1995

Dials over 100 calls per hour, no 
special telephone lines needed.

Operates unattended at any time YOU 
CHOOSE
Built-in no-calling time safeguard. 
REALLY simple to operate.
Your personal absentee message, 
voice verifiable, activated and 
recorded.
Total computer interfaceability, but 
still operates independently.
Rediais busies after 15 minutes, 
Rediats no-answers any number of 
times you choose.
1500 telephone number capacity, 
(optional 3000 capacity)
Remote message call in for emergen 
cy situations, (optional)

Also used for late report cards, health 
reports, special meetings, bond 
referendums, fund raisers, etc.
Excellent warranty and references. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION
CALL COLLECT

V M. Shields, Inc.

George Washington. What does 
George Washington have to do with 
Mary Anning in England? Could this 
reference relate to the previous 
selection?

Publisher B does provide an expla 
nation of the cliffs, a key concept for 
understanding the rest of the story; the 
other two publishers do not. Have 
they aided student comprehension or 
left out essential background informa 
tion? You'll have to read the entire 
selection to find out, then compare it 
with the other two.

And why did publisher B delete 
references to Mary's father? Does this 
omission help students comprehend 
Mary's determination, or will it con 
fuse them? Again, read and compare.

In Figure 2 the story-sort technique 
is used to compare the identification 
of vocabulary words for this story by 
the same three publishers. How can 
you account for the selection of such 
different words from the same story? 
Which of these words would your 
students need to know before reading 
this chapter? If publisher C's list is 
most representative of the words in 
the story, publishers A and B may have 
shortened their lists to avoid the "diffi- 
cult-to-use" label. Or does publisher C 
have a no-editing policy while the 
other two stories are edited?

At this point you may choose to 
complete a side-by-side layout to com 
pare vocabulary practice exercises. 
Then you will see whether the words 
from the list are actually used in the 
exercises. Using this technique, you 
can compare all elements of instruc 
tion: comprehension questions, com 
prehension instruction, decoding and 
study skills, writing and speaking activ 
ities, workbook pages—everything re 
lated to the common story.

Suggestions for the 
Evaluation Process
Once you decide to try the story-sort, 
how can you make the best use of the 
information? Your objective is to select 
the program that best meets the needs 
of the students in your district—or is 
easiest to fix. Therefore, to begin, do a 
cut-and-paste layout of the story to 
determine editorial differences from

the pupil text. Next, create the ideal 
program needed by your district. 
Which vocabulary words, for example, 
will your students need to know? How 
should they be introduced? What com 
prehension questions should be 
asked? When and where should they 
be found? Continue creating your ide 
al program for the essential compo 
nents of the lesson. Last, compare the 
other elements of the program, usual 
ly found in the teacher's edition. Then, 
determine which program most close 
ly matches your ideal—or is easiest to 
fix.

Plan lots of time for discussion of 
what should happen in the ideal pro 
gram, after you first read the story and 
again after you see what the publishers 
actually do. It is through these discus 
sions that everyone is educated by 
everyone else The result is that teach 
ers will conclude their ideal is far 
superior to any textbook offering. By 
focusing on ways to fix any program, 
teachers learn not to rely on textbooks 
but on what they can do to make the 
program work for their students. In 
these discussions, everyone will make 
valuable contributions—especially 
your students

Yes, the creme de la creme is involv 
ing students and listening to their 
"kid-rating. Simply take your story- 
sorts into your classrooms, and repeat 
the activities described above with 
your students. Then listen, hear, and 
iearn.D

Author's note. If you want to try a 
story-son comparison, you may select 
from the following list. Three different 
treatments should be adequate for 
your layouts; more may prove too 
time-consuming.

(1) "The Rats of NIMH" appears in 
sixth-grade texts published by 
Houghton-Mifflin, Harcourt Brace Jo- 
vanovich, Macmillan, and Scribner's.

(2) "Old Blue" appears in second- 
grade texts published by Scribner's 
and Riverside and in third-grade texts 
published by Economy, Houghton- 
Mifflin, and Scott-Foresman.

c Connie Muther
Connie Muther is Director, Textbook 
Adoption Advisory Services, 25B Esquire 
Dr., Manchester, CT 06040.
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