
American High School Students Are Reading 

Books at 5th-Grade-Appropriate Levels 

High school students today are reading books intended for children with reading levels far below 

those appropriate for teens, according to a recent report. A compilation of the top 40 books teens 

in grades 9-12 are reading in school shows that the average reading level of that list is 5.3 -- 

barely above the fifth grade.  

"A fifth-grade reading level is obviously not high enough for college-level reading. Nor is it high 

enough for high school-level reading, either, or for informed citizenship," writes Sandra Stotsky, 

professor of education reform at the University of Arkansas. 

The results come from "What Kids Are Reading: The Book-Reading Habits of Students in 

American Schools," a report by Renaissance Learning, Inc. The data covers book-reading 

records for the 2010-2011 academic year among 2.6 million students in grades 1-12 from 24,465 

schools in all 50 states and Washington, D.C.  

At the top of the list for high schoolers: The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins, followed by 

John Steinbeck's Of Mice and Men and Harper Lee's To Kill a Mockingbird. To determine a 

book's level of complexity, Renaissance uses an ATOS readability formula that takes into 

account several predictors: average sentence length, average word length, word difficulty level 

and total number of words in a book or passage. While readability formulas can't say much for 

the depth of literary aspects within a text, they offer objective measures of vocabulary and 

sentence complexity. 

Author Dan Gutman writes in the report's foreword that kids should be reading "whatever they 

want," but Stotsky says high school students should be reading "books above a sixth-grade 

reading level, for sure." 

This report reflects trends in national reading scores, which remain low. On the 2011 National 

Assessment of Educational Progress, an exam administered every two years, average scores for 

fourth and eighth grade reading remained stagnant or barely improved. Only 34 percent of 

students were rated reading "proficient." National 12th-grade reading scores were lower in 2009 

than they were in 1992. 

To add to that, scores on the SAT critical reading portion to a record low last year -- its three-

point drop among test-takers marks just the second time in the last 20 years that reading scores 

have fallen by that much over a single year.  

According to the "What Kids Are Reading" report's "Top 25 Librarians’ Picks by Interest Level," 

selected from a list of 800 titles, recommended books are also at fourth- to fifth-grade reading 

levels for high school students.  

David Coleman, contributing author of the Common Core State Standards, notes that not only 

must students read more high quality informational text, they must also read books of increasing 

complexity as they get older.  

"The single most important predictor of student success in college is their ability to read a range 

of complex text with understanding," Coleman writes. "If you examine the top 40 lists of what 



students are reading today in 6th–12th grade, you will find much of it is not complex enough to 

prepare them for the rigors of college and career. Teachers, parents, and students need to work 

together to ensure that students are reading far more challenging books and practicing every year 

reading more demanding text. Students will not likely choose sufficiently challenging text on 

their own; they need to be challenged and supported to build their strength as readers by 

stretching to the next level." 

Coleman adds that it matters not only what students read but how they read, suggesting that 

students read texts critically and analytically "like a detective" and write comprehensively "like 

an investigative reporter." 

Top 20 Books Read Among U.S. High Schoolers in 

2010-2011 

1) The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins 

(Reading Level 5.3) 

2) Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck (4.5) 

3) To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee (5.6) 

4) Night by Elie Weisel (4.8) 

5) The Last Song by Nicholas Sparks (5.1) 

6) Catching Fire by Suzanne Collins (5.3) 

7) Mockingjay by Suzanne Collins (5.3) 

8) Animal Farm by George Owell (7.3) 

9) Twilight by Stephanie Meyer (4.9) 

10) A Child Called It by Dave Pelzer (5.8) 

11) Breaking Dawn by Stephanie Meyer (4.8) 

12) The Lightning Thief by Rick Riordan (4.7) 

13) The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton (4.7) 

14) Dear John by Nicholas Sparks (5.5) 

15) Crank by Ellen Hopkins (4.3) 

16) Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows by J.K. 

Rowling (6.9) 

17) The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald (7.3) 

18) Lord of the Flies by William Golding (5.0) 

19) The Giver by Lois Lowry (5.7) 

20) Marked: A House of Night Novel by P.C. 

Cast (5.4) 
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Reading Levels of Other Books: 

Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury (5.2) 

Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare (12.5) 

The Odyssey of Homer (10.3) 

The Stories of Edgar Allan Poe: 7.3 – 10.4 

The Pigman by Paul Zindel (5.5) 

Great Expectations by Charles Dickens (9.2) 

A Tale of Two Cities by Charles Dickens (9.7) 

The Chosen by Chaim Potok (6.6) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. What conclusions can you draw from the 

results of this study? 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What are some unanswered questions 

that should be addressed about reading 

levels and student achievement? 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Whose responsibility is it to make sure 

students are reading at the appropriate 

levels?  Explain your answer. 

 

 

 

 

 

4. What is the most interesting or alarming 

thing you learned from this article? 

 

 

 

 

5. What do YOU read?  Is it on the 

appropriate level? 

 

 

6. Will this information change your 

reading habits? Why or why not? 

 

 

7. What reason might there be to read 

things below your reading level? 


