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Do you find yourself struggling to choose the right books for your child? Are you curious about 
book levelling and how to make informed choices for children of different age bands? Book 
levelling is the process by which a book is judged for its reading demands on the child and 
then labelled for the age when children can typically respond best to those demands. Read 
through this article to see and understand the book levelling process. I describe steps to book 
levelling, from identifying the age for which the book content is appropriate to recognising 
what is suitable in the text, illustrations and layout designs. We will delve into how the book 
levelling tool can aid parents, teachers, and educators in making decisions. Let's start the 
journey toward unlocking imagination and learning for young minds! But first a little about 
the tool we will use. 

The TalkTogether Book Levelling Tool 

TalkTogether is a collaborative initiative between the Department of Education at the 
University of Oxford (UK), University of Philippines and the Department of Early Childhood 
and Primary Schools at The Promise Foundation (India). The primary objective of the UKRI-
GCRF funded TalkTogether project is to enhance spoken language skills in young children aged 
3 to 10. Following a review of existing tools for levelling children's books, we identified a few 
significant gaps. First, there was a lack of emphasis on books for the early childhood years. We 
also needed a standardized method to evaluate books from various publishers. Recognizing 
both as important, we were motivated to create a simple tool. We tested our tool with close 
to 1000 books in India’s northern and southern languages, in Filipino in the Philippines and 
Khmer in Cambodia. The books included children’s picture books, story collections, folktales, 
chapter books, non-fiction materials, learners’ materials like reading cards, and school 
textbooks. In addition to this, when we aimed to level translated books, we found that the 
level of the original book could be different from the translated version because of the 
language chosen by the translator. The original works would use a certain level of language, 
while the translated versions would be levelled for a different age band. Our aim was to 
ensure that our tool encompassed criteria we thought were essential for accurately assessing 
such hidden variations.  

Our book levelling tool holds particular significance in schools where book levelling practices 
are not yet widespread, particularly for teachers and librarians who want to get a better 
understanding of a diverse and dynamic children's book industry.   

                                                           
1 Acknowledgments:  This wri�ng has gained from feedback from peer reviewers Dr. Sunila John and Dr. Gideon Arulmani, and 
discussions with Dr. Ernesto Roque-Gu�erez and the wri�ng circle within the TalkTogether Project. 

Book levelling is the process of evaluating a book for its reading demands on children 
and assigning it a label associated to the age group most suited to meet these demands. 
Read through this ar�cle to see the book levelling process. 

https://talktogether.web.ox.ac.uk/tests-and-tools
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Being Aspirational about Books  

In the TalkTogether Book Levelling Tool, books are categorized into three levels, Level 1 to 3, 
corresponding to books for children aged 3-to-5 years, 6-to-8 years, and 9-to-10 years, 
respectively. A book is considered appropriate as a Level 1 book if it can be read aloud to a 
typically developing three-to-five-year-old child. For a book to be tagged to level 2 and 3, the 
book, even if a little challenging, must be independently read by a typically developing 6-to-8 
and 9-to-10-year-old child.  

The primary guideline for book levelling is that the rating should be ‘aspirational’ and consider 
‘the best-case scenario’ of a well-resourced environment with plenty of books to read, and an 
adult available to support the child.  

However, for children with limited exposure to books or with below-average reading skills due 
to lack of practice, achieving an independent level of skill may be challenging. Despite the 
potential discrepancies between our aspirations and the child’s reality, an aspirational rating 
serves well as a target for teachers and curriculum developers to guide and enhance 
children’s reading development. Making use of an aspirational rating also ensures that 
children are exposed to diverse texts, this is opposite to when teachers limit reading material 
to books only at the child’s current level. 

 

 

 

 

With these considerations in mind, let's explore how to utilize our tool. 

How to Use the Tool 

The tool evaluates four key aspects of each book: content, organization of ideas, language 
use, and illustrations/design. Below I explain each criterion with examples of books we 
levelled, explaining our reasoning for a book level.  

Criteria 1: Content Assessment. Children’s literature serves as a reflec�on of iden��es, 
aspira�ons, and thoughts. Literature is also a gateway for children to explore the world of 
emo�ons, tradi�ons, and other experiences. Stories prompt children to engage with 
characters, providing insights into how they navigate similar challenges in their own lives. 
Careful thought is needed to decide if a theme is child-friendly and culturally relevant. Ideally, 
themes should resonate with children's lived experiences or have enough background to open 
up newer worlds. It also is important to decide how to deal with books that promote or 
appear to condone wilful inequality, discrimination, and violence.  

In our review of over a thousand storybooks, popular themes for children aged 3-to-5 
included animals, body parts, marketplaces, nature, seasons, occupations, friendship, 
leadership, responsibility and sharing. However, there are other engaging themes that 
resonate with all 3-to-5-year-olds, wherever they live, and whatever their life circumstances. 
My favourite is the theme of toothache! “The Very Wiggly Tooth” captures the almost universal 
children’s theme of Bunu’s wait for the tooth to fall out! "The story of “The Royal Toothache” is 

The primary guideline for book levelling is that the rating should be 
‘aspirational’ and consider ‘the best-case scenario’ of a well-resourced 
environment with plenty of books to read, and an adult available to 
support the child.  

https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/26702-the-very-wiggly-tooth?mode=read
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/927-the-royal-toothache
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another wonderful example of the author delving into this toothy problem.  In summary, the 
books with themes that are more concretely visible and used more commonly in everyday 
lives can be recommended for a 3-to-5-year-old.  

For children aged 6-to-8, themes mostly revolved around lifestyles and habits of humans, 
birds and animals, culture and tradition, journey experiences, faith, gratitude, honesty, facing 
challenges and overcoming fear. An extension of our favourite stories: "The Hare and the 

Tortoise (Again!)”, and “Sniffles, the Crocodile and Punch, the Bu�erfly” showcase beautiful 
relationships built on friendship. Such stories are mostly developed from originals like Aesop’s 
fables and the Panchatantra and Jataka tales. They capture how trust, teamwork and 
cleverness could take us a long way in achieving our goals. These ideas are in step with the 
cognitive development of the 6-to-8-year-old.  

On the other hand, we found books for children aged 9-to-10 often related to historical 
events, science-based topics, and abstract ideas of identity, justice, self-discovery, hospitality, 
compassion, loyalty and sacrifice. There are intriguing selec�ons for this age band. “Panipuri 

Inside a Spaceship” provides insight into the life of astronauts in space. Another book, “The Cat 

in the Ghat” is inspired by real-life adventures. The storyline follows a wildlife photographer's 
quest to find a wild cat, encountering various creatures along the way. The sequence in the 
story is more complex—there are more characters, more conversa�on, and more in-depth 
descrip�ons including giving the species names of animals met along the way. The content is 
in stark contrast to the story “The Very Wiggly Tooth” for 3- to 5-year-olds where a smaller 
number of characters are met, and the conversa�ons are kept to a line each.  

Levels of Three Example Books based on Content Assessment 

                                    

 

 

 

Criteria 2: Organization of Ideas. This aspect of book levelling focuses on coherence and 
clarity, irrespective of narrative style. A good read for the child is when ideas are logically 
connected and presented smoothly. Important aspects to consider are the number of idea 
units in the story and if the story has abstract concepts, then how well is this introduced.  

Idea units are the different concepts or information bits in the text. For example, in the 
sentence “when he sat under the tree thinking what to do next, he saw a squirrel’” we can see 
two ideas (underlined here to quickly spot). Idea units can range from simple ideas to ideas 

Level 1: Theme of 

toothache for a 3-to-5-

year-old 

Level 2: Theme of 

friendship and teamwork 

for a 6-to-8-year-old 

Level 3: Theme of life in 

space for a 9-to-10-

year-old 

https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/167682-the-hare-and-the-tortoise-again
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/167682-the-hare-and-the-tortoise-again
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/790-sniffles-the-crocodile-and-punch-the-butterfly
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/31833-panipuri-inside-a-spaceship
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/31833-panipuri-inside-a-spaceship
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/94-the-cat-in-the-ghat
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/94-the-cat-in-the-ghat
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/26702-the-very-wiggly-tooth?mode=read
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underpinning complex actions or events. They help understand the overall meaning of the 
story. Assessing idea units is vital for gauging how easy a book is to read and understand. 
Turning to concepts in stories, examples of increasingly abstract concepts are death and 
reincarnation and, depending on how they are introduced, could be recommended for 9-to-
10-year-olds. These contrast with concrete concepts that are visible such as size (big and 
small, tall and short) that could be recommended for the 3-to-5-year-olds. Some abstract 
concepts can be made visible with pictures such as the concept of sharing, emotions like 
surprise and fear, and the sense of a family. When abstract concepts are supported by 
pictures, they help comprehension and thus, provide a reason to recommend an otherwise 
abstract book to a lower age band. As you read along, you will see that I discuss the pictures 
in books, the global book design and page layouts, and their importance in book levelling.  

We can expect complexity and abstractness of ideas to increase with the age band a book is 
written for. In “We are all Animals” a little girl relates her body parts to that of animals to 
understand how similar we are to animals. The ideas are organised in a list-like manner and 
visualised with pictures and is appropriate for 3-to-5-year-olds. For the 6-to-8 age band, 
“Papa's Moustaches” has a different level of idea organisation. The theme of moustaches is 
concrete, and children can usually relate to this easily. Although this book has a greater 
number of ideas presented within the main topic, such as the girl’s fascination with her 
father’s moustache, his routines for its maintenance and how there is a difference in the facial 
features of boys and girls, these idea units join up in a smooth manner. Adding each new idea 
does not affect the flow of the story. A step up in idea complexity is seen in a book for 9-to-
10-year-olds titled “Rhino Charge”. The story introduces a shy and withdrawn character, his 
struggles with fellow mates in the jungle, and his determination to overcome his fears and 
shyness. As a first step he decides to learn his name and to confidently introduce himself to 
everyone. These are subtle ideas. However, the flow of the story, including when there are 
transitions, is smooth. Each layer of information is connected and even when there are gaps, 
it is still possible to make the connections. This type of organisation of ideas in a book is 
appropriate for 9-to-10-year-olds.   

 

Levels of Three Example Books based on Organiza�on of Ideas 

                                                                 

                                           

  

 

 

Level 1: One simple idea of 

comparisons of body parts of 

human with animals. 

Appropriate for a 3-to-5-year-

old. 

Level 2: Three different ideas 

but all under the one theme 

of a ‘moustache’. Appropriate 

for a 6-to-8-year-old. 

Level 3: Mul�ple ideas with 

more complex connec�ons 

between ideas. Appropriate for 

a 9-to-10-year-old. 

https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/1112-we-are-all-animals
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/1549-papa-s-moustaches?mode=read
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/245-rhino-charge
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Criteria 3: Language Use. We also consider vocabulary, sentence structure, and use of 
figurative language. Vocabulary is an expanding treasure house of words. It is therefore 
excellent to have some challenge in the book without new words becoming overly complex. 
Sentence length and complexity also vary with age, with younger children benefiting from 
simplicity. Having said that, it is also possible to add longer sentences and complex 
constructions and still keep the book accessible for younger listeners and readers through 
well supported illustrations, and explanatory texts. “Bheema, the Sleepyhead”, a book we rated 
for the 3-to-5-year age band stands out in this regard. The book has language that is 
somewhat above the expected capabilities of the 3- to 5-year-old. The number of sentences is 
between 3 to 10 on each page. In addition, sentences are slightly lengthier. But simple words 
used in daily life make it a book that can be read aloud and be self-understandable. Although 
a bit dense with text, this book can be recommended for a 3-to-5-year-old as a challenging 
story to listen to.   

Examples of books that challenge the 6-to-8-year-old child’s exposure to language are “The 

Doll that Bommakka Made” and “Kato Clever and the Big Trouble ”. Both books have long 
sentences and difficult words such as ‘“We will surely die” they said and wept….’ Here the 
word wept may be a rare word for some children, but it’s meaning may be guessed from 
previous sentences and especially the dialog “We will surely die”, where the characters are 
worried about a threat to their lives. Thus, when complex words are supported with other 
simple words of action, the book can be levelled for younger children.  

“Medicine from the Courtyard is Good Medicine” is laid out with longer sentences, using later 
learnt vocabulary such as sigh, by good fortune, abruptly. Likewise, in “Nasira Begum and the 

Landlord” we see use of complex words such as conviction and intolerable. We rated these as 
Level 3 books appropriate for the 9-to-10-year-old as a result of complex word use and higher 
level of grammar usage in these books. 

 

Levels of Two Example Books based on ‘Language Use’ criteria 

Level 1: Use of simple words and short but 

meaningful sentences are used alongside 

text-suppor�ng illustra�ons. Appropriate 

for a 3-to-5-year-old. 

Level 2:  Longer sentences and richer 

vocabulary are used with context informa�on 

helping to understand their meaning. 

Appropriate for a 6-to-8-year old. 

https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/332-bheema-the-sleepyhead
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/16921-the-doll-that-bommakka-made
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/16921-the-doll-that-bommakka-made
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/14405-kato-clever-and-the-big-trouble
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/search?query=nasira%20begum%20and%20the%20landlord
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/search?query=nasira%20begum%20and%20the%20landlord
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Criteria 4: Illustrations and Design. Images can cap�vate children, draw a�en�on to the text, 

mo�vate reading, and poten�ally s�mulate imagina�on and ideas about character’s emo�ons, 

thoughts, and what prompts behaviours. However, the impact of illustra�ons and design can 

vary depending on how they are presented. This criterion thus examines layout, text-

supportive illustrations, font selection, and text amount.  

For the youngest children, simple and light background colours without distracting textures or 
overlapping illustrations, legible font that is simple and not stylized, and large text size seem 
to work best. Illustrations should enhance understanding and engagement, prioritizing clarity 
over decorative elements.  

For 3-to-5-year-olds, “Too Big! Too Small!” is a book in which the concepts of big and small are 
well illustrated and are supportive of the narrative for each situation. The font size 
(approximately 14 point) is comfortable and legible for children to read. By legible I mean a 
Sans Serif font which means that it does not have extra lines or strokes that decorate the font. 
Turning to illustrations, appealing pictures occupy the space on each page, with one short and 
simple sentence per page.   

In contrast, we rated “Everything Looks New!” as appropriate for the 6-to-8-year-old. Not all 
sentences per page have supporting images, but the situation described by every set of 
sentences is illustrated.  Additionally, font size is slightly smaller (lesser than 14 point).  

And lastly, for the 9-to10-year-old, “The Maldhok in the Desert” with around 16 pages, and 

close to a hundred sentences, seems more like a novella: a narrative prose fiction whose 

length is shorter than most novels, but longer than most short stories. The illustrations are 

not text supportive. A lot is left to the imagination, and this is good! The font size is small 

(slightly bigger than newspaper size print).  

In summary, the lesser the amount of text on each page, the clearer the background, the 
greater the number of illustrations and colours, the bigger the size of the text, the younger 
the age band for which the book can be recommended. 

 

 

When can a book be recommended to a younger child? 

Content and their organisation: When books have themes that are more concretely visible 

and used more commonly in everyday lives. 

Organisation of ideas and their illustration: When abstract concepts are supported by 

pictures, they help comprehension and thus, provide a reason to recommend an 

otherwise abstract book to a lower age band. 

Organisation of ideas, language use, and their illustration: Books with longer sentences 

and complex constructions can still be accessible for younger listeners and readers when 

there are well supported illustrations, and each layer is well connected. 

 

https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/16411-too-big-too-small
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/71-everything-looks-new
https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/17397-the-maldhok-in-the-desert


 

7 
 

 

Levels of Three Example Books based on Illustra�ons and Design 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Level 1: Illustra�ons support each 

sentence, background is kept simple and 

the text is legible. A comfortable layout 

design. Appropriate for a 3-to-5-year-old.  

Level 2:  Illustra�ons reflect ideas covered 

in a set of sentences. A comfortable 

layout design. Hence a recommenda�on 

for a 6-to-8-year-old. 

Level 3: A book with very few images to support text as in the picture. Smaller font size. 

Appropriate for a 9-to-10-year-old under this criterion. 
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Bringing it all Together to Decide Book Level. After rating a book on each of the four criteria 

described above, it is time to assign an overall rating to each book.  

When we worked on book levelling, many books had consistent ratings across all four criteria 

and a book level could be quickly assigned. But books can also show variations. Take, for 

instance, the storybook “The Jungle School”.  Its 

content and organization of ideas, depicting an 

imaginative forest scenario where animals 

wonder about their teacher seemed easily 

appropriate for 3-to-5-year-olds. The narrative 

also flowed coherently, showing clarity in 

presentation. However, language use was rated 

for a higher age group, for 6-to-8-year-olds, 

because although the book's language 

comprised short sentences.  We saw words like 

‘slithered’ and ‘concluded’ that might challenge 

comprehension for children under 6. 

Illustrations and design were also rated for the 

6-to-8 age band because the text was somewhat 

dense, with pages containing 5 to 16 sentences 

and in small font sizes. However, the layout and 

presentation of text on a plain background was 

completely fine.  In summary, while the content 

and organization of ideas were suitable for younger children, the language complexity and 

layout features suggested a better fit for the 6-to 8-year-old.  

Over time, working through hundreds of books, we began to use some easy-to-apply rules. 
First, if language complexity was high, then level the book to a higher age band. Second, if 
books fall on the borderline between two levels, place them in the lower age band when the 
content, organization of ideas and language use is not very demanding, and illustrations 
support the text well. With these rules, we found more agreement across raters in our teams. 

Children’s Books, Book Levelling and You 

The book levelling tool serves as a valuable resource for teachers, librarians and early 
childhood educators. Librarians can curate levelled reading libraries, and teachers in diverse 
classrooms can provide tailored books to meet individual learning needs. Parents who wish to 
engage more analytically with children’s books can also use the tool. Overall, the tool aids in 
assessing children's reading progress and planning their ongoing literary, literacy and 
language development. 

In conclusion, the book levelling tool empowers users to make informed decisions when 
selecting children's books. By using a set of four comprehensive criteria, parents, teachers, 
and educators can ensure that books are not only age-appropriate but also engaging and 
enriching for young readers and story listeners. Let us together embark on a journey to ignite 
children’s imagination and cultivate curiosity in the next generation of readers.  

What better gift for a child than to help unlock with them the magic of reading! 

https://storyweaver.org.in/en/stories/173-the-jungle-school
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Appendix: 

The TalkTogether Book Levelling Tool is open access and can be found here.  
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