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UNDERSTANDING
LEVELED RUNNING
RECORD
PASSAGES: A
COMPREHENSIVE
GUIDE

In  the  landscape  of
literacy instruction, few
tools  are  as  powerful
and  practical  as  the
running  record.  For
decades,  educators
have  rel ied  on  this
assessment  technique
to capture a student’s
reading  behaviors  in
r e a l  t i m e .  W h e n
c o m b i n e d  w i t h
carefu l ly  craf ted,
leveled running record

passages,  teachers
gain  a  window into  a
c h i l d ’ s  d e c o d i n g
strategies, fluency, and
comprehension.  This
a r t i c l e  e x p l o r e s
everything you need to
know  about  leveled
r u n n i n g  r e c o r d
passages,  from  their
purpose and design to
their  effective  use  in
t h e  c l a s s r o o m .
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned  reading
special ist  or  a  new
teacher  seeking  to
refine your assessment
toolkit,  understanding
h o w  t o  s e l e c t ,
a d m i n i s t e r ,  a n d
i n t e r p r e t  t h e s e
passages will transform
your  approach  to
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guided  reading  and
differentiated
instruction.

What Are
Leveled
Running
Record
Passages
?
Leveled running record
passages  are  short,
carefully  controlled
texts that are used to
assess a student’s oral
reading  ability.  They
are  “leveled”  because
their  complexity  is
calibrated according to
e s t a b l i s h e d  t e x t
gradient systems such
as Fountas and Pinnell,
Lexile,  or  DRA.  Each
passage is designed to

match  a  specific
reading  level  range,
allowing  teachers  to
pinpoint exactly where
a  s t u d e n t ’ s
instructional  reading
level  fa l ls .  Unl ike
g e n e r i c  r e a d i n g
passages,  leveled
r u n n i n g  r e c o r d
passages are crafted to
include  a  predictable
number  of  words,  a
controlled  introduction
of  vocabulary  and
phonics patterns, and a
structure  that  aligns
with the developmental
progression  of  early
readers  through  more
advanced ones.
These  passages  serve
as  a  standardized  yet
flexible tool for running
record  assessments.
During the assessment,
a  student  reads  the
passage  aloud  while
the  teacher  records
miscues—errors,  self-
c o r r e c t i o n s ,
r e p e t i t i o n s ,  a n d
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pauses.  The  teacher
t h e n  c a l c u l a t e s
a c c u r a c y ,  s e l f -
correction  rate,  and
c o m p r e h e n s i o n
through  fo l low-up
questions. The level of
the  passage  directly
influences  the
interpretation  of  the
r e s u l t s ,  m a k i n g
accurate  leve l ing
e s s e n t i a l  f o r
meaningful  data.

The Role
of
Running
Records
in
Reading

Assessme
nt
Running  records  were
pioneered  by  Marie
Clay  as  part  of  her
Reading  Recovery
program. They are not
merely tests of reading
s p e e d  o r  w o r d
recognition;  they  are
diagnostic  tools  that
reveal  how  a  reader
processes  text.  Key
c o m p o n e n t s  o f  a
running record include:

Miscue
analysis: Every
error (miscue) is
analyzed to
determine if it is
semantically
acceptable,
syntactically
appropriate, or
phonetically
plausible. This
tells the teacher
whether the
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student is using
meaning,
structure, or
visual cues.
Accuracy rate:
The percentage
of words read
correctly. This
determines
whether the text
is at the
student’s
independent
level (95-100%),
instructional
level (90-94%),
or frustration
level (below
90%).
Self-correction
ratio: The
number of errors
the student
corrects without
prompting. A
ratio of 1:3 or
better indicates a
self-monitoring
reader.
Comprehension
check: After
reading, the

teacher asks
literal,
inferential, and
evaluative
questions to
gauge
understanding.

Leveled running record
passages  make  this
ana lys is  poss ib le
because they provide a
controlled  context.
Without  consistent
level ing,  the  data
would be unreliable—a
first-grade  student
might decode a level C
passage  easily  but
struggle with a level H
p a s s a g e  t h a t
introduces  digraphs
and  long  vowels.  The
level  ensures that  the
assessment  captures
the  student’s  true
abi l i ty  re lat ive  to
expected benchmarks.
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How
Leveled
Passages
Support
Differenti
ated
Instructio

n
Differentiated
i n s t r u c t i o n  i s  a
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
effective  literacy
teaching.  Teachers
mus t  ma tch  each
student with texts that
are  neither  too  easy
nor  too  hard.  Leveled
r u n n i n g  r e c o r d
passages  provide  the
empirical  data needed
t o  m a k e  t h o s e

dec is ions .  Once  a
teacher  determines  a
student’s  instructional
reading level, they can
select  guided  reading
books,  independent
reading materials,  and
intervention  resources
that target the same or
adjacent level.
For example, a teacher
a d m i n i s t e r i n g  a
running record using a
level M passage might
d i scover  tha t  the
student  struggles  with
multi-syllable  words
b u t  h a s  s t r o n g
comprehension.  The
teacher can then group
th i s  s tudent  w i th
others  at  a  similar
stage for explicit work
on syllable division and
vocabulary  building.
Meanwhile,  a  student
who  reads  a  level  M
passage  with  98%
accuracy and excellent
comprehension may be
ready for level N or O.
W i t h o u t  l e v e l e d
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passages,  the  teacher
would  be  guessing  at
t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e
challenge.

Key
Features
of
Effective
Leveled
Running
Record
Passages
N o t  a l l  l e v e l e d
passages  are  created
equal.  High-quality
passages share several
characteristics:

Controlled1.
word count and
sentence

length:
Passages at
lower levels have
fewer words per
sentence and
shorter overall
length. As levels
progress, both
increase
incrementally.
Careful2.
vocabulary
introduction:
New high-
frequency words
and decodable
patterns are
introduced
gradually.
Repetition of
familiar words
builds
automaticity.
Natural3.
language and
engaging
content: Even at
the earliest
levels, passages
should tell a
coherent story or
convey
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interesting
information.
Children are
more motivated
and less anxious
when the text
feels meaningful.
Clear layout4.
and font: The
text should be
printed in a
clean, readable
font with
appropriate
spacing. Some
passages include
pictures for
context clues,
though this is
minimized in
upper levels to
emphasize
decoding.
Accuracy in5.
leveling: The
passage must be
reliably assigned
to a specific level
based on
quantitative and
qualitative
measures, such

as word
frequency,
sentence
complexity, and
conceptual
difficulty.

Many  commerc ia l
systems  (Fountas  and
Pinnell  Benchmark
Assessment,  DRA2,
Reading  A-Z)  provide
the i r  own  leve led
r u n n i n g  r e c o r d
passages, but teachers
can also create custom
passages  us ing  a
leveling tool  or rubric.
The key is consistency.

How to
Use
Leveled
Running



8

8 Leveled Running Record
Passages

2025-03-24

Record
Passages
in the
Classroo

m
A d m i n i s t e r i n g  a
running  record  with  a
leveled  passage  is  a
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d
process,  but  attention
to detail is vital. Follow
these steps for reliable
results:
1 .  S e l e c t  t h e
passage  level.  Start
with a passage that is
s l ight ly  below  the
student’s  suspected
instructional  level.  For
a  new student,  use  a
generic level C, D, or E
depending  on  grade
and  prior  information.
2 .  P r e p a r e  t h e

recording  sheet.  A
running  record  form
includes a duplicate of
the  passage text  with
space  for  marking
m i s c u e s .  U s e  a
consistent  notation
s y s t e m  ( e . g . ,
checkmark for correct,
slash for  error,  SC for
self-correction).
3.  Introduce  the
passage.  Briefly  tell
the  student  the  title
and  a  one-  or  two-
sentence  gist.  Do  not
pre-teach  difficult
words—this  would
skew the assessment.
4 .  M a r k  a s  t h e
student reads. Listen
carefully  and  record
every  deviation  from
t h e  t e x t .  N o t e
repetitions,  pauses,
a n d  a n y  v e r b a l
comments.  Also  track
the  time  if  fluency  is
part of the assessment.
5 .  A s s e s s
comprehension. After
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r e a d i n g ,  a s k  4 – 6
questions  that  cover
literal recall, inference,
and  vocabulary  in
c o n t e x t .  S c o r e
responses  as  correct,
partially  correct,  or
incorrect.
6 .  C a l c u l a t e
accuracy  and  self-
correction. Divide the
number of words read
correct ly  by  tota l
words, then multiply by
100.  Self-correction
ratio  is  errors  minus
s e l f - c o r r e c t i o n s ?
Actual ly  standard
formula: (errors + self-
corrections)  ÷  self-
corrections.  Use  the
formula  provided  by
y o u r  d i s t r i c t  o r
program.
7.  Analyze  miscues.
Categorize  each  error
as  meaning-based,
structure-based,  or
v i s u a l - b a s e d .
Determine whether the
student  is  overusing
one  cueing  system.

8.  Determine  the
instructional  level.
Based on accuracy and
comprehension, decide
i f  t h i s  l e v e l  i s
i n d e p e n d e n t ,
i n s t r u c t i o n a l ,  o r
frustration.  Adjust  for
s u b s e q u e n t
assessments.

Benefits
for
Teachers
and
Students
Leveled running record
passages  provide  a
range  of  advantages
beyond  simple  level
p l a c e m e n t .  F o r
teachers,  they  offer  a
consistent  framework
for  col lecting  data
across classrooms and
over  time.  This  data
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informs  report  cards,
parent  conferences,
and intervention plans.
B e c a u s e  r u n n i n g
r e c o r d s  a r e
observational, they are
less  s t ress fu l  f o r
students  than  formal
tests.  Children  often
view them as “reading
time with the teacher,”
reducing test anxiety.
For  s tudents ,  the
biggest  benefit  is
targeted  instruction.
When  teachers  know
exactly where a child’s
strengths and gaps lie,
they can tailor phonics
lessons,  fluency
p r a c t i c e ,  a n d
c o m p r e h e n s i o n
strategies.  Students
expe r i ence  more
s u c c e s s  a n d  l e s s
frustrat ion,  which
boosts  motivation.
Additionally,  repeated
running  records  over
the school year provide
tang ib l e  p roo f  o f
growth, something that

can be celebrated with
goal-setting charts and
data binders.

Selecting
the Right
Leveled
Running
Record
Passages
Teachers  have  many
options when sourcing
passages.  Popular
commercial  systems
include:

Fountas and
Pinnell
Benchmark
Assessment
System: Widely
used in K-8
schools. Offers
fiction and
nonfiction
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passages with
detailed rubrics.
DRA
(Developmenta
l Reading
Assessment):
Focuses on
fiction and
includes retelling
prompts.
Raz-Plus /
Reading A-Z:
Provides
downloadable
passages and
running record
forms for levels
aa-Z2. Affordable
for individual
teachers.
LitART: Free
running record
passages
available online
with leveling
guides.
Teacher-
created
passages: Valid
if you follow a
leveling protocol
and have

colleagues check
for consistency.
Many teachers
adapt short
stories or use
leveled book
excerpts.

When  evaluating  a
passage,  consider
cultural  relevance,
gender  representation,
and  student  interests.
A  passage  about  a
camping  t r ip  may
resonate  with  some
s t u d e n t s  b u t  n o t
o t h e r s .  H a v i n g  a
diverse set of passages
for each level ensures
t h a t  b a c k g r o u n d
knowledge  does  not
unfairly  advantage  or
disadvantage readers.

Integratin
g
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Technolo
gy with
Leveled
Running
Record

Passages
T e c h n o l o g y  h a s
e x p a n d e d  t h e
possibilities for running
record  assessment.
Digital  running  record
tools allow teachers to
record  a  student’s
reading via tablet, then
analyze miscues  later.
Apps  l ike  Running
Record  Calculator  and
Fountas  and  Pinnell
O n l i n e  D a t a
Management  simplify
scoring  and  tracking.
Some  platforms  even
offer audio playback to
verify  tricky  miscues.

For  remote  or  hybrid
classrooms,  teachers
can  share  leve led
passages  on  screens
and  ask  students  to
read  aloud  via  video
cal l .  Whi le  d ig i ta l
assessment  cannot
replace the intimacy of
in-person  observation,
it  provides  flexibility
and  automatic  data
aggregation that saves
h o u r s  o f  m a n u a l
calculation.
T e a c h e r s  u s i n g
technology  should
ensure  the  passages
are  d isp layed  in  a
clean,  non-distracting
f o r m a t .  A v o i d
animations or links that
m i g h t  d i v e r t  t h e
student’s  attention.
Always  have  a  hard
copy as backup in case
of internet issues.
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Common
Mistakes
to Avoid
When
Using
Leveled
Running
Record

Passages
Even  exper ienced
teachers  can  fall  into
traps that compromise
the validity of running
records .  Here  are
pitfal ls  to  avoid:

Over-relying on
accuracy alone:
A student might
read at 94%

accuracy but
demonstrate
poor
comprehension
or heavy reliance
on phonics
without
understanding.
Comprehension
is equally
important.
Not calibrating
passages
across levels: If
you use
passages from
different sources,
ensure they are
properly leveled.
A “level M” from
one publisher
may be a “level
L” from another.
Administering
too frequently:
Running records
are meant to be
formative, not
weekly checks.
Assess every 4–6
weeks or when
you suspect a
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level change. Skipping
miscue


