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Text Complexity Analysis of “Four Freedoms” Speech by Franklin Delano Roosevelt
Text Type: Informational – Speech

The text sits at the high end of the grade 9-10 text complexity band, so it can be reread profitably in later years by more mature students capable of appreciating the text’s deeper messages related specifically to the concepts of freedom and Roosevelt’s use of rhetoric to convince both the American people and the U.S. Congress to support a new national policy.
Recommended Complexity Band Level
In a historic speech to Congress in January 6, 1941, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt cements America’s position as a model of democracy and eloquently appeals to Americans’ most profound beliefs about freedom. He presents a clear vision where the idea of individual freedom and human rights extends throughout the world, thus alerting Congress and the nation to the necessity of war.
Text Description



Quantitative Measure
Quantitative Measure of the Text:
1290L

Range:
1050-1335

Associated Band Level:
9-10






Text Structure: 
Moderately Complex - The central idea is clear, but the arrangement of the details and the references to time period politics and events make the text more difficult to understand. Roosevelt’s points are often implicit, and his organization of the text is complex in how he develops his points in a non-linear manner. Early in the speech, he points out that “at no previous time has American security been as seriously threatened from without as it is today.” He then makes historical references to the country’s earlier conflicts to build suspense as to exactly who is threatening the nation’s freedom – the Axis dictators. Overall, he establishes a context of the world as it existed at the time to convey his message more effectively. 

Language Features: 
Moderately Complex - Roosevelt employs bold, plain language that appeals emotionally to Congress and the American people. For example,  he writes: “The American people have unalterably set their faces against that tyranny” and that he finds it “unhappily necessary to report that the future and the safety of our country and of our democracy are overwhelmingly involved in the events far beyond our borders.” The language is mostly contemporary, but the delivery and connotations are formal. There are many complex sentences with several subordinate phrases or clauses and transition words.

Meaning/Purpose: 
Slightly Complex - The purpose of this text is explicitly stated when Roosevelt asks Congress to support the war effort with the Lend-Lease Act. He uses several rhetorical devices, including parallel structure and repetition, to emphasize the importance of protecting the four essential freedoms. For example, he repeats the phrase “by an impressive expression of public will and without regard to partisanship” to explain the nation’s policy. 

Knowledge Demands:  
Moderately Complex - Specific events are mentioned that require political and historical knowledge. For example, Roosevelt alludes to the ratification of the Constitution, the Civil War, World War I, the War of 1812 and other historical conflicts in which the United States was involved. Roosevelt uses lofty concepts to appeal to human empathy. Contextual definitions are critical to understanding this theoretical knowledge. For example, Roosevelt refers to “enforced isolation,” There are references to other texts or outside ideas, theories, etc.
Qualitative Measures
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Potential Challenges this Text Poses:
Some knowledge of specific political, economic, and social situations in a pre-war America may enhance the ability of students to fully understand the speech. The vocabulary is often connotative, compounding the difficulty of the domain specific language.

Differentiation/Supports for Students:
The teacher should be cognizant of student vocabulary needs and provide resources as needed. Research opportunities should be provided to give students the opportunity to answer self-selected questions.

For students who might have difficulty with the length Roosevelt’s entire speech, the teacher may choose to focus on the part of the speech that discusses the four freedoms. 

Additional background knowledge of events surrounding World War II and the concepts of freedom may enhance students’ comprehension of Roosevelt’s speech. Related readings that might enhance the student’s understanding of the historical significance of this speech may include articles about World War II and the events that led the United States to enter the conflict.

A review of various Supreme Court cases exploring the Constitutional limitations on protected freedoms might further extend the opportunity for students to fully understand the speech’s concepts. Repeated readings may deepen the reader’s comprehension of the text.

For learning extension, consider analyzing Roosevelt’s word choice, tone, style, and syntax used in the delivery of his speech as they relate to his message. (SL.11-12.3. Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence and rhetoric, assessing the stance, premises, links among ideas, word choice, points of emphasis, and tone used.)

Possible Major Instructional Areas of Focus for this Text:

	RI.9-10.3. Analyze how the author unfolds an analysis or series of ideas or events, including the order in which the points are made, how they are introduced and developed, and the connections that are drawn between them.


	Focus on how Roosevelt introduced and developed his message.


	RI.9-10.7. Analyze various accounts of a subject told in different mediums (e.g., a person’s life story in both print and multimedia), determining which details are emphasized in each account.



	SL.9-10.2. Integrate multiple sources of information presented in diverse media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively, orally) evaluating the credibility and accuracy of each source.


	Compare written text with audio and/or video of Roosevelt’s speech.

Compare Roosevelt’s political rhetoric regarding freedom to rhetoric contained in other speeches, such as those by John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan, both of whom frequently invoke the concept of freedom.


Considerations for Reader and Task


