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“In an ever-evolving world, literacy stands as a cornerstone of personal and
academic success, particularly during the critical adolescent years. It is critical
that we continue to address literacy as a high priority issue, even as students
reach the secondary grades.”

~ Dr. Sharon Vaughn & Dr. Jade Wexler, from the forward to
Essentials of Adolescent Literacy, Sedita, 2026

“To acquire the skills they need, students must work hard to refine and
build upon their initial reading skills, and teachers in upper elementary
grades and in middle and high school classes should help students acquire
more advanced skills once they understand the demands that content area
tasks actually present, especially to students who struggle with reading.”

~ Improving Adolescent Literacy: Effective Classroom
and Intervention Practices, Kamil et al., 2008

“Effective writing is a vital component of students’ literacy achievement,
and writing is a critical communication tool for students to convey thoughts
and opinions, describe ideas and events, and analyze information. Indeed,
writing is a life-long skill that plays a key role in postsecondary success
across academic and vocational disciplines.”

~ Teaching Secondary Students to Write Effectively,
Graham et al., 2016
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Foreword

Literacy skills are essential for success in school, in postsecondary education,
and the workforce, as well as for effective communication in our personal lives.

Adolescents must learn from texts which, compared to texts in earlier grades,
are significantly longer and more complex at the word, sentence, and structural
levels. These texts present greater conceptual challenges and demand a much
higher level of information synthesis. As students move into middle school, it
is often assumed that writing skills have already been mastered, and students
are expected to use writing to support learning and to complete sophisticated
writing tasks, some of which are specific to disciplines.

However, many students leave elementary grades without grade-level reading and writing skills.
Literacy difficulties that emerge in the elementary years may persist into later grades or, in some cases,
first appear during adolescence. Students who lack grade-level reading and writing skills are at a
disadvantage for academic achievement.

It is therefore critical for educators who work with adolescent learners to understand how reading and
writing abilities develop across upper elementary and secondary grades, as well as the instructional
concepts, practices, and challenges that are especially relevant for Grades 5-12. This includes the use
of research-based strategies to teach the content and disciplinary literacy skills students need to read,
write, and engage in discussion across all subject areas.

In addition, given the large number of secondary students who do not demonstrate grade-level

literacy skills, educators must understand the needs of struggling readers and writers and what effective
intervention instruction entails. This also requires an understanding of multi-tiered systems of support,
in which instruction is delivered at varying levels of intensity and informed by data from effective
secondary literacy assessment models.

Keys to Literacy has more than twenty years of experience providing professional learning and
consulting services to secondary educators and is recognized as a leader in the field of adolescent

literacy. The purpose of this guide is to share what we have learned by introducing key concepts in
adolescent literacy and offering resources to support educators in this work.

Joan Sedita t‘:{-{; é:
Founder of Keys to Literacy, e

Author of Essentials of Adolescent Literacy
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What Is Adolescent Literacy?

The term adolescent literacy is used differently among experts in the literacy field. Some say
it begins in Grade 4, based on the axiom that through Grade 3 students are learning to read,
but beginning in Grade 4 they shift to reading to learn (Chall, 1983). Others use the term to
describe literacy instruction that takes place in middle and high school grades, also referred
to as secondary literacy. Most states have English language arts standards that are organized
into an elementary band (kindergarten to Grade 5) and a secondary band (Grades 6-12) that
includes a focus on literacy in the content areas. We recognize the transition as happening
during 5th grade.

Why Teach Literacy “

to Adolescents? R s 2 ,“. Yy s . .r'.n

In many ways, literacy is the gatekeeper to Reading and Writing,

learning in every subject. As students progress Speaking and Listening

from upper elementary into middle and high

school, the emphasis on independent learning

increases. Students are expected to acquire, 7 Pl ©Emgfneeig)  © M

process, and remember information through " Astronomy - History " Psychology
. .- . . * Earth Science  * Business * Technology
reading and writing, listening to teachers and . .
. o . ) ] ) * Biology * Economics e Art
peers, and actively participating in discussions. « Math . Government  * Music

Many students enter Grade 5 without grade-

level reading and writing skills. Even those who do meet grade-level expectations must con-
tinue to develop these skills to keep pace with the increasing academic demands of secondary
grades. National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) data indicate that a significant
number of adolescents perform below grade level in literacy (U.S. Department of Education,
2012, 2025). These struggling students in particular benefit from effective, evidence-based
literacy instruction.
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Reading:

The percentage of Grade 4 students
in the nation who performed at or
above the NAEP Proficient level was
31%in 2024, and for Grade 8 students
it was 30%.

2024 PROFICIENCY
Grade 4: 30% | Grade 8: 31%

30-31%
Proficient

NAEP
SCORES FOR
READING

Writing:

The most recent NAEP writing scores
from 2011 showed that only 27% of

students in Grades 8 and 12 wrote at
or above the NAEP Proficiency level.

2011 PROFICIENCY
Grade 4 & 12: 27%

27%
Proficient

NAEP
SCORES FOR
WRITING
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Levels of Adolescent Literacy Instruction

Adolescent literacy instruction must include content reading and writing skills as well as the
specialized literacy skills that are unique to specific subject areas (i.e., disciplinary literacy).
Teachers should provide this instruction to all students. In addition, intervention instruction
for nonproficient readers and writers should target any skills that are not at grade level.

For reading, this may include phonics and fluency instruction, and for writing, this may include
teaching sentence skills and basic paragraph skills.

The chart below organizes adolescent literacy instruction into three levels (Sedita, 2026).

LEVELS OF ADOLESCENT LITERACY INSTRUCTION

Disciplinary Literacy

Content Literacy

Basic Literacy

LEARN MORE:

Advanced reading and
writing to learn: specialized
strategies unique to subject
areas

Reading and writing to learn:

vocabulary, comprehension,
writing strategies used across
all subjects

Learning to read and write:
intervention for basic skills,
including phonics, fluency,
vocabulary, comprehension,
basic writing skills

Components of Adolescent Literacy

Instruction in an MTSS Model

=F K12 Coalition

Tier 1 Instruction: provides
accommodations, modifications,
and scaffolds that ensure
struggling readers and writers
can access the same content
knowledge as their peers

Tiers 2 and 3 Instruction:
remediate to develop basic
skills

A


https://vimeo.com/554738543
https://vimeo.com/554738543

More About Content and Disciplinary Literacy

As students advance into middle and high school grades, literacy demands increase because
each content area requires distinct reading and writing strategies. Students must understand
the language of school texts which becomes increasingly complex and specialized across
disciplines. They benefit from explicit instruction and guided practice in vocabulary, compre-
hension, and writing skills used across subjects, an approach referred to as content literacy
instruction. Students also benefit from learning the specialized literacy practices that are unique
to each subject area, commonly referred to as disciplinary literacy.

Content Literacy: Content literacy includes skills, strategies, and routines related to reading,
writing, discussion, word learning, and language use that can be applied across subject areas.
These are sometimes referred to as generic skills and study skills (CEEDAR Center; Faggella-

Luby et al, 2012; Shanahan, 2017). Decades of research support the use of general reading and
writing strategies integrated into content-area classrooms (Brozo et al., 2013; Hwang et al., 2021).

Disciplinary Literacy: Disciplinary literacy refers to how experts within a discipline (i.e.,
science, history, mathematics, literature, and other fields) use specialized knowledge and
abilities to read, write, think, and communicate (Goldman et al., 2016; Jetton & Shanahan,
2012; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012). This approach emphasizes that students must be taught
highly specialized skills that vary by subject, as the literacy practices of one discipline are
not necessarily transferable to another. (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008).

Generic reading strategies and study skills “promote the use of purpose setting

and predicting, along with a rich collection of reading processes or strategies (e.g.,
visualization, summarization, clarification, questioning), and the use of particula study
or teaching devices (e.g., Cornell notetaking, three-level guides, advance organizers).”

~ Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012

LEARN MORE:

The Key Comprehension Routine

Disciplinary Literacy: Integrating

Literacy Instruction in All Subjects, The Kev Vocabulary Routine

Grades 6-12
Keys to Content Writing

k12coalition.com
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https://keystoliteracy.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Disciplinary-Literacy-White-Paper.pdf
https://keystoliteracy.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Disciplinary-Literacy-White-Paper.pdf
https://keystoliteracy.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Disciplinary-Literacy-White-Paper.pdf
https://keystoliteracy.com/offering/key-comprehension-routine/
https://keystoliteracy.com/offering/keys-to-content-writing-2/
https://keystoliteracy.com/offering/key-vocabulary-routine/

A Secondary Reading Instruction Model

The figure on the following page illustrates common learning paths for proficient and non-
proficient readers (Sedita, 2026). The model uses assessment to determine students’
instructional needs and appropriate pathways.

A universal reading screening assessment is administered to
all students to identify those who are not proficient readers.
Based on the screening results, students who demonstrate
the ability to read and comprehend grade-level texts are
identified as proficient readers. These students require
instruction that continues to develop academic vocabulary,
applies knowledge of text structure and comprehension
strategies, and uses writing to support learning. This instruc-
tion takes place in regular education classrooms and is
delivered by subject-area teachers.

Students identified as non-proficient readers require additional diagnostic reading
assessments to determine the nature and severity of their reading difficulties, as
well as the specific components of reading that need supplemental instruction.
Based on diagnostic assessment results, non-proficient readers will typically fall into
two sub-categories: weak and struggling, whose instructional paths differ slightly.

e Weak Reader Path: These students have reading skills that are one to two
years below grade level and typically have writing skills that are at least as
low as their reading skills. Given the potentially large number of non-proficient
readers in a school and the limited resources available to provide intensive
pull-out interventions, weak readers often have access only to Tier 2 supple-
mental support. This support is typically provided within regular classrooms that
include differentiated instruction and scaffolding.

e Struggling Reader Path: These students have reading skills that are two or
more years below grade level. Reading and writing are especially challenging
for these students. Among non-proficient readers, they are the most likely to
receive Tier 2 or Tier 3 intervention in pull-out settings.

-
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Proficient
Readers

Screening
Assessment

Non-
Proficient
Readers

Diagnostic
Assessment

Struggling
2+ years
below

Common Learning
Paths for Proficient &
Non-proficient Readers

\

Tier 1 Reading Instruction:

All Students

Components Addressed

e Academic Vocabulary
e Comprehension
® Reading/Writing Connection

Setting
¢ Regular Education Classrooms

Teachers

e Content Teachers
¢ Inclusion Specialists

Components Addressed

e Content & Disciplinary Literacy Instruction
o Differentiation & Scaffolding
e Some Tier 2 Supplemental Support

Tier 2 Supplemental & Tier 3

Intensive Intervention Instruction

Components Addressed

¢ Phonics, Advanced Word Study
¢ Fluency Vocabulary

e Comprehension

® Reading/Writing Connection

Setting

e Pull-out
¢ Individual and small groups

Teachers

¢ Reading Specialists
¢ Special Educators
e Title |, Paraprofessionals

Components Addressed

¢ Intervention Reading Programs
¢ Differentiation & Scaffolding

k12coalition.com
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Adolescent Literacy Research

The art of teaching is informed by shared, practical experience. However, as in the medical
profession, it is important for educators to consider research on effective literacy instruction
so that their decisions are guided by more than personal theories about teaching literacy.

A substantial body of research provides guidance on evidence-based literacy instruction for
Grades 5-12.

Findings from meta-analyses are particularly valuable because they are based on
consistent results across multiple studies. The following seminal research reports and
guides offer evidence-based recommendations for teaching literacy to adolescents.

Improving Adolescent Literacy:
— Effective Classroom and Intervention Practices

(Kamil et al., 2008)

Writing to Read: Evidence for How Writing

- Can Improve Readin
(Graham & Hebert, 2010)

_} Reading Next
(Biancarosa & Snow, 2006)

N Teaching Secondary Students to Write Effectively
(Graham et al., 2016)

8 Writing Next
(Graham & Perin, 2007)

N Providing Reading Interventions for Students in Grades 4-9
(Vaughn et al., 2022)
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https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/docs/practiceguide/adlit_pg_082608.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/docs/practiceguide/adlit_pg_082608.pdf
https://media.carnegie.org/filer_public/9d/e2/9de20604-a055-42da-bc00-77da949b29d7/ccny_report_2010_writing.pdf?_gl=1*bvaez8*_gcl_au*MTIxNzE1NjQxNC4xNzY3MTIxNTEx
https://media.carnegie.org/filer_public/9d/e2/9de20604-a055-42da-bc00-77da949b29d7/ccny_report_2010_writing.pdf?_gl=1*bvaez8*_gcl_au*MTIxNzE1NjQxNC4xNzY3MTIxNTEx
https://media.carnegie.org/filer_public/b7/5f/b75fba81-16cb-422d-ab59-373a6a07eb74/ccny_report_2004_reading.pdf?_gl=1*smo4z7*_gcl_au*MTIxNzE1NjQxNC4xNzY3MTIxNTEx
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/508_WWCPG_SecondaryWriting_122719.pdf
https://media.carnegie.org/filer_public/3c/f5/3cf58727-34f4-4140-a014-723a00ac56f7/ccny_report_2007_writing.pdf?_gl=1*1sksuk*_gcl_au*MTIxNzE1NjQxNC4xNzY3MTIxNTEx
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/WWC-practice-guide-reading-intervention-full-text.pdf

EVIDENCE-BASED INSTRUCTIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS

Reading

The first report listed on the prior page is an Institute of Education Sciences (IES)
practice guide published in 2008 that summarizes a large-scale meta-analysis of
adolescent literacy research, with a primary focus on reading instruction. Subsequent
studies have confirmed the recommendations from this guide, which include:

a Provide explicit vocabulary instruction.

e Provide direct and explicit comprehension strategy instruction.

e Provide opportunities for extended discussion of text meaning and interpretation.

Increase student motivation and engagement in literacy learning.

e Make available intensive and individualized interventions for struggling
readers that can be provided by trained specialist.

Writing

The second report on the prior page is another |IES practice guide focused on writing
instruction. Its recommendations include:

a Explicitly teach appropriate writing strategies using a Model-Practice-
Reflect instructional cycle.

e Integrate writing and reading to emphasize key writing features.

e Use assessments of students’ writing to inform instruction and feedback.

k12coalition.com
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Intervention
The last report on the list is also an IES practice guide and focuses on reading interven-
tions. Its recommendations include:
0 Build students’ decoding skills so they can read complex multisyllabic words.
e Provide purposeful fluency-building activities to help students read effortlessly.
e Routinely use a set of comprehension-building practices to help students

make sense of the text.

a. Build students’ world and word knowledge so they can make sense of
the text.

b. Consistently provide students with opportunities to ask and answer
questions to better understand the text they read.

c. Teach students a routine for determining the gist of a short section of text.

d. Teach students to monitor their comprehension as they read.

o Provide students with opportunities to practice making sense of stretch text
(i.e., challenging text) that will expose them to complex ideas and information).

“It is important for educators who work with adolescent learners to become
familiar with foundational research in adolescent literacy research and to
understand how this research can inform instruction to meet the needs of
both proficient readers and those who struggle with reading and writing.”

~ Essentials of Adolescent Literacy, Sedita, 2026

-l-."'.
L
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The Science of Reading
and Adolescent Learners

The Science of Reading refers to a comprehensive and
evolving body of scientific knowledge drawn from the
fields of education, cognitive psychology, developmental
psychology, and neuroscience. Although research on
effective reading instruction has existed for decades,

the term Science of Reading, used to describe this

PSYCHOLOGY

body of research, has gained prominence in recent

years. This research, including studies focused on

adolescent literacy, explains how individuals learn EDUCATION NEUROSCIENCE
to read, why some learners struggle, and how

reading can be taught most effectively. Research

related to writing is also included within the Science

of Reading.

Several instructional frameworks contribute to our understanding of the competencies
and skills students need to become proficient readers and writers. These frameworks are
described as follows.

Word Recognition X Language — Reading
(Decoding) Comprehension - Comprehension

Simple View of Reading

The Simple View of Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986) proposes that reading comprehension
occurs only when students are proficient in both word recognition skills and language
comprehension. Automatic word recognition, also described as decoding, leads to fluent
reading. Language comprehension includes sufficient vocabulary knowledge and syntactic
awareness (an understanding of English grammar) to comprehend spoken language.

If adolescent learners have not developed adequate word recognition skills and language
processes by Grade 5, they are likely to experience difficulty making meaning from text.



The Five Components of Reading

Vocabulary
The National Reading Panel (2000) identi- et i
fied five essential components of reading
. . . . Phonics Fluency
instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, et The ability to read

fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.
As students progress from kindergarten

match those sounds accurately and
to letters efficiently

N

through Grade 12, the instruction for these

components shifts. Instruction for the foun- Foepals Gomprenension
dational skills of phonemic awareness and Being sble o e e

. . X . heal.'the sounds read);ng
phonics is emphasized in the early grades, nevad:

with phonics instruction transitioning to
advanced word study in Grades 4 and 5 as
students learn to read and spell multisyllabic
words derived from Latin and Greek.

Students continue to develop text reading fluency throughout the elementary grades, with a
goal of reading at least 150 words correct per minute with at least 95% accuracy after Grade

6. Vocabulary development and the ability to apply comprehension strategies to increasingly
complex text should remain a focus across all grade levels. For adolescent learners, instruction in
Grades 5-12 is organized into content literacy for all students, addressing vocabulary and com-
prehension across subjects, and targeted intervention for struggling readers to address gaps in
any component of reading.

k12coalition.com
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The Components of Writing

The Writing Rope (Sedita, 2019, 2023) is an instructional framework designed to support writing
development across all grades. The framework identifies five essential components of writing
skills and strategies that students must master to become proficient writers. These components,
represented as strands in a rope, include Critical Thinking, Syntax, Text Structure, Writing Craft,
and Transcription.

CRITICAL THINKING

e Generating ideas, gathering information

e Writing process: organizing, drafting,
writing, revising

SYNTAX

e Grammar and syntactic awareness
* Sentence elaboration
® Punctuation

TEXT STRUCTURE

¢ Narrative, informational, opinion structures
e Paragraph structure

¢ Patterns of organization (description, sequence,
cause/effect, compare/contrast, problem/solution)

e Linking and transition words

\\

THE COMPONENTS
OF WRITING

SKILLED WRITING

WRITING CRAFT

¢ Word choice
e Awareness of task, audience, purpose
e Literary devices

TRANSCRIPTION

¢ Spelling
¢ Handwriting, keyboarding

During the elementary grades, students learn a wide range of skills within each strand. Begin-
ning in Grade 5 and beyond, students increasingly integrate these skills to produce writing
that clearly and effectively communicates their ideas, much like weaving together strands in

a rope. Proficient adolescent writers continue to require instruction in advanced writing skills
represented in the first four strands, including skills required specific to disciplinary writing.
Adolescent struggling writers may require targeted intervention to address gaps in any com-
ponents of writing, including transcription skills.

Learn More: What Is Comprehension? The Five Components of Reading

Learn More: The Strands That Are Woven Into Skilled Writing

Learn More: The Writing Rope: A Framework for Evidence-Based Writing Instruction
Learn More: Reading Universe Timely Talk Video "Teaching Children to Write Well

o
- £ K12 Coalition
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LU461AMLAAg
https://keystoliteracy.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Article-The-Strands-That-Are-Woven-Into-Skilled-Writing.pdf
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/literacy20221107/
https://readinguniverse.org/article/explore-teaching-topics/writing/teaching-children-to-write-well-with-joan-sedita-m-ed
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The Reading and Writing Connection

There are significant benefits to teaching adolescents reading
and writing in a connected way. They are built on the same
foundation of oral language and share cognitive processes.
Although reading is a receptive use of language and writing
a generative use, they are closely aligned and tap into similar
knowledge, skills, and strategies.

Too often, curricula address reading and writing instruction
separately, taught in different lessons, but students benefit
from instruction that integrates the two. Given the overlap in skills and strategies that support
both reading comprehension and writing, teaching them together is more efficient and supports
content learning.

“Despite the many contributions of science to the study of literacy, | contend that
the sciences of reading and writing are too narrowly focused on how to teach either
reading or writing and not focused enough on how these two skills can be used to

support each other.”
~ Steve Graham, 2020

"Students engage in critical thinking as they use writing to communicate ideas and
information, especially when that writing is based on sources. When students write
about what they are reading and learning, they are thinking on paper. Writing helps
them organize, clarify, and understand what they are reading. It also helps them
engage with the information by extending their thinking and building relationships
between the information and their background knowledge.”

~ Sedita, 2020

LEARN MORE:

Connecting the Ropes: Integrating Instructional Suggestions for

Reading & Writing Instruction Writing About Reading

RE K12 Coalition


https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/connecting-the-ropes-integrating-reading-writing-instruction/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/connecting-the-ropes-integrating-reading-writing-instruction/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Si9AXse9ZvI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Si9AXse9ZvI

Core Literacy Instruction Grades 5-12

Core literacy instruction refers to the curricula and programs used to teach reading and writing
to all students, ensuring they reach literacy levels that meet or exceed grade-level standards.
It is described as Tier | instruction in a multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) framework.

In the elementary grades, students are
taught all five components of reading
along with foundational writing skills.
In Grade 5 and beyond, the focus of
core instruction shifts to “literacy skills
for learning”—the skills required to
access and engage with content across
all subject areas. These skills include
vocabulary development, the use of
comprehension strategies, knowledge
of text structure, writing skills, and the
speaking and listening skills necessary

for effective participation in discussions. = i,
Often, these skills are taught and applied (L]
in combination using content-area texts : Il

and practices.

LEARN MORE:

¢ Principles of Effective Literacy Instruction

e Explicit Vocabulary Instruction in Middle and High School

e Embedding Vocabulary and Comprehension in All Subjects 4-12
¢ In Support of Main Idea and Comprehension Strategy Instruction
¢ Teaching Text Structure to Support Writing and Comprehension
¢ Discussion to Support Learning: Part1 Part2 Part3

¢ Text Driven Comprehension and Close Reading Instruction

k12coalition.com
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https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/principles-of-effective-literacy-instruction/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JJxRBtre8OA&t=100s
https://vimeo.com/405201315
https://readinguniverse.org/article/explore-teaching-topics/writing/teaching-children-to-write-well-with-joan-sedita-m-ed
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/in-support-of-main-idea-and-comprehension-strategy-instruction/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/teaching-text-structure-to-support-writing-comprehension/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/discussion-to-support-learning-part-1/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/discussion-to-support-learning-part-2/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/discussion-to-support-learning-part-3/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/text-driven-comprehension-and-close-reading-instruction/

Key practices for core literacy instruction across all subjects include:

Teachers use an explicit approach to teaching literacy skills and strategies,
including guided practice with content-area texts.

Students are taught the meanings of several new words each day, and teachers
preview unfamiliar vocabulary.

Students are encouraged to apply strategies to determine the meanings of
unfamiliar words (e.g., identifying meaningful word parts or using context clues).

Students’ background knowledge is built through exposure to high-quality
texts and multimedia formats.

Students learn and practice comprehension strategies before, during, and
after reading.

Teachers incorporate text-based discussions and explicitly teach the skills
needed for effective participation.

Students learn strategies for analyzing texts and develop close reading skills.

Teachers teach multiple components of writing and provide guided practice
through ongoing opportunities for students to write about what they are reading
and learning.

Teachers integrate reading and writing instruction across all content areas.
Students' literacy abilities are monitored periodically to inform instructional decisions.

Source: Meadows Center, 2016; Sedita, 2026
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Intervention Support for Struggling Adolescents

There are many reasons why adolescents struggle with literacy skills, and the severity of reading
and writing difficulties varies widely across Grade 5-12. A one-size-fits-all approach to interven-
tion is ineffective because there is substantial variation in which components of reading and
writing require support.

The goal of intervention instruction is to accelerate literacy development so that students can
make meaningful progress toward building grade-level reading and writing skills. Placement in
intervention begins with assessment to identify and diagnose students’ strengths and areas of
need. Interventions may target any component of reading and writing, depending on individual
student profiles.

Multi-Tiered Systems of Support: Grades 5-12

TIER 3:
FEW Intensive Intervention Instruction

/\ Students who need significant intervention

TIER 2:

Supplemental Instruction
SOME Students who need more support in
addition to core instruction

> -

Core Instruction
ALL All students, including students who
benefit from differentiation and scaffolds

A multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) is an instructional framework designed to promote
literacy achievement by providing varying levels of instructional support. Tier | consists of
universal instruction delivered to all students in general education classrooms. Tier 2 provides
supplemental instruction in addition to Tier 1 for students who are not meeting grade-level
literacy expectations. Tier 3 offers more intensive intervention for students who have not
responded adequately to Tier 2 support. In middle and high school settings, students who are
two or more years below grade-level in reading and writing often require Tier 3 intervention.

-
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Characteristics of Effective Interventions

To achieve the level of progress needed for struggling adolescents to substantially improve
their reading and writing skills, intensive intervention is essential. Research has identified the
following characteristics of effective interventions (Kamil et al., 2008; Vaughn et al., 2012;
Wanzek et al., 2013; Vaughn et al., 2022):

* Smaller instructional group sizes

¢ Increased intervention time, including greater frequency and duration and longer
instructional sessions

¢ Individualized intervention aligned to each student’s specific needs

¢ Explicit and systematic instruction with opportunities for guided practice and
teacher feedback

* Use of evidence-based practices and intervention programs
* Access to grade-level curriculum content to support participation alongside peers

e Extension of intervention instruction into content-area classrooms

“Students who are unable to meet grade-level standards in literacy often require
supplemental, intensive, and individualized reading intervention to improve their skills.
Such interventions are most often provided by reading specialists or teachers who have

undergone thorough training to help them understand the program or approach they
will use and to deepen their understanding of adolescent struggling readers.”

~ Kamil et al., 2008

LEARN MORE:

Reading Intervention for Older Students

Matching Students to Interventions

Providing Reading Interventions for Students in Grades 4-9
Multi-Tiered System of Supports for Grades 6-12

Reading Tiered Fidelity Inventory: Secondary-Level Edition

k12coalition.com
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https://vimeo.com/532010269
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1iZNc5nM6mQ&t=3s
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/WWC-practice-guide-reading-intervention-full-text.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MIK0ki4fjJU&t=1s
https://mimtsstac.org/sites/default/files/session-documents/MiMTSS R-TFI Sec Ver 2.2.pdf

Reading Assessment, Grades 5-12
Screening and Diagnostic Assessment

Screening and diagnostic assessment for adolescents differs from assessment in the elementary
grades. In elementary school, students are learning skills associated with all five components of
reading. Screening assessments are therefore used to determine whether students have reached
grade-level benchmarks in phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.

Once students reach grade 5 and are able to read and comprehend grade-level texts, it can
generally be assumed that they have adequate phonics skills, grade-level fluency and vocabulary
knowledge, and foundational comprehension strategies. As a result, reading screening assess-
ments at this level should focus primarily on identifying which students can comprehend text
and which cannot.

Students who demonstrate adequate comprehension of grade-level text through screening
assessments do not require further evaluation. Students who experience difficulty with reading
comprehension, however, should receive additional diagnostic assessments to identify which
specific reading components require targeted intervention

Sedita (2011, 2024) developed the Reading Assessment Plan for Grades 5-12, which incorporates
both screening and diagnostic assessments. The graphic at right illustrates this assessment plan.
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READING ASSESSMENT PLAN
FOR GRADES 5-12

Sedita, 2011, 2024

An assessment model for Grades 5-12
is different from elementary assessment.

Administer a reading comprehension assess-
ment to determine which students are not able
to comprehend grade-level text. If possible,
use more than one assessment source (e.g.,
state reading assessment combined with a
norm-referenced reading comprehension
subtest). Also consider informal, formative
assessment data and input from teachers
about students. Students who are not having
difficulty benefit from Tier | content literacy
instruction in all subjects.

For those students not reading at grade

level, assess oral reading fluency. An individual,
quick, curriculum-based measurement that
measures words correct per minute, or a

more formal oral reading assessment can be
used. Students who are fluent will most likely
benefit from an intervention that focuses on
vocabulary and comprehension (in addition to
Tier | content literacy instruction).

For those students not reading fluently,

assess phonics skills. A quick, informal

phonics screen can be used. Students who
have solid phonics skills will most likely benefit
from an intervention that focuses on fluency,
vocabulary, and comprehension (in addition

to Tier | content literacy instruction).

Those students who have phonics difficulties
will most likely benefit from an intervention
that focuses on phonics and advanced word
study, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehen-
sion. A quality phonics intervention program
will most likely include more in-depth phonics
assessments

STEP 1
Group-administered reading
comprehension screen to all students

a N

Students below
grade level
Move to Step 2

Students at grade level
Vocabulary and comprehension
in the content classroom

STEP 2

Assess oral reading fluency

a N

Students below
fluency benchmark
Move to Step 3

Students at or above
fluency benchmark
Vocabulary and comprehension
in the content classroom
and possibly vocabulary and
comprehension intervention

STEP 3

Assess phonics skills

a N

Students with intact
phonics skills
Vocabulary and comprehension
in the content classroom,
possibly vocabulary and
comprehension intervention,
and fluency intervention

Students with weak
phonics skills
Move to Step 4

STEP 4
Assess specific phonics skills

Students with weak phonics skills
Vocabulary and comprehension in the content
classroom, plus intensive intervention in
all reading components (phonics, fluency,
vocabulary, comprehension)
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Progress Monitoring

Once students with reading difficulties have been identified and intervention support is in place,
progress monitoring assessments are used throughout the school year to determine whether
instruction is effective or whether the instructional plan needs adjustment. A problem-solving
process can be used to analyze data from these assessments, as shown in the graphic below.

Step 1: Problem Identification
What is the problem?

Step 4: Evaluate and Step 2: Problem Analysis
Revise the Plan Why is the problem
Is the instruction working? Process occurring?

Problem-Solving

Step 3: Develop and Implement a Plan
What instruction will we use?

LEARN MORE:

¢ |dentifying Student Needs Through Assessment

* Reading Assessment Model, Grades 5-12
* Progress Monitoring

-
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9uSClUoPjj8&t=745s
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/reading-assessment-model-grades-5-12/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EO5-8y8_Q1U&t=2s
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Adolescent Literacy Leadership

An effective adolescent literacy initiative - T—
starts with strong leadership. Principals,
Assistant Principals, and Department
Heads are literacy leaders who play a
critical role in supporting adolescent
literacy achievement. They take the
lead in developing long-term literacy
plans that address the systems and
structures needed to increase literacy
achievement for all students, including
universal instruction, comprehensive
assessment, intervention, data-based
decision making, ongoing professional
development, and collaborative teams.

Systems, structures, and the science
of reading are key ingredients in
high-performing schools.

4 )

Systems: Strong systems ensure effective collaboration and give teachers the data
they need to measure progress and performance.

Structures: Successful schools have structures in place that ensure days are learning-
focused and maximize instructional time.

Science of Reading: High-performing schools know and use instructional strategies
based on the Science of Reading to achieve exceptionally high outcomes for students.

- J

Literacy leaders support the collaborative implementation of literacy plans, including the
school-wide systems and structures. They also are instructional leaders, providing coaching and
feedback to teachers about literacy instruction that is based on research and aligned to the
school’s literacy vision.

4
- £ K12 Coalition
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"High-quality principals... are vital to the effectiveness of our nation’s public schools,
especially those serving the children with the fewest advantages in life.”

~ Grissom, J. A., Egalite, A. J., & Lindsay, C. A. (2021)

"The reading gains from replacing a below-average principal with an above-average
one, would be larger than approximately 50% of the effects on reading achievement
of various educational interventions in 747 studies.”

~ Kraft, M. A. (2020).

LEARN MORE:

e NY BOCES Power Hour of Learning: Leaning Into Adolescent
Literacy & Leadership

® The 6 Systems Every School Needs to Improve Literacy Outcomes

¢ Middle and High School: School-Wide Literacy Planning

e Literacy Planning for Grades 4-12
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http://k12coalition.com
https://vimeo.com/1095969492?share=copy
https://vimeo.com/1095969492?share=copy
https://www.themeasuredmom.com/the-5-systems-every-school-needs-to-improve-literacy-outcomes-with-pati-montgomery/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/middle-high-school-school-wide-literacy-planning/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W7MgO3idwHk
https://www.solutiontree.com/its-possible.html
https://www.solutiontree.com/its-possible.html
https://www.solutiontree.com/its-possible.html
https://www.solutiontree.com/its-possible.html
https://www.solutiontree.com/its-possible.html

Motivating and Engaging Adolescent Learners

Motivation contributes significantly to reading engagement, g a
and engaged readers tend to enjoy reading and read more

often. Motivated adolescent readers are typically self-
determined (i.e., they feel a sense of control over their
reading), self-regulated (i.e., they recognize whether they
are on task and employ strategies to achieve their goals),
and actively engaged in the reading process. Multiple
factors influence adolescents’ motivation, including their
beliefs, values, and goals related to school, as well as, for
struggling students, the effects of grading and grouping
practices.

There is strong evidence that students’ motivation and
interest in reading school-related texts declines as they
transition from elementary to middle school. This decline
is particularly pronounced among students who have
difficulty learning to read (Ho & Guthrie, 2013; Kamil et al.,
2008; Murray et al., 2010). Consequently, identifying ways
to motivate and engage students in reading is an essential
component of adolescent literacy instruction.

Although the body of research on effective instructional

practices for motivating adolescent readers, especially those

with reading difficulties, is limited, there is some consensus around four instructional practices
that demonstrate significant effect sizes (Guthrie & Humenick, 2004; Kamil et al., 2008):

Provide content goals Provide a range of Provide students Increase collaborative
for reading choices in reading interesting texts for reading
activities reading instruction

Learn More: Motivating and Engaging Adolescents to Read
Learn More: Question 3: Motivation

-
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https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/motivating-engaging-adolescents-to-read/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wj1mDxQREno&t=196s
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ADOLESCENT
LITERACY:
YOUR NEXT STEPS

Adolescent
Literacy
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Learn More from Keys to Literacy:

Course: Keys to Adolescent Literacy

Book: Essentials of Adolescent Literacy

Link: KTL Secondary Literacy Leadership Services

Webinar: Essentials of Adolescent Literacy - Reading and Writing Instruction in Grades 5-12

Use the links throughout this guide, as well as the those listed below, to access
additional resources on adolescent literacy:

¢ Georgia Department of Education: EdTalk of Adolescent Literacy by Joan Sedita (coming soon)

¢ Ohio Department of Education and Workforce: Grades 6-12 Focus Area

¢ Nevada Adolescent Literacy Network, University of Nevada

e Arizona Department of Education: Secondary Literacy (Middle and High School)
¢ The Reading League Compass: Adolescent Literacy

* Tools to support school and district adolescent literacy initiatives:

o Adolescent Literacy Walk-Through for Principals (Center on Instruction)

o Reading Tiered Fidelity Inventory: Secondary-Level Edition (Michigan’s Multi-Tiered System of Supports)
o Self-Study Guide for Implementing Academic Interventions in Grades 3-8 (REL Southeast)

o Self-Study Guide for Implementing High School Academic Interventions (REL Southeast)

-
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https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Learning-in-Ohio/Literacy/Literacy-Academy/Literacy-Academy-on-Demand/Areas-of-Focus#6-12
https://www.unr.edu/education/research/centers-and-student-resources/initiatives/naln
https://www.azed.gov/standards-practices/secondary-literacy-middlehs
https://www.thereadingleague.org/compass/adolescent-literacy/
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED521604.pdf
https://mimtsstac.org/sites/default/files/session-documents/MiMTSS R-TFI Sec Ver 2.2.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/rel-southeast/2025/01/tool-3
https://ies.ed.gov/rel-southeast/2025/01/descriptive-study-8
https://keystoliteracy.com/adolescent-literacy/
https://products.brookespublishing.com/The-Essentials-of-Adolescent-Literacy-P1682.aspx
https://keystoliteracy.com/instructional-leadership/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/teach2read20251112/

References:

Biancarosa, C., & Snow, C. E. (2006). Reading Next—A vision for action and research in middle and high school
literacy: A report to Carnegie Corporation of New York (2nd ed.). Alliance for Excellent Education.

Brozo, W. G., Moorman, G., Meyer, C., & Stewart, T. (2013). Content area reading and disciplinary literacy:
A case for the radical center. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 56(5).

CEEDAR Center. (n.d.). Disciplinary literacy. Professional development course offered by the University of
Florida. https://ceedar.education.ufl.edu/cems/disciplinary-literacy/

Chall, J.S. (1983). Stages of reading development. McGraw-Hill.

Faggella-Luby, M. N., Graner, P.S., Deshler, D. D., & Drew, S. V. (2012). Building a house on sand: Why disciplinary
literacy is not sufficient to replace general strategies for adolescent learners who struggle. Top Language
Disorders, 32(1), 69-84.

Goldman, S., Britt, M., Brown, W., Cribb, G., George, M., Greenleaf, C., Lee, C., Shanahan, C., & Project READI
(Reading, Evidence, and Argumentation in Disciplinary Instruction). (2016). Disciplinary literacies and learning for
understanding: A conceptual framework for disciplinary literacy. Educational Psychology, 51(2), 219-24 .

Gough, P. B., & Tunmer, W. E. (1986). Decoding, reading, and reading disability. Remedial and Special Education,
7(1), 6-10.

Graham. S. (2020). The science of reading and writing must become more fully integrated. Reading Research
Quarterly, 55 (Suppl. 1).

Graham, S., Bruch, J., Fitzgerald, J., Friedrich, L., Furgeson, J., Greene, K., Kim, J., Lyskawa, J., Olson, C. B., &
Smither Wulsin, C. (2016). Teaching secondary students to write effectively (NCEE 2017-4002). National Center
for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance (NCEE), Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of
Education.

Graham, S., & Hebert, M. A. (2010). Writing to read: Evidence for how writing can improve reading. A Carnegie
Corporation Time to Act Report. Alliance for Excellent Education.

Graham, S., & Perin, D. (2007). Writing next: Effective strategies to improve the writing of adolescents in middle
and high schools—A report to Carnegie Corporation of New York. Alliance for Excellent Education.

Grissom, J. A., Egalite, A. J., & Lindsay, C. A. (2021, February). How principals affect students and schools: A
systematic synthesis of two decades of research. The Wallace Foundation.

k12coalition.com


http://k12coalition.com
https://ceedar.education.ufl.edu/cems/disciplinary-literacy/
https://wallacefoundation.org/sites/default/files/2023-09/How-Principals-Affect-Students-and-Schools.pdf
https://wallacefoundation.org/sites/default/files/2023-09/How-Principals-Affect-Students-and-Schools.pdf

BRE K12 Coalition

Guthrie, J. T., & Humenick, N. M. (2004). Motivating students to read: Evidence for classroom practices that
increase reading motivation and achievement. In P. McCardle & V. Chhabra (Eds.), The voice of evidence in
reading research (pp. 213-234). Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co.

Ho, A. H., & Guthrie, J. T. (2013). Patterns of association among multiple motivations and aspects of achievement
in reading. Reading Psychology, 34(2). https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02702711.2011.596255

Hwang, H., Cabell, S. Q., & Joyner, R . E. (2021). Effects of integrated literacy and content-area instruction on
vocabulary and comprehension in the elementary years: A Meta-analysis. Scientific Studies of Reading, 26(3),
223-249. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888438.2021.1954005

Jetton, T., & Shanahan, C. (2012). Adolescent literacy in the academic disciplines: General principles and
practical strategies. Guilford Press.

Kamil, M. L., Borman, G. D., Dole, J., Kra |, C. C., Salinger, T., & Torgesen, J. (2008). Improving adolescent
literacy: Effective classroom and intervention practices: A Practice Guide (NCEE #2008-4027). National Center for
Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education.

Kraft, M. A. (2020). Interpreting effect sizes of education interventions. Educational Researcher, 49(4), 241-253.

The Meadows Center. (2016). 10 key reading practices for all middle and high schools with strong evidence
of effectiveness from high-quality research. The University of Texas at Austin, The Meadows Center for
Preventing Educational Risk.

Murray, C.S., Wexler, J., Vaughn, S., Roberts, G., Klingler-Tackett, K., Boardman, A. G., Miller, D., & Kosanovich,
M. (2010). Effective instruction for adolescent struggling readers: Professional development module-Second
Edition. Center on Instruction. RMC Research Corporation.

National Reading Panel. (2000). Report of the National Reading Panel: Teaching children to read: An evidence-
based assessment of the scientific research literature on reading and its implications for reading instruction
(NIH Publication No. 00-4769). U.S. Government Printing Office.

Sedita, J. (2011). Adolescent literacy: Addressing the needs of students in grades 4-12. In J. Birsh (Ed.),
Multisensory teaching of basic language skills (3rd ed., pp. 517-547). Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co.

Sedita, J. (2019). The Writing Rope: The strands that are woven into skilled writing. Keys to Literacy. https://
keystoliteracy.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Article-The-Strands-That-Are-Woven-Into-Skilled-Writing.pdf

Sedita, J. (2020). Keys to content writing (4th ed.). Keys to Literacy.

Sedita, J. (2023). The Writing Rope: A framework for explicit writing instruction in all subjects. Paul H. Brookes
Publishing Co.


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02702711.2011.596255
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888438.2021.1954005
https://keystoliteracy.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Article-The-Strands-That-Are-Woven-Into-Skilled-Writing.pdf
https://keystoliteracy.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Article-The-Strands-That-Are-Woven-Into-Skilled-Writing.pdf

Sedita, J. (2024). Reading assessment model, grades 5-12. Keys to Literacy. https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/
reading-assessment-model-grades-5-12/

Sedita, J. (2026). The essentials of adolescent literacy. Paul H. Brookes Publishing.

Shanahan, T. (2017). Disciplinary literacy: The basics. Shanahan on Literacy. https://www.shanahanonliteracy.com/
blog/disciplinary-literacy-the-basics

Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2008). Teaching disciplinary literacy to adolescents: Rethinking content-area
literacy. Harvard Educational Review, 78(1), 40-59.

Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2012). What is disciplinary literacy and why does it matter. Topics in Language
Disorders, 32(1), 7-18 .

U.S. Department of Education. (2012). Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NA EP), 2011 Writing Assessment.

U.S. Department of Education. (2025). Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NA EP), 2024 Reading Assessment. https://nces.ed.gov/nations

reportcard/

Vaughn, S., Gersten, R., Dimino, J., Taylor, M. J., Newman-Gonchar, R., Krowka, S., Kieffer, M. J., McKeown,
M., Reed, D., Sanchez, M., St. Martin, K., Wexler, J., Morgan, S., Yafiez, A., & Jayanthi, M. (2022). Providing
reading interventions for students in Grades 4-9 (WWC2022007). National Center for Education Evaluation
and Regional Assistance (NCEE), Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education.

Vaughn, S., Wanzek, J., Murray, C. S., & Roberts, G. (2012). Intensive interventions for students struggling in
reading and mathematics: A practice guide. RMC Research Corporation, Center on Instruction.

Wanzek, J., Vaughn, S., Scammacca, N. K., Metz, K., Murrray, C. S., Roberts, G., & Danielson, L. (2013).
Extensive reading interventions for students with reading difficulties after Grade 3. Review of Educational
Research, 82(2).

k12coalition.com


http://k12coalition.com
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/reading-assessment-model-grades-5-12/
https://keystoliteracy.com/blog/reading-assessment-model-grades-5-12/
https://www.shanahanonliteracy.com/blog/disciplinary-literacy-the-basics
https://www.shanahanonliteracy.com/blog/disciplinary-literacy-the-basics
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/
https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/

ma -,*..;-r

Keys to
theran‘y'

K12 D:::-alu:mn

Produced and distributed by K12 Coalition
Authored by Joan Sedita

k12coalition.com
© K12 Coalition 2026. All rights reserved.


http://k12coalition.com

