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Overview: 

There are an estimated six to eight million adolescents who struggle with reading in secondary schools (Biancarosa & 

Snow, 2004; Joftus & Maddox-Dolan, 2003; Vaughn, Denton, & Fletcher, 2010). Some struggling students may have 

reading disabilities; however, some of these students are not identified until they are in the upper elementary grades or 

even secondary school when it is difficult to provide the necessary interventions to close the achievement gap (Hock et al., 

2009; Leach, Scarborough, & Rescorla, 2003; Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012).  

Secondary students with reading difficulties commonly have difficulties with decoding and fluency, which results in poor 

reading comprehension. Surprisingly, isolated reading comprehension difficulties do not comprise the bulk of struggling 

readers (Catts, Adlof, & Weismer, 2006; Leach et al., 2003). Rather, difficulty mastering the basic skills of reading 

contribute to the low levels of comprehension, and adolescent students with reading disabilities typically require 

interventions that address word-level decoding and fluency development as well as comprehension (Scammacca, Roberts, 

Vaughn, & Stuebing, 2013; Vaughn et al., 2010). For these reasons, this IC focuses on developing adolescent readers’ 

abilities to decode multisyllabic words, read with prosody, develop vocabulary knowledge, and increase reading 

comprehension. For secondary students who continue to have difficulties with the foundational skills of reading (i.e., 

phonemic awareness, basic phonics, and fluency), refer to Evidence-Based Reading Instruction, Grades K-5 (Lane, 2014).  

The needs of struggling secondary students vary and present unique challenges, requiring teachers to plan instruction 

according to the needs of each student (Fagella-Luby, Schumaker, & Deshler, 2008). In addition to students’ academic 

needs, teachers must also address the emotional and motivational needs of these adolescents. Adolescent struggling 

readers experience a history of failure and frustration and often develop feelings of hopelessness and lack of trust in their 

abilities to academically succeed. They develop maladaptive habits such as reliance on guessing, fake reading, or just 

avoiding reading altogether. They realize their knowledge deficits and the challenges awaiting them in the larger world 

(Moats, 2014; Novosel, 2014; RAND, 2002).  

Students with reading difficulties present other challenges for their teachers. Secondary teachers must not only support 

student reading achievement, but also must ensure that students gain relevant content knowledge despite their reading 

difficulties, and secondary teachers report that they are rarely prepared to teach students who struggle with reading, 

particularly in the content areas (Kamil et al., 2008; Ness, 2009; Snow, 2002). When teachers do learn strategies to teach 

struggling readers, they rarely receive ongoing support, and the strategies often are not implemented with fidelity (James-

Burdumy et al., 2009).  

 

 



 

Essential Component 1: Word Recognition and Word Study  

Word Recognition  

The ability to effectively and efficiently decode words is necessary for reading comprehension (Boardman et al., 2008; 

Nagy, Berninger, & Abbott, 2006; Scammacca et al., 2007; Wharton-McDonald & Swiger; 2009). Researchers have 

determined that about one-third of middle school struggling readers have difficulty at the basic word level, and they have 

difficulty with comprehension (Brasseur-Hock, Hock, Kieffer, Biancarosa, & Deshler 2011; Paulesu et al., 2001; 

Scammacca et al., 2013; Vaughn et al., 2010). Struggling adolescent readers may be able to read single-syllable words but 

must be taught strategies to decode multisyllabic words common in complex texts (Archer, Gleason, & Vachon, 2003). To 

do this well, students must be taught explicit strategies to decode unknown words (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Pearson & 

Gallagher, 1983). Teachers who use explicit instruction explain the strategy, model the process, provide guided practice 

with scaffolding, and, finally, require independent application of the strategy.  

There are three strategies students can learn to apply while reading unfamiliar words— decoding, analogizing, and 

predicting (Ehri, 2014). Students use a decoding strategy by transforming the graphemes (i.e., letters) into a blend of 

phonemes to pronounce the word. If the word is familiar, students can decode it and then check to see if the word makes 

sense in context. The second strategy, analogizing, is useful to readers who have a large number of words stored in 

memory. They can recognize familiar patterns and figure out similar words such as dictate, dictation, and dictator. 

Students apply the predicting strategy to read words by using the context cues in the passage to anticipate the unfamiliar 
word and then match the pronunciation with the spelling to verify that the sounds fit the letters (Ehri, 2014). 	

Word Study  

By the time students enter Grade 6, they should know the most common Anglo-Saxon consonant and vowel sounds and 

orthographic patterns, irregular Anglo-Saxon words, multisyllabic words, and the most common prefixes and suffixes. In 

Grades 6-7, they learn more complex Latin-based forms and Greek-combining forms and are prepared to tackle words 

such as isotherm, psychology, and geography.  

They understand the importance of a word’s etymology and can explain, for example, that chorus starts with a /k/ sound 

because it is derived from Greek and that fillet ends with a long /a/ because it is derived from French. Word study 

interventions that address concepts that relate semantic connections and morphology have significant positive effects on 

student reading achievement (Moats, 2006; Scammacca et al., 2007).  

 
 
 



 
 

Tier 1: General Education Core Classroom Instruction for All Students  

Decoding multisyllabic words is a challenge for some readers. Struggling readers typically skip long words because they 

do not know how to decode them; however, these long words are usually important content words and when not decoded, 

students are unlikely to comprehend the passage. Students who struggle with decoding, no matter how old they are, 

benefit from instruction in this basic skill (Vaughn et al., 2008).  

To support the decoding of multisyllabic words, students must know the basic rules for dividing words, the six types of 

syllables, and common prefixes and suffixes. Helpful rules include decoding words with endings such as dropping the 

silent-e, doubling a consonant, and changing /y/ to /i/ (O’Connor, 2007).  

The syllable types students should learn to identify and read are closed, open, vowel-consonant-e, vowel-team, r-

controlled, and final stable syllable (i.e., consonant-le and tion). Students learn to isolate the syllables so that they can 

strategically attack one part at a time, eliminating guessing and increasing accurate decoding (Tolman & Moats, 2014). 

For example, students learn that  bugle is read as bu-gle, not bug-le because students recognize that -gle is a consonant-le 

syllable, and bu is an open syllable, and the vowel is long. Knowing the most common prefixes and suffixes also helps 

students decode words. Once they can isolate or separate the prefixes and suffixes, they can break the long words into 

parts. For example, the word unconstitutional consists of two prefixes (i.e., un and con) and one suffix (i.e., al); tion is a 

final stable syllable, leaving stitu left to decode. Even if students read the word part with a long /i/ sound instead of the 

short /i/, they should be able to figure out the word, especially if they have been hearing it in class for days.  

The variability in the sounds of the English language necessitates students learning to be flexible decoders and confirming 

the pronunciation by ensuring it makes sense in the context (Tunmer & Chapman, 2012).  

Core content teachers should incorporate word decoding in their general instruction for all students. Teachers can develop 

a routine for decoding unfamiliar words in their content areas, breaking the words into syllables and providing practice 

reading the words, saying the words aloud, and discussing the meaning of the words to help students retain the words 

(Archer & Hughes, 2011). All teachers—general and special educators—can reinforce these skills.  

 

 

 

 



 

Essential Component 2: Fluency  	  

Fluency is defined as reading with reasonable accuracy at an appropriate rate with suitable prosody that leads to accurate 

and deep comprehension and motivation to read (Hasbrouck & Glaser, 2012). Fluency has been a focus of elementary 

reading instruction for decades, and recent research suggests that it is also a significant variable in secondary students’ 

reading and overall academic development (Chard, 2012; Rasinski et al., 2005; Rasinski, Reutzel, Chard, & Thompson, 
2011; Rasinski, Rikli, & Johnston, 2009).  Since the 1970s, there has been a flurry of research about fluency and its 

relationship to comprehension (Rasinski et al., 2011). It has been confirmed that the human brain, once sufficient learning 

has occurred, can perform tasks such as reading at an automatic, nearly unconscious level. Readers who have achieved 

automaticity (i.e., immediately and effortlessly recognizing words in print) can allocate their cognitive processes (i.e., 

thinking) to the meaning of what is being read rather than thinking about how to decode the words. When readers have to 

devote a significant amount of their cognitive resources to decoding and recognizing words, the cognitive resources 

available for paying attention and processing information are limited, resulting in impaired comprehension. Therefore, it 

is important that students become fluent readers, reading text with minimal effort so that they can concentrate on the 

meaning of the text (Hasbrouck & Hougen, 2014).  

Readers must employ a rate of reading that is appropriate to the task (i.e., neither too fast nor too slow) in order to 

facilitate comprehension. Of course, the brain must process information that is reasonably accurate in order for 

comprehension to occur.  

Thus, comprehension is impaired or limited by reading too fast, too slow, or inaccurately and is facilitated by reading at 

the appropriate rate for the task with reasonable accuracy.  

In other words, fluent reading assists comprehension.  To be considered on level in fluency, students should be able to 

read aloud an unrehearsed passage (i.e., either narrative or expository, fiction or non-fiction, and perhaps 200 to 300 

words in length) from a grade-level text with at least 95% accuracy in word reading. As students read aloud, their reading 

should sound as effortless as if they were speaking (Hasbrouck & Glaser, 2012). If teachers time students reading orally 

for 1 min and count the errors made during that period, they should expect to see a score of approximately 150 words or 

more correct for students in Grades 6-12, at least by the end of the year when the students have had a chance to benefit 

from a year’s worth of practice and experience at that grade level (Hasbrouck & Tindal, 2006). It is likely that students 

have not acquired sufficient fluency skills if the words-correct-per-minute score is less than 150; accuracy on the entire 

passage is below 95%; and reading is halting, labored, or oddly paced. Students may also be struggling with other reading 

issues such as vocabulary, word recognition, or decoding.  

 



 

Poor fluency indicates that there may be a reading problem, but what is causing the problem cannot be known until further 

assessment is completed (Hasbrouck, 2010). Note: It is sufficient for students to read unpracticed, grade-level text at the 

50th percentile of oral reading fluency norms (Hasbrouck & Tindall, 2006); teachers do not need to have students read 

faster because there is no evidence that reading faster than the 50th percentile increases comprehension.  

Students who read fluently with appropriate prosody tend to have adequate comprehension (Kuhn, Schwanenflugel, & 

Meisinger, 2010). There are students who are accurate word callers but read with no prosody and limited comprehension. 

Reading with prosody, as evidenced by appropriate phrasing and emphasis on accurate word reading as well as pausing 

and stopping appropriately, indicates an understanding of the passage. It must be noted that it is very difficult to achieve 

significant improvement in the fluency of secondary students with reading disabilities (Scammacca et al., 2007; Torgesen 

et al., 2007; Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012). However, with a well implemented, targeted intervention, adolescents can make 

significant gains in fluency (Hasbrouck, Ihnot & Rogers, 1999). Therefore, it is important that secondary teachers are 

aware of technology (e.g., recorded books, computer programs) that can support students in accessing the curriculum. 

Teachers must instruct students to use technology to ensure that students continue to develop vocabulary and content 

knowledge and that they not be limited only to material they can read fluently.  

Evidence-Based Reading Instruction: Fluency  

Tier 1: General Education Core Classroom Instruction for All Students  

The most effective ways to improve fluency include wide reading and repeated reading. Fluency can improve with a great 

deal of well-monitored wide reading (Reutzel, Jones, Fawson, & Smith, 2008); therefore, encouraging students to read a 

variety of texts is essential. However, round-robin reading, sustained silent reading (SSR), or drop-everything-and-read 

(DEAR) activities are not the most effective use of time, especially for struggling readers (Faggella-Luby & Wardwell, 

2011; Hasbrouck, 2006; NRP, 2000).  

Rather, teachers in general education classrooms can implement the following techniques to reinforce fluent reading:  

• Choral reading of short passages in which students read text aloud in unison with the teacher.   

• Cloze reading in which the teacher reads while students follow along silently; the teacher randomly pauses, and the 
students read the omitted word aloud.  	

 
 
 
 



 
 

• Repeated reading in which students reread the same material several times. This practice can be made more interesting 

if the students are preparing to read aloud for others (e.g., performing a play, reading to younger students, 
recording themselves reading).   

• Structured partner reading in which students take turns reading and giving feedback.   

• Scaffolded, structured silent reading in which students have a purpose for reading,  and the teacher monitors their 

progress.   

Essential Component 3: Vocabulary  

Vocabulary refers to knowledge of word meanings. Vocabulary supports comprehension, and the ability to read with 

comprehension helps to ensure school success. However, approximately 70% of students in middle and high school 

experience difficulties with vocabulary and reading comprehension (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004). It is paramount that 

schools implement school-wide strategies to raise the level of vocabulary across content areas. All students, including 

those with disabilities, English language learners, and accelerated learners, benefit from increasing their vocabulary.  

General education teachers in all content areas have multiple opportunities to involve students in engaging and productive 

vocabulary learning.  

Role of Vocabulary in Comprehension  

Students’ knowledge of vocabulary is highly related to their abilities to comprehend complex text (Carlo et al., 2004; 

Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; Hirsch, 2006; Nagy, Berninger, Abbott, Vaughn, & Vermeulen, 2003) and achieve 

overall academic success (Baumann, Kame’enui, & Ash, 2003). Secondary students encounter 10,000 or more new words 

per year and are expected to learn 3,000 new meanings per year just to keep up; most of these words pertain to specific 

disciplines, and many are low-frequency, complex, multisyllabic words (Moats, 2014; Nagy et al., 2006). Students must 

know what words mean and have opportunities to use words in their various forms. Researchers have found that it takes 

between 12 and 17 exposures to a word before students learn it (Ausubel & Youssef, 1965; McKeown, Beck, Omanson, & 

Pople, 1985). Therefore, it is important that teachers know how to provide explicit vocabulary instruction for all students.  

 

 

 



 

Tier 1: General Education Classroom  

Teachers can enhance their vocabulary instruction and improve students’ retention of new words by applying the 

following principles summarized by A. Archer (personal communication, May 25, 2010):  

• Multiple exposure to words: Students read targeted vocabulary words in different contexts and use the words while 

speaking and writing. Teachers throughout the school use the new word. Some schools post the words in halls, 
place them on cafeteria tables, and hang them in bathrooms.   

• Learn new words with deep understanding: The selected words are learned well. Students know examples and non-

examples, word origins, derivations, and word families. In-depth learning ensures that students will be able to 
remember and use the words.   

• Connect to what students know: If students have the conceptual background to understand a word, they can learn the 

meaning of any word. Teachers must connect the new concept to what students already know and build upon that 
knowledge.   

In summary, explicit vocabulary instruction (Beck, Perfetti, & McKeown, 1982), integrated into the content being studied 

(Baumann et al., 2003) with ample opportunities to say, read, and write the words in various contexts, enhances students’ 

abilities to learn new words (M. F. Graves, 2006).  

Explicit vocabulary instruction. The evidence supporting explicit instruction of vocabulary is abundant. Archer and 

Hughes(2011)summarized the research and highlighted the following points:  

• Students receiving explicit, engaging vocabulary instruction experience growth in vocabulary (Tomesen & Aarnoutse, 
1998; White, Graves, & Slater, 1990).   

• When students receive intentional teaching of target words, their comprehension of text containing those words 
improves (McKeown et al., 1985; Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986).   

• Most new words learned in upper grades are the result of wide reading and explicit instruction on vocabulary words.  	

• Explicit vocabulary instruction is particularly critical for struggling readers who may not read extensively and have 

difficulty using context to determine word meanings (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002).  

 



 

A vocabulary instructional routine is helpful for both teachers and students. Archer and Hughes (2011) 
developed a routin teachers can follow while teaching new words. It consists of the following four steps with 
options depending upon the word taught, the context, and student needs:  

• Introduce the word (i.e., pronunciation, decoding, and modeling).   

• Introduce the meaning of the word. Options include the following:   

o Provide a student-friendly explanation.  

o Guide students in analyzing the meaningful parts of the word.  

o Have students determine the critical attributes embedded in a glossary definition.  

o Assist English language learners in recognizing cognates.   

• Illustrate with examples.   

• Check for understanding.  

Repeated exposures in multiple contexts. Repeated exposures to words used in various  contexts solidify the 
vocabulary words for students. Such exposures may also make students aware of multiple-meaning words that 
abound in English. As students become conscious of polysemy, they will be more likely to notice the different 
meanings of words in different contexts such as musical pitch versus baseball pitch or solution in chemistry versus 
solution in math class.   

 
 

 

 

 

 

  


