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Abstract 

Evidence Based Practice for Adolescent Reading Comprehension 

Instruction: A Guide for SLPs in an Expanded School Role 

Jacob Ryan Mussmann, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

Supervisor:  James Booth 

Following a brief description of the adolescent reading comprehension problem in 

the U.S., this paper presents five evidence based practices (EBP) sufficient to begin 

addressing the problem on a large scale. The five intervention practices are as follows: 1) 

explicit vocabulary instruction, 2) explicit comprehension strategy instruction, 3) extended 

discussion opportunities, 4) motivation and engagement promotion, and 5) intensive and 

individualized intervention. The first four are recommended for all students within the 

context of general content courses such as science and history. The fifth should be a 

supplemental practice for students who persistently fail to exhibit comprehension 

improvements from the first four. Research suggests that a combination of these practices 

can result in improved reading comprehension for both students with typical development 

(TD) and those with a learning disorder (LD). Unfortunately, the research is limited in that 

the optimal sequence, intensity, subcomponents, and weighting of these practices has yet 

to be determined. Furthermore, much of the literature, particularly with respect 

recommendations 2-4, includes few studies with norm-referenced reading comprehension 
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outcome measures. Consequently, it is difficult to make any strong conclusions with 

respect to long-term maintenance or generalization effects. Also, the abundance of 

researcher-developed outcomes often inflates effect sizes and limits the ability to make 

valid between-study comparisons in meta-analyses. Future research efforts should focus 

on building upon the 5 EBP foundation and filling in the considerable literature gaps within 

this foundation. Meanwhile, SLPs in their expanded secondary school role should use their 

language expertise to evaluate students’ literacy strengths and weaknesses in order to create 

individualized reading profiles that will help determine which combination of the 5 EBPs 

will be most efficacious.  
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Introduction 

 A staggering number of adolescents in the U.S. are struggling with reading. Recent 

data from the National Assessment of Educational Progress reported that only 36 percent 

of eighth-grade students were able to read and comprehend text proficiently (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2013). This problem is particularly concerning given that 

academic achievement in other content areas such as science and history are highly 

dependent on reading comprehension abilities. Researchers have studied methods to 

improve reading comprehension for several decades, but the great majority of work was 

focused on preschool and early elementary children. Over the last 20 years, several 

researchers have responded to the alarming number of middle and high school students that 

continued to exhibit reading difficulties despite early intervention efforts. The rapidly 

growing volume and quality of adolescent reading intervention research has allowed 

experts to compile a solid foundation of evidence based practice (EBP) recommendations. 

EBP is defined as, “The integration of best research evidence with clinical expertise and 

patient values” (Sackett, Straus, Richardson, Rosenberg, & Haynes, 2000). To determine 

the best research evidence, educators or clinicians use the following hierarchy that rates 

evidence from strongest to weakest: 1) systematic reviews and meta-analyses, 2) 

randomized controlled trials with definitive results, 3) randomized controlled trials with 

non-definitive results, 4) cohort studies, 5) case control studies, 6) cross-sectional studies, 

and 7) case reports (Guyatt et al., 1995). Based on this hierarchy, adolescent literacy 

experts have identified five key EBP recommendations with respect to adolescent literacy 

treatment: 1) explicit vocabulary instruction, 2) explicit comprehension strategy 

instruction, 3) extended discussion opportunities, 4) motivation and engagement 

promotion, and 5) intensive and individualized intervention (Kamil, Borman, Dole, Kral, 

Salinger, Torgesen, 2008). Many secondary teachers report feeling unprepared to provide 
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reading instruction, or they feel this is not their responsibility (Heller & Greenleaf, 2007).  

Consequently, it is important that they understand the framework of these EBPs, their 

educational value, and how they can be implemented.  

The role of the SLP is significantly expanding into the reading domain within the 

secondary education setting (American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, 2014). 

From 2010 to 2014, SLPs were increasingly involved with Response to Intervention (RTI) 

and Common Core State Standards. As of 2014, a large majority of SLPs, 77 percent, report 

involvement with RTI. As a result, they have a wonderful opportunity to help facilitate the 

application of adolescent reading comprehension EBPs. SLPs and educators have a legal 

and moral obligation to provide students with the best available reading comprehension 

practices. The five EBP recommendations outlined and supported in this paper will provide 

the information they need to fulfill this responsibility. 
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Explicit Vocabulary Instruction 

Explicit vocabulary instruction involves four key steps: 1) preteaching vocabulary 

definitions that are critical to understanding course content, 2) modeling the use of 

vocabulary words in academic context, 3) providing several exposures, and 4) offering 

opportunities for students to actively use vocabulary in class through discussions and 

writing.  Effective vocabulary instruction is crucial to adolescents’ reading comprehension. 

In fact, multiple studies indicate that students need to understand at least 90% of the words 

in a text in order to comprehend what they read (Hirsch, 2003; Sedita, 2005). Furthermore, 

a panel of adolescent literacy experts identified six randomized controlled studies which 

provide strong evidence that utilizing explicit vocabulary instruction within content 

courses such as science, social studies, and language arts classes contributes to improved 

academic achievement for adolescents (Kamil et al., 2008). It should be noted that only a 

few studies using explicit vocabulary instruction showed positive effects on standardized 

comprehension measures. Additional research that incorporates norm-referenced 

comprehension assessments is needed to further substantiate a direct relationship between 

explicit vocabulary instruction and generalized reading comprehension. Despite this 

limitation, multiple well-designed studies support the conclusion that explicit vocabulary 

instruction contributes to improvements in vocabulary acquisition. In turn, acquiring target 

and/or root words included in science and social studies texts can result in improved 

comprehension of those specific materials, and thus positively impact academic 

achievement. 

Unfortunately, these potential comprehension benefits are not often being realized. 

Recent studies indicate that most content area secondary teachers do not provide explicit 

vocabulary instruction, but rather expect students to independently learn words through 

incidental exposure during lecture, reading and/or use of a dictionary (Kennedy, Deshler, 
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& Lloyd, 2015). Teachers need to be made aware that this passive method is insufficient. 

Swanborn and de Glopper (1999) reported in a meta-analysis of vocabulary literature that 

students only have an approximate 15 percent probability of learning a new word while 

reading. This is particularly relevant given that comprehension of adolescent texts, 

particularly those in science and social studies, are heavily dependent on the students’ 

ability to understand the meaning of many infrequent, abstract, and/or ambiguous terms. 

Research indicates that students typically require multiple exposures, possibly as many as 

17, in order to completely understand a new vocabulary term (Ausubel & Youssef, 1965). 

Additionally, successful comprehension is much more likely when exposures are spread 

over time and presented or used in a variety of contexts (e.g. written, read, discussed, 

visually represented, etc.) (Kamil et al., 2008). Terms such as “endothermic” or 

“hydrosphere” are extremely unlikely to be heard or used outside of the academic setting, 

and therefore are unlikely to be learned solely via classroom reading. However, explicit 

vocabulary instruction techniques such as breaking words into parts (e.g. hydro – 

pertaining to water or thermic – pertaining to heat) and accessing prior knowledge (A fire 

hydrant sprays water or a thermometer measures temperature) may stimulate understanding 

of not only these two terms, but also semantically related terms (e.g. hydroelectric, 

endoskeleton, etc.). 

Explicit vocabulary instruction is not only effective, but also an efficient use of 

instruction time. Often teachers may recognize that students benefit from vocabulary 

instruction, but claim that they have limited class time which must be spent teaching the 

course material. However, research indicates that investing some time teaching students to 

become independent vocabulary learners can lessen the total amount of instruction time 

required for a course content lesson (Baumann, Edwards, Boland, Olejnik, & Kame’enui, 

2003). Students will be able to read the material more quickly and efficiently with a greater 
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amount of understanding, and they will be better prepared to comprehend lecture and 

actively participate in discussion. 

VOCABULARY SELECTION 

Once educators appreciate vocabulary instruction as a potentially effective and 

efficient use of class time, it is vital that they understand how to select words. The process 

used to choose target words for adolescents should differ from that used with younger 

students. Often at the elementary level, the 3 Tier System is utilized: Tier I are basic, high 

frequency words the child will likely learn on their own through repeated exposure in 

everyday life; Tier II are high frequency words, common in adult conversations and 

literature; and Tier III are infrequent, context-specific words. Tier II words are appropriate 

targets for elementary children because the goal is to build upon their low vocabulary 

inventory, so they can effectively and accurately communicate in a more advanced, adult 

manner. The goal of vocabulary instruction for adolescents is often different. Once enough 

vocabulary is acquired to effectively communicate in everyday life, focus should now shift 

to support the students’ ability to learn. Target words should be chosen based on how 

important they are to the comprehension of course materials that students are expected to 

read. Textbooks at the secondary level are filled with infrequent, jargon words (e.g. 

cytoskeleton or biodiversity) that would certainly be categorized as Tier III words; but 

nonetheless, are appropriate targets in that the comprehension of an entire chapter or lesson 

may depend heavily on understanding their meaning. In the same manner, explicit 

instruction centered on words parts (i.e. pre-fix, suffix, root word) may advantageous in a 

variety of courses such as biology, chemistry, geography, etc. 

From the perspective of an SLP or special education teacher, it may also be valuable 

to target “mental state terms” for some students, particularly those who have cognitive 

and/or language disorders. Mental state terms include “metacognitive verbs” (e.g. infer, 
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hypothesize, assume) and “metalinguistic verbs” (e.g. interpret, concede, imply). Higher 

level mental state terms appear frequently in secondary texts, and according to various 

studies, are critical to the discussion, analysis, and comprehension of course readings 

(Astington & Olson, 1995; Booth & Hall, 1994). Adolescents are typically at the 

developmental age at which they have the metacognitive ability to begin comprehending 

and using these terms, but support and repeated practice opportunities are likely necessary. 

This is particularly true for students with LD who often have difficulty with tasks requiring 

perspective taking, accessing prior knowledge, and relating knowledge/experience to 

vocabulary terms, discussion topics, or reading materials. Understanding of these terms is 

a virtual prerequisite for the development of critical thinking, a fundamental goal set of the 

Common Core Standards, a set of academic guidelines widely employed in U.S. secondary 

schools (Mathis, 2010). 

LEARNING AND MAINTENANCE 

After selecting appropriate words, it is important that a variety of instruction 

strategies and contexts are utilized to promote optimal learning and maintenance. Explicitly 

teaching and modeling the use of context cues in conjunction with prior knowledge is an 

evidence based strategy to promote independent vocabulary acquisition (Swanborn & De 

Glopper, 1999). As described previously, explicit instruction should involve preteaching 

vocabulary by explaining word meanings and modeling their use in academically relevant 

sentences; guiding students to practice using the vocabulary in multiple sentences and 

contexts and give corrective feedback; allowing time for independent practice with the 

vocabulary; and repeating the first three steps until the students can appropriately use the 

vocabulary independently as demonstrated in their reading and writing (Anstrom, 2009). 

Within this explicit instruction framework, teaching strategies such as semantic mapping 

(i.e. visually representing relationships between associative terms) may be effective for 
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some learners. Additionally, recent research indicates that multimedia vocabulary 

instruction may be valuable, particularly for students with LD (Kennedy, Deshler, & Lloyd, 

2015). Other more traditional approaches such as modeling the appropriate use of 

dictionaries, glossaries, and thesauruses can be a useful supplement to explicit instruction, 

but they are typically only helpful after multiple exposures to the word (Anstrom, 2009). 

Research findings have not isolated one strategy that significantly outperforms the others. 

Experts in the field have concluded that multiple strategies should be used because children 

need repetitive exposure to words in various communication modes (e.g. verbal, written, 

visual) and contexts (Anstrom, 2009). 

Although there is limited evidence directly linking explicit vocabulary instruction 

to improved performance on standardized comprehension measures, there is ample 

evidence supporting its positive effects on vocabulary acquisition and comprehension of 

academic texts that include the target words. Explicit vocabulary instruction can reduce the 

amount of classroom time required to cover a reading, and also improve academic 

achievement. Teachers should select target words that have the greatest impact on their 

students’ ability to understand course reading materials. Explicit vocabulary instruction 

should include pre-teaching and modeling, guided practice and feedback, independent 

practice opportunities, and repetitions of the previous three steps to encourage 

independence. Multiple strategies allowing for vocabulary interaction in multiple 

communication modes and contexts should be utilized within this framework to promote 

optimal gains. 
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Explicit Strategy Instruction 

Explicit reading comprehension strategies are defined as any conscious and 

deliberate effort to construct meaning from text (Cantrell, Almasi, Carter, Rintamaa, & 

Madden, 2010). Main idea summarizing (Solis, Ciullo, Vaughn, Pyle, Hassaram, & 

Leroux, 2011), asking and answering questions (Peverly & Wood, 2001; Raphael & 

McKinney, 1983), and using graphic organizers (Idol, 1987; Margosein, Pascarella, & 

Pflaum, 1982) are three strategies with perhaps the most significant bodies of supporting 

evidence. However, several other strategies included in the literature such as drawing 

inferences and paraphrasing have shown positive effects on comprehension as well 

(Dewitz, Carr, & Patberg, 1987; Hagaman, & Reid, 2008; Hansen & Pearson, 1983). 

Strategies such as these promote active reading and critical thinking, both of which are 

necessary to understand the increasingly complex texts at the secondary school level. While 

elementary students can often cut and paste answers to surface level questions, adolescents 

must take various perspectives, address abstract questions, and access/relate prior 

knowledge to the text. Explicit instruction of multiple comprehension strategies should be 

an essential component of adolescent reading instruction. Numerous randomized 

controlled trials and several other studies of various research design constitute a large body 

of evidence demonstrating the positive effects of strategy instruction on the comprehension 

of narrative and informational texts (Kamil et. al, 2008).   

USE OF MULTIPLE STRATEGIES 

There is limited data to conclude that any one strategy is more effective than the 

others; however, it is evident that the use of multiple strategies generally contributes to 

higher levels of comprehension than a single strategy (National Reading Panel (US), 
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National Institute of Child Health, & Human Development (US), 2000). Although several 

individual strategies have been shown to improve comprehension, positive effects were 

short-term, and strategy use did not generalize to multiple reading contexts. Current 

research shows more gains can be realized using systematic interventions that teach a 

variety of strategies, therefore, allowing students more flexibility in their construction of 

comprehension. Reciprocal Teaching and Transactional Strategies Instruction are two 

evidence based examples of systemic interventions that explicitly teach adolescents when, 

where, and why particular strategies should be used. Many researchers theorize that 

improved comprehension does not result directly from strategy use, but rather the active 

reading required to appropriately choose, apply, practice, and internalize the strategies 

(Cantrell et al., 2010). Systemic strategy interventions foster this active reading component 

by allowing the students to practice self-initiation of strategies and self-monitoring of 

comprehension progress and difficulties. 

EMPHASIS ON KNOWLEDGE AND SCAFFOLDING 

Regardless of the program chosen, secondary educators should follow two 

important guidelines vital to effective application of strategy instruction. First, make 

certain students internalize the idea that knowledge and understanding, not strategy use, is 

the ultimate goal (Schunk, 2003). This objective needs to be explicitly stated prior to 

instruction, and should be continuously reinforced throughout the intervention. Periodic 

checks for understanding and learning are useful in this regard. Emphasis on knowledge 

goals (e.g. I want to learn how an engine works) as opposed to performance goals (e.g. I 

want to complete my summary about engines and make an A grade) is also a practical way 

to encourage engagement and stimulate critical thinking. Second, evidence supports the 

use of a scaffolding approach which begins with a high level of structure and support then 

gradually allows students to become more independent (Kamil et al., 2008). Three steps 
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involved in the scaffolding approach include 1) explaining the strategy and modeling its 

use by thinking aloud with a text, 2) allowing the student to use the strategy in guided 

practice (often in groups or with peers), and 3) asking the student to practice using the 

strategy independently with his/her own texts. 

A systematic intervention program such as Reciprocal Teaching or Transactional 

Strategies Instruction should be utilized with adolescents to promote critical thinking and 

independent use of multiple comprehension strategies. Educators should use a scaffolding 

approach that allows for gradual progress toward independence and emphasize the 

construction of knowledge as the ultimate goal of explicit strategy instruction.  
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Extended Discussion 

High quality extended discussions are those that allow students to continuously 

exchange critical thoughts or deep analyses in response to academic text.  The most 

effective provide repeated chances to formulate questions, summaries, predictions, 

opinions, and logical arguments. Additionally, they allows students to take various 

perspectives, interpret implicit relationships, and link text to personal experiences and prior 

knowledge. These analytical skills are often required for deep level reading 

comprehension, and repeated practice opportunities are key for students to begin to 

internalize such cognitive processes. Educators and SLPs should include opportunities for 

adolescents to actively participate in deep level discussions about various texts as a 

component of an effective reading comprehension program. Although a combination of 

explicit vocabulary and comprehension strategy instruction may improve an adolescent’s 

understanding of various reading materials, supplementing these components with 

extended discussion opportunities can promote deeper learning.  

A large correlational study provides compelling evidence to support the use of 

extended discussion, particularly with middle and high school students (Applebee, Langer, 

Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003). Its sizeable sample included 974 students in 65 language 

arts classrooms, representing diverse socioeconomic backgrounds and various academic 

achievement levels. The authors reported that extended discussion as a proportion of total 

instruction time was minimal in theses classrooms, on average accounting for only 1.7 out 

of every 60 minutes and ranging from 0 to 14 minutes; however, classrooms near the top 

of this range produced significantly higher literacy growth than those near the bottom. 

Although this study does provide a positive correlation between extended discussion and 

reading comprehension, it offers limited data to accurately predict the potential benefits 

that may be realized if discussions were prolonged and occurred regularly. Furthermore, it 
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provided no comparisons with respect to the efficacy of specific programs that center on 

extended discussion. 

A recent meta-analysis addresses the two primary limitations presented in the 

aforementioned study:  1) It quantifies comprehension benefits of regular, extended 

discussion use, and 2) It compares the efficacy of various programs that utilize extended 

discussion as the primary instruction method (Murphy, Wilkinson, Soter, Hennessey, & 

Alexander, 2009). A major conclusion reported by the authors was that that extended 

discussion can lead to improved reading comprehension; however, in order to realize these 

desired results, programs must be organized, and teachers must systematically facilitate 

conversation focused on academic-related content. Whereas all programs led to increased 

student-talk and decreased teacher-talk, only discussions centered educational objectives 

positively affected reading comprehension outcomes. 

COLLABORATIVE READING AND QUESTIONING THE AUTHOR 

Two programs in the Murphy et al. analysis that yielded large reading 

comprehension effect sizes, Collaborative Reading (CR) and Questioning the Author 

(QtA), may be particularly valuable for adolescents. CR is similar to a debate in that 

students are presented with a central question that has no definitive answer and is designed 

to evoke various points of view. For example, in a science or health-related course, the 

teacher may ask students to choose the optimal human diet and defend their choice. The 

goal of CR is to help students develop critical thinking by asking them to construct a logical 

argument based on information in texts in conjunction with personal experience and prior 

knowledge. Students are encouraged to take alternate perspectives, challenge the 

arguments made by others, and maintain an open mind to amend their own positions if 

warranted. In contrast, the goal of QtA is to help students construct deeper meaning of a 

particular text by critiquing the author’s writing. During QtA group reading activities, 
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students periodically discuss various critical understanding questions at logical stopping 

points. They are encouraged to question the author’s intentions, qualifications, writing 

abilities, logic, etc. Student directed discussions are initiated and sustained by a list of 

potential questions written on the board by the instructor (e.g. what is the author trying to 

say here? Did he explain his ideas clearly? Why did he describe the character in this way?).  

QtA and CR intervention resulted in large effect sizes in critical thinking/reasoning 

comprehension, 2.499 and 2.465, respectively. The authors defined critical 

thinking/reasoning comprehension as “reasoned, reflective thinking that is focused on 

deciding what to believe or do, drawing inferences or conclusions.” Given that academic 

success at the secondary level is highly dependent on such deeper level text processing, 

either or both programs should be considered as valuable classroom components. While 

deep level comprehension is an extremely important objective in secondary school, surface 

level text comprehension is also crucial to academic success. Effect sizes for QtA and CR 

with respect to explicit text comprehension (i.e., comprehension requiring information that 

is explicitly stated, usually within a sentence) were lower, but still significant at .899 and 

.490, respectively. 

DISCUSSION PROGRAM SELECTION 

Educators and SLPs should carefully choose which discussion program is 

appropriate given the type of text (i.e. informational or narrative) and class comprehension 

goals (i.e. deep level, critical comprehension or surface level, text explicit comprehension). 

Most QtA research has been conducted using narrative texts because they lend themselves 

well to author critique questioning. Therefore, QtA is a rational choice for a classroom such 

as language arts that regularly reads narrative materials. Additionally, explicit text 

comprehension effects sizes (QtA = .899 > CR = .490) indicate that QtA may be a better 

choice for reading assignments in which surface level comprehension is the primary goal 
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as opposed to critical thinking. In contrast, CR may be more appropriate for informational 

text assignments that require deep level comprehension. CR’s large critical 

thinking/reasoning effect size is comparable in size to the corresponding QtA effect size 

(CR = 2.465 versus QtA = 2.499); however, the CR  ES may interpreted as more valid 

given that it is based on a data from a greater number of studies. 

EXTENDED DISCUSSION APPLICATION 

Regardless of the program selected, it is vital that educators effectively facilitate 

productive discussion centered on academic content. This may prove difficult as many 

teachers are used to a lecture-formatted class in which they do a majority of the speaking. 

In order for teachers to feel comfortable transitioning to an effective, extended discussion 

format, professional development opportunities should be provided. Such opportunities 

should help teachers establish a “discussion protocol” that will allow them to stimulate 

collaboration and critical thinking while still letting students direct the conversation. One 

such evidence-based protocol outlines six recommendations: 1) prompt the students to 

provide specific support for their position, 2) model effective reasoning processes by 

thinking aloud, 3) play the role of devil’s advocate by proposing counter arguments, 4) 

acknowledge good reasoning, 5) summarize the main points of the discussion as it draws 

to a close, and 6) use vocabulary that reflects critical thinking (Reznitskaya et al., 2001). 

Beyond these recommendations, it is vital for teachers to emphasize that the ultimate goal 

of discussion is not to reach a consensus, but rather to engage in critical thinking and deeply 

reflect on the reading. 

Extended discussions provide students with repeated exposure to words and 

concepts learned through explicit vocabulary and strategy instruction, and therefore acts as 

a valuable comprehension promoting supplement. Discussion programs such as QtA and 

CR offer multiple practice opportunities to construct knowledge by formulating 
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summaries, predictions, opinions, and logical arguments. Evidence suggests that QtA may 

better suited to narrative texts while CR is often more aligned with information texts. The 

ultimate goal of extended discussion is not increased student-talk, but rather increased 

knowledge and comprehension. In order to support this goal, teachers must utilize a 

discussion protocol to facilitate organized, academically-centered, student-led discussions. 
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Motivation/Engagement 

Four motivation/engagement promoting strategies to be explained later in the 

chapter are as follows: 1) emphasize knowledge goals rather than performance goals, 2) 

allow for student choice and autonomy, 3) create real-world relevance, and 4) provide 

competence support to enhance self-efficacy. Educators should apply these strategies that 

increase adolescents’ motivation to read and engagement in critical thinking if potential 

deep comprehension benefits from explicit instruction and extended discussion are to be 

realized. Motivation in the literacy context is the desire to read whereas engagement refers 

to the degree of active participation and involvement in learning. The distinction is subtle, 

but both are important factors in learning from text. For example, a student may be 

extremely interested in learning about space exploration (i.e. motivation), however, is 

unable to because the text is too difficult to actively participate in reading activities (i.e. 

engagement). Furthermore, if a student applies active reading strategies such as concept 

mapping (i.e. engagement) to a text about the mating habits of snakes, but perceives no 

value in understanding the material (i.e. intrinsic motivation), genuine learning is not likely 

to occur or be maintained. In summary, motivation and engagement are closely intertwined 

with the first three EBP practices in this paper. Motivation and engagement are 

simultaneously prerequisites and products of effective explicit strategy/vocabulary 

instruction and extended discussion application. Adolescent struggling readers have often 

developed a severe aversion to books after years of ineffective effort and frustration. 

Consequently, they often do not possess the prerequisite motivation and engagement to 

initiate and participate in EBPs 1-3. Educators must utilize practices outlined in this chapter 

to spark an initial level of engagement and motivation that will promote self-efficacy and 

allow students to benefit from explicit strategy/vocabulary instruction and extended 

discussion. 
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THREATS TO MOTIVATION/ENGAGMENT  

 Several factors at the secondary school level threaten motivation and engaged 

reading, and thus negatively impact deep reading. First, textbooks are considerably more 

difficult, often too difficult. In fact, Guthrie (2007) reports that science, history, and 

literature texts are, on average, 2 to 4 years beyond the reading comprehension levels for 

students in grades 10 to 12. Students’ self-efficacy is diminished when they are asked to 

read text beyond their capacity, and lacking confidence in the ability to effectively read a 

text can significantly decrease engagement. Second, middle and high school students 

typically relinquish a lot of control in their reading during a developmental period in which 

they crave autonomy. In elementary school, students are allowed the flexibility to read 

what interests them, but secondary teachers often provide little or no choice in what texts 

are read, and students typically have much less time to read for pleasure. Third, increased 

emphasis on performance evaluation in the form of grades and standardized assessments 

threatens intrinsic motivation. Extensive research shows that learning or knowledge goals 

as opposed to performance goals are more likely to positively impact reading 

comprehension (Kamil et al., 2008). Many practical evidence based practices have been 

identified to help educators reduce these threats, stimulate adolescent motivation and 

engagement, and foster reading achievement. The four listed at the beginning of this 

chapter will be explained further in the subsequent sections: 1) emphasize knowledge goals 

rather than performance goals, 2) allow for student choice and autonomy, 3) create real-

world relevance, and 4) provide competence support to enhance self-efficacy. 

KNOWLEDGE VERSUS PERFORMANCE GOALS 

Educators should help students create knowledge goals as opposed to performance 

goals as a means of fostering deep learning and comprehension. Teachers have little direct 

control over standardized assessment and school grading policies; however, fostering a 
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classroom environment focused on knowledge goals is well within their influence. Pintrich 

(2000) reports that performance goals focused on “getting the best grade” or “completing 

the assignment” are prone to encourage shallow strategies like memorization and or 

skimming text for answers rather than reading for deep learning. In contrast, adolescents 

that pursue knowledge goals (e.g. “I want to understand why I can see my breath when it’s 

freezing outside”) are more motivated and engaged and perform better on reading 

comprehension measures (Schunk, 2003). Although knowledge goals can be effective 

whether set by the teacher or student, those developed by the student are likely to be more 

motivating and result in better engagement and learning. Some students may lack the will 

and/or skills to develop their own knowledge goals. In this case, teachers should provide 

explicit scaffolded instruction on the goal setting process. 

STUDENT CHOICE AND AUTONOMY 

Beyond allowing students some level of autonomy in goal construction, teachers 

should provide opportunities for choice to promote motivation, engagement, and self-

direction in literacy. Adolescents in overly controlling classrooms are likely to disengage 

from reading tasks (Guthrie, 2007). Many teachers would likely agree that providing choice 

is ideal, but argue that it is not feasible. They feel constrained by curriculum requirements, 

large class sizes, limited instruction time, and large variability in student reading 

proficiency. While these concerns are valid, they do not eliminate the ability to motivate 

adolescents through choice. It is clear that the educational system in place will not allow 

teachers to let students read and learn whatever they want; however, it does allow the 

opportunity for teachers to provide “microchoices” capable of increasing student 

motivation and engagement. The following are examples of practical microchoices that 

correlate with higher levels of engagement: 1) input into the topic or sequence of activities, 
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2) selection of books or sections of books, 3) options for demonstrating learning (e.g. 

report, presentation, video, poster, etc.), and 4) selection of peer partners. 

REAL-WORLD RELEVENCE 

It is critical that educators link text reading to the real-world in order to convey to 

students that the reading is relevant and worthwhile. Students in a study by Assor, Kaplan, 

and Roth (2002) reported that demonstrating relevance was one of the most motivating 

teacher practices. Relevance is particularly important for lower achieving students who are 

unlikely to read beyond a superficial level when text is not linked to direct or recalled 

experience. Two effective ways to provide this link are through hands-on activities and 

opportunities for historical re-enactment. Viewing vivid related movies prior to reading is 

less optimal, but may also be sufficient.  

COMPETENCE SUPPORT AND SELF-EFFICACY 

Educators should provide the competence support necessary to enhance students’ 

self-efficacy in reading. Bandura (1997) defines self-efficacy as “an individual’s beliefs 

about one’s capacities to learn or perform behaviors at designated levels.” Schunk (2003) 

reported that students with low self-efficacy exhibit reduced engagement, persistence, and 

achievement compared to their peers. In short, if students are to perform well, they must 

believe they are capable of doing so. Perhaps the most important action educators can take 

to build self-efficacy is to provide an abundance of reading materials at the student’s 

appropriate reading level. As mentioned previously, text books are, on average, 2-4 years 

above the reading comprehension level for students in grades 10-12. Furthermore, a 2002 

national U.S. survey of 12th graders reported that students read materials other than their 

text book only 35% of the time in science and 38% in social studies (Guthrie, 2007). This 

means that well over half of the time, a majority of our high school seniors are reading 

texts that are much too difficult, and therefore, frustrating and disengaging. Teachers may 
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believe that it is important to challenge their students with difficult texts in order for 

significant learning to take place. Evidence suggests, however, that reading at a level near 

the students’ ability results in more significant growth than reading texts at grade level 

(Guthrie, 2007). Therefore, educators should try to provide reading materials of appropriate 

difficulty level that complement and/or supplement the primary text required under district 

or state curriculum.  

Another practical way to promote self-efficacy is by establishing initial confidence. 

This is achieved by beginning instruction with brief manageable tasks, short readings, and 

simple questions. If a student gains confidence at beginning of class, they are more likely 

to sustain engagement when tasks progressively become more difficult. Feasible 

competence supports such as providing books of appropriate difficulty and promoting 

initial confidence enhance self-efficacy, increase intrinsic motivation, and promote deep 

level comprehension. 

CONCEPT ORIENTED READING INSTRUCTION (CORI) 

Concept-Oriented Reading Instruction (CORI) is an evidence-based reading 

program that centers on motivation and engagement, but additionally includes explicit 

strategy and vocabulary instruction and extended discussion as key components; therefore, 

CORI provides an excellent model to illustrate the potential value of implementing the first 

4 recommendations outlined in this paper. In 2008, a highly regarded panel of reading 

experts concluded that a collection of evidence, including several CORI studies, 

established a moderate level of support for the use of engagement and motivation 

enhancement practices as an effective method to improve adolescent literacy (Kamil et. al, 

2008). Two primary reasons prevented the panel from justifiably categorizing the evidence 

as strong: 1) limited evidential support specific to the adolescent population, and 2) quasi-

experimental design of existing CORI studies prevented the ability to unambiguously 
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conclude a causation effect as opposed to correlation. Prior to the panel’s report, a meta-

analysis of 11 CORI studies showed a large average effect size of .73 on informational text 

comprehension; however, students in the studies ranged from grades 3 to 5 (Guthrie, 

McRae, & Klauda, 2007). CORI showed potential as a valid intervention for adolescents, 

but the evidence was significantly lacking. 

Recently, two large-scale CORI studies targeted the aforementioned limitations, 

and provided some evidence that the program’s positive effects on motivation, 

engagement, and informational text comprehension could generalize to the adolescent 

population. The first, a 6-week program that included 1159 seventh graders, tested the 

effects of CORI in a science curriculum context (Guthrie & Klauda, 2012). Each week 

revolved around a thematic unit such as “Animal Survival in Ecosystems.” Sessions were 

90 minutes each day and included several elements discussed previously as effective 

comprehension and motivation/engagement enhancing practices: explicit vocabulary 

instruction; explicit strategy instruction and teacher modeling; opportunities for guided 

practice; extended group discussion; real-world relevance; knowledge goals; choice and 

autonomy; and competence support. Results of the study showed an effect size of .75, 

CORI > control treatment, for higher order informational text comprehension. Higher order 

comprehension questions were those that required synthesis, integration, and reasoning 

with science text. Although the study did include a large sample size consisting entirely of 

adolescent students, it was still somewhat limited by its quasi-experimental, within 

subjects, repeated measures, time series design. A quasi-experimental design does not 

include randomized assignment to either experimental or control groups as does an 

experimental design; thus, no conclusive between-group comparisons can be drawn. 

Additionally, quasi-experimental designs can be susceptible to multiple internal and 

external validity threats (Cook & Campbell, 1979) with regard to several variables 
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including maturation, client history, statistical regression, variable testing times, and 

experimental mortality. While the authors could not possibly resolve the lack of between-

group comparisons, they did provide an exhaustive and detailed explanation why the 

subsequent list of potential threats were highly improbable and/or controlled for. 

Guthrie and Klauda’s (2014) second large-scale adolescent CORI study, including 

615 seventh graders, improved upon previous evidence in two meaningful ways: 1) It 

utilized a switching replications experimental design which included more rigorous 

controls than the quasi-experimental design employed in previous CORI studies, and 2) It 

showed that CORI, previously limited to a science context, could also be implemented 

within a history course curriculum and produce comprehension improvements. The ES in 

this study, .26, was lower than previous CORI studies. This relatively low ES may indicate 

that CORI is more difficult to effectively implement within the context of history than 

science. Additionally, the small ES may be explained, in part, by the reduced intervention 

duration, only four weeks as opposed to six weeks in the previous study. Although 

comprehension effects are modest in the history text domain, the two sizeable adolescent 

CORI studies provide some quantifiable data to support the sound theoretical foundation 

for engagement/motivation enhancement measures as components of reading 

comprehension intervention, but further validation is certainly warranted. 

CORI STRENGTHS 

Several important strengths are present within the two CORI studies. First, 

significant effect sizes in motivation, engagement, and complex comprehension of 

informational text were observed in middle school students after only 4-6 weeks of 

intervention. It may be reasonable to predict that further comprehension benefits would 

result from extending intervention to a semester, an academic year, or longer. Second, 

CORI was implemented in multiple academic domains (i.e. science and history), embedded 
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within the natural context of a content classroom (as opposed to a reading or language 

course), and subsequent positive improvements were shown to generalize (i.e. the topics 

of material used during testing were different from those used during therapy). Given that 

a significant proportion of academic reading occurs in science and history courses, the 

value of CORI’s broad application capability is significant. Third, both studies were 

conducted in a natural school environment with teachers as opposed to researchers, 

indicating that CORI implementation is relatively feasible. This judgement is further 

evidenced by the limited amount of professional development required. Teachers in 

Guthrie and Klauda’s history-based program needed only two half-day training sessions to 

learn how to apply motivation/engagement support, implement strategy instruction (i.e. 

concept mapping, summarization, and inferencing), select appropriate books, and manage 

groups. Based on implementation fidelity data, CORI developers estimate that 90% of 

currently employed teachers can learn how to effectively employ engagement enhancing 

practices. Those that have trouble can utilize a professional development video series on 

www.CORILearning.com. Furthermore, detailed method procedures and appendices 

outlining the program framework contribute to a highly replicable design. Two reasonably 

well-designed studies suggest that 1) CORI positively affects motivation/engagement and 

high level comprehension, 2) subsequent benefits are generalizable to multiple contexts, 

and 3) implementation in a natural context is feasible. However, these studies also include 

several noteworthy limitations. 

CORI LIMITATIONS 

Evidentiary support for CORI’s efficacy with adolescents is limited for several 

reasons. First, Guthrie and Klauda’s (2012 & 2014) studies are the only two that investigate 

CORI with children beyond the elementary level. Moreover, only the latter of the two 

utilizes a strong experimental design that provides support for a causation effect as opposed 
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to correlation. Second, researcher-developed tests were used to measure comprehension 

outcomes rather than norm-referenced tests. Meta-analyses from Edmonds et al. (2009) 

and Scammacca et al. (2007) showed much lower effect sizes for adolescents on norm-

referenced measures than researcher developed; therefore, the effect sizes reported by 

Guthrie and Klauda may be somewhat inflated. Third, the narrow sample populations limit 

generalizability in multiple respects. For example, both study sample populations were 

exclusively 7th grade students, so it is not reasonable to conclude that similar results would 

be seen in high school students who certainly differ in many cognitive-, motivation-, and 

engagement-related variables. Furthermore, implementation and efficacy conclusions 

cannot transfer beyond the general education classroom to the special education classroom. 

The 2014 study excluded students with individualized education plans (IEPs), and within-

group analysis of data from Guthrie (2012) revealed that cognitive constraints exhibited by 

readers substantially below grade level significantly reduced potential gains in 

comprehension. Effectively, motivation and engagement do not facilitate the same level of 

comprehension improvements in students with IEPs as they do in adolescents with typical 

language and cognitive development. 

COORDINATION WITH PREVIOUS RECOMMENDATIONS 

Prior to this section on motivation and engagement, three evidence-based 

recommendations to support adolescent reading comprehension were presented: 1) Explicit 

vocabulary instruction, 2) Explicit strategy instruction, and 3) Extended discussion 

opportunities. Active participation in all three simultaneously depends on and contributes 

to growth in self-efficacy. In this respect, the three recommendations are synergistic in 

nature and somewhat self-supporting once an initial degree of self-efficacy starts the 

process. The four motivation and engagement promoting practices previously outlined 

prior to CORI (i.e. 1. emphasize knowledge goals rather than performance goals, 2. allow 
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for student choice and autonomy, 3. create real-world relevance, and 4. provide 

competence support to enhance self-efficacy) can function as that “self-efficacy catalyst.” 

Furthermore, once self-efficacy momentum is established, all 4 of the previously discussed 

recommendations can potentially collaborate to stimulate maximum comprehension 

benefits.  

CORI is a program that centers on motivation and engagement practices as a means 

to promote reading comprehension improvements. Additionally, it incorporates explicit 

vocabulary instruction, explicit strategy instruction, and extended discussion as key 

complementary components. Thus, it provides one model illustrating how all of the first 

four EBPs may work in conjunction to positively affect reading comprehension. Limited 

data suggests that CORI may be feasibly implemented within the general classroom setting 

and significantly enhance adolescents’ history and social studies text comprehension. 

However, more studies are warranted to further validate these results, particularly within 

the LD population, for which significant comprehension benefits have not been observed. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 26 

Intensive and Individualized Therapy 

When a combination of the first 4 recommendations, applied in the general 

classroom setting, insufficiently promotes reading comprehension in adolescents, an SLP 

or reading specialist should provide supplemental, intensive and individualized literacy 

therapy. “Individualized” indicates that the structure and content of instruction should be 

tailored to reflect the students’ reading strengths and deficits as identified from 

comprehensive assessment measures. “Intensive” means that the student should receive 

more opportunities for practice. This is often achieved by increasing the educator-to-

student ratio via small group instruction or even one-on-one when feasible. Multiple meta-

analyses have examined the efficacy of such supplemental reading interventions that 

include intensive instruction in decoding, fluency, vocabulary training, extended 

discussion and/or comprehension strategy instruction (Edmonds, Vaughn, Wexler, 

Reutbach, Cable, Tackett, et al., 2009; Flynn, Zheng, & Swanson, 2012; Scammacca, 

Roberts, Vaughn, Edmonds, Wexler, Reutebuch, et al., 2007; Solis, Ciullo, Vaughn, Pyle, 

Hassaram, & Leroux, 2011). All four meta-analysis cited in this paper reported small to 

medium effect sizes on norm-referenced (i.e. far-transfer) reading comprehension 

measures. While middle school students consistently showed greater improvements than 

those in high school, struggling readers of all ages, with or without LD, can benefit from 

intensive and individualized intervention. 

INTENSIVE READING INTERVENTION RESEARCH 

Researchers have not identified a single, optimal intensive intervention due to the 

large variety of reading difficulties exhibited by adolescents; however, they have found a 

series of features common to many effective intervention programs. First, some evidence 

suggests that multi-component therapy is more effective than single component (Edmonds 

et al., 2009; Scammacca et al., 2007). For example, therapy centered solely on decoding or 
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fluency has been found unlikely to have a significant effect on standardized reading 

comprehension scores. Treatments that use some combination of comprehension strategies, 

extended discussion, vocabulary training, decoding, and fluency have shown greater 

benefits. Furthermore, the limited available evidence suggests that of the five components 

mentioned, explicit comprehension strategies instruction may contribute the most to gains 

in standardized assessment (Edmonds et al., 2009), and therefore should regularly be 

included in therapy to some degree. The optimal number, sequence, intensity, and 

combination of these 5 components have not been pinpointed as they are likely dependent 

on the reading profile of the child receiving services; thus, the term “individualized.” The 

SLP and/or reading specialist will play an important role in developing a reader profile 

based on strengths and weaknesses that will guide an ideal individualized therapy plan. 

Although there are several research limitations within the intensive, individualized 

literacy therapy domain, a recent long-term, randomized control trial has addressed a few 

of the most glaring deficits (Vaughn et al., 2012). First, many of the studies have been 

relatively short-term lasting only a month or two. In contrast, Vaughn and colleagues 

reported effect sizes following an entire year of daily small-group, intensive intervention 

sessions provided to 8th grade students who had demonstrated low response to RTI in both 

6th and 7th grade. Second, while many interventions require teachers and administration 

to drastically adapt several aspects of their educational schedule and organization, 

instructors in the current study were able to apply this intervention within the context of 

the widely-used RTI structure. This demonstrates feasible application of treatment beyond 

the unnatural research context. Third, a majority of studies reported effect sizes based on 

researcher-developed measures. Vaughn and colleagues utilized only standardized reading 

assessments which more accurately represent growth. Fourth, Vaughn et al. is one of few 

studies that attempts to tailor instruction based on the reading profiles of participating 
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students. Each week, students with who exhibited difficulty with decoding received 100 to 

110 minutes of word-level instruction, 35 to 45 minutes of vocabulary and morphosyntax, 

70 to 80 minutes of comprehension and text reading, and 15 to 25 minutes of motivational 

support. Students with adequate decoding did not spend any time reading at the word level. 

Instead this time was reallocated, so that the students received 170 to 180 minutes of 

comprehension and text reading instruction. It should be noted that in accordance with 

previous evidence, the text comprehension instruction centered on teachers utilizing a 

scaffolding approach to explicitly teach strategies such as main idea summarization, text 

previewing, using graphic semantic organizers, and predicting. Furthermore, a variety of 

text types (i.e. narrative versus informational) and contexts (i.e. social studies and science) 

were used. Additionally, students and teachers participated in vocabulary instruction that 

included regular discussions about definitions and word characteristics and associations. 

Students in the control group participated in an elective course such as P.E. or art rather 

than the 50-minute intensive instruction periods, and thus received zero of the five 

recommended EBP comprehension supports. 

Results showed that both treatment groups significantly outperformed students in 

the control group. Effect sizes from standardized assessments were large for 

comprehension (1.20) and moderate for word identification (0.49). It should be noted 

however, that although the students in treatment groups considerably outperformed those 

in control group, most continued to fall below grade-level proficiency. Therefore, even 50-

minutes of intensive intervention is not sufficient for persistently struggling readers to close 

the reading gap with their TD peers. Consequently, it is critical that intensive interventions 

are supported by EBP practices in the general education classrooms, so maintenance and 

generalization can occur. This study illustrates that even students with persistently severe 
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reading difficulties can benefit from therapy, if it is intensive and personalized to match 

their reading profile. 

SLP IN READING INSTRUCTION 

 SLPs and/or reading specialists will be vital to the success of intensive and  

individualized reading instruction. In addition to their role as interventionist, they will 

likely be responsible for identifying students for services through screeners and state 

reading assessments. Once students are qualified for services, SLPs will have the 

opportunity to assist in individualizing therapy based information gained from subsequent 

comprehensive reading, language, and cognitive assessment batteries. As noted in the 

introduction, SLPs are becoming increasingly involved with Common Core State 

Standards assessments and literacy programs such as Response to Intervention. 

Additionally, over 60% of school based SLPs reported in 2014 that they conduct 

screenings, provide consultation, and offer strategies to classroom teachers. Furthermore, 

41% reported providing direct services within general education classrooms. These 

percentages represent an approximate 10% increase since 2010 (ASHA, 2014). More than 

ever, SLPs have the opportunity not only to act as interventionist, but also to work with 

students and teachers in the general classroom to facilitate maintenance and generalization 

through repeated practice opportunities and dynamic goal monitoring. When intensive and 

individualized intervention is utilized in conjunction with the application of the first 4 

recommendations outlined in this paper, students with LD have the greatest opportunity to 

achieve significant gains in reading comprehension. 
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Conclusion 

 This paper outlines five evidence-based practice recommendations that educators 

and SLPs can use to help a staggering number of struggling adolescent readers improve 

their reading comprehension. The first four, 1) explicit vocabulary instruction, 2) explicit 

strategy instruction, 3) extended discussion, and 4) motivation/engagement, can and should 

be utilized with all adolescents within the context of content courses such as history and 

science. The fifth recommendation, the use of intensive and individualized instruction, is 

beneficial for students who exhibit a learning disorder and/or require support beyond the 

classroom environment. These recommendations function in coordination; therefore, 

maximum effects are realized when all are applied. Current research has not addressed 

what the proper weighting should be for each recommendation. This may be a consequence 

of the large variability in students’ comprehension strengths and weaknesses. Moreover, it 

may be difficult to conduct studies that adequately isolate each of recommendations given 

that they are inherently interrelated. If variables cannot be separated, determining which 

deserve more emphasis than others is not a practical study objective. Given this limitation 

in the current evidence, it is vital that SLPs utilize their expertise to evaluate students’ 

literacy strengths and weaknesses and create individualized reading profiles. Subsequently, 

goals and treatment plans should be constructed in accordance with this profile and the best 

available efficacy evidence.  

An expanding role for SLPs in the school setting is providing them the opportunity 

to have a significant impact on the reading and academic outcomes of middle and high 

school students, with and without LD. Although there are still considerable gaps in 

adolescent comprehension EBP literature, a recent surge of research has created a 

foundation based largely on the five recommendations outlined and supported in this paper. 

Currently, researchers need to build upon this foundation by discerning optimal treatment 
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combinations, weights, and intensities. In pursuit of this objective, it may be advantageous 

for researchers to follow the model of Vaughn and colleagues (2012) by categorizing 

groups of students based on similar reading profiles and testing the effects of various 

treatment variables within each subpopulation. Despite recent efforts of researchers, there 

remains a substantial proportion of adolescents that continue to significantly struggle with 

the comprehension of academic reading materials. In order to alleviate this problem, 

researchers, administrators, and educators should work to build upon current EBPs, 

disseminate best available practices knowledge through literature and professional 

development opportunities, and determine feasible ways to apply such EBPs on large scale.  
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