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In 2022, only 31% of eighth-grade students performed 
at or above the proficient level on the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). This is 
not significantly different from the 1992 NAEP results 
where 30% performed below basic, the lowest 
performance band on the NAEP. In California alone 
during a five-year span beginning in 2018, 85% of 
students who graduated from high school and took a 
12th grade reading assessment did not pass, according 
to data from the Division of Juvenile Justice, the 
agency operating state youth facilities. 

While the statistics are grim, it is never too late, as 
Dr. Louisa Moats explained in “Teaching Adolescents 
to Read.” Many older students continue to need 
instruction in foundational skills. Others may have a 
language based learning difference such as dyslexia. 
The challenge of catching these students up is more 
difficult because many of them are demoralized due 
to having experienced reading failure for years 
(Moats, 2015). 

Intervention is necessary and improved outcomes are 
possible. However, too often, school structure, 
schedules, and a lack of will to provide adequate time 
and instruction are barriers. It is essential for 
administrators to restructure the school day to 
provide sufficient time for intervention. Core English 
teachers cannot be expected to teach adolescents to 
read with the time and intensity needed to ensure 
they can read independently before they graduate—
or drop out. 

Older students are running out of time, and the 
pandemic made things worse. Too often, the solution 
is to read aloud and offer scaffolds, which fails to 
produce independent, proficient readers. Educators 
and educational decision makers are not to blame; 
they have not been prepared to work with students 
who are not reading proficiently in upper elementary, 
middle, and high school.

Use these guidelines to evaluate how well secondary intervention 
materials align with the findings from the science of reading. 
Interventions for older students are either comprehensive or designed 
to target specific skills where students need support. These guidelines 
detail components of a comprehensive intervention. They are not meant 
to negate interventions that target specific skills. These guidelines are 
not intended for interventions developed for students who have 
intensive needs that require more specialized interventions.

Introduction by Linda Diamond

https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading/nation/achievement/?grade=8
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading/nation/achievement/?grade=8
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading/nation/achievement/?grade=8


3

What Can We Do?

Educators in upper elementary grades, middle 
school, and high school must align Tier I and inter-
vention instruction to address the learning gaps 
that feature a lack of background knowledge, 
limited vocabulary, weak fluency, delayed English 
language development, and, all too frequently, 
difficulties with decoding. As shown in Table 1, it 
has been found that «in accordance with a wealth 
of research, decoding and reading comprehen-
sion ability are strongly related across all ages 
(García et al., 2014; Scammacca et al., 2015), yet 
the decoding/comprehension relationship does 
slightly decrease as students increase in age 
(García, et al., 2014). 

Note. This table is from the CORE Teaching 
Reading Sourcebook (Honig et al., 2018). It illus-
trates the relationship between decoding and 
comprehension as grade levels increase (Shay-
witz, S.E., & Shaywitz, B.A., 1999).

Scientific research also indicates that intensifying 
instruction in BOTH word reading and reading 
comprehension had larger effects because many 
students have deficits in both components (Filder-
man et al., 2022). 

 Table 1 
Correlation Between Decoding and Comprehension
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How to Use This Resource
•	Assemble a review team that has knowledge of the science of reading as it relates to 	

				  adolescent students. Building professional knowledge of evidence-aligned practices for 	
				  adolescent literacy is recommended prior to the review and selection of intervention 	
				  materials (see The Reading League Compass: Adolescent Literacy page for more 		
				  information). Include school and district leaders, educators, special educators, and 		
				  specialists (e.g., those with expertise in supporting English learners/emergent bilingual 	
				  students, speech-language pathologists) who understand the terms within each section’s 	
				  glossaries. 

•	Gather and familiarize yourself with the intervention materials to be evaluated. Include 	
				  scopes and sequences and, ideally, 5 weeks of lessons to allow tracing of spaced/		
				  distributed, cumulative/mixed, and retrieval practice (see Design and Delivery section). 	
				  These practices are essential for enabling students with reading challenges to retain learning.  

•	Prioritize identifying red flags, which are practices that are not aligned with the science 	
				  of reading. Progress through each section of these guidelines, one at a time, searching 	
				  for red flags that will alert you if nonaligned practices are present in the intervention 	
				  program. When red flag practices are found, decide to what level the red flag statement 	
				  is true according to the following guidelines:	

In light of this research, five actions are critical: 

1.	Alter the mindset that scaffolded grade-		
	 level curricula alone is sufficient to assist 		
	 older students in need of additional support. 

2.	Restructure the school day to provide 
	 sufficient time for intervention and align 		
	 intervention to the Tier 1 class content. 

3.	 Support older students with a schoolwide 	
	 effort that includes more time reading in all 	
	 content classes and strong intervention 		
	 when data show a need. 

4.	Equip middle and high school educators 		
	 with the knowledge and skills to support 		
	 students within content classes while also 	
	 identifying and preparing interventionists to 	
	 provide more focused intervention 		
	 instruction. 

5.	Identify and select interventions for older 	
	 students that include placement guidance 	
	 and mastery-type measures to monitor 		
	 learning. Keep in mind that not all 			
	 interventions will benefit students who need 	
	 targeted support (i.e., do not use a 		
	 foundational skills intervention for all 		
	 students if data show some of them do not 	
	 need to work on foundational skills).

In short, what is required is a systems approach to 
teaching adolescents how to read. An educational 
triage model will provide “intensive care” for the 
most at risk, “specialized care” for those moder-
ately at risk, and instructional techniques to 
benefit all older students within their subject 
matter classrooms. 

Red Flag statement is minimally 
true. Evidence is minimal or briefly 
mentioned.

02
Red Flag statement is false.

01

Red Flag statement is always true, 
pervasive, and/or integral to the 
curriculum.

04
Red Flag statement is mostly true. 
If applicable, evidence is in multiple 
places throughout the curriculum.

03
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•	A red flag in a non-negotiable section of these guidelines should 		
				  eliminate the intervention program from consideration. 

•	If many or most red boxes are checked in a section, the intervention 		
				  program is likely not aligned with the findings from the science of reading. 	
				  Keep searching rather than trying to supplement such a program. 

•	 If a red flag practice is found, use the notes section to describe how 		
				  educators will use/build their professional knowledge and/or use 		
				  supplemental materials to ensure the nonaligned practice will be 		
				  avoided in instruction.  

•	 (OPTIONAL) When you finish reviewing an intervention program for 	
				  red flags and determine that it does not include enough red flag 		
				  practices to remove it from consideration, you can review it to identify 	
				  instructional practices that are evidence-aligned. 

a.	Evidence-aligned practices can be  thought of as “wish lists.” 		
				   Because there is no perfect intervention, a program should not be 		
				   rejected for failing to feature all possible evidence-aligned 			 
				   practices—even in the non-negotiables sections. For any missing 		
				   practices, use the notes section to describe how educators will 		
				   use/build their professional knowledge and/or use supplemental 		
				   materials in order to include those practices during intervention. 

b.	 If many or most of the evidence-aligned practices are included in 		
				   an intervention program, it is likely aligned with the findings from 		
				   the science of reading. Consider these along with the identified 		
				   red flags to ensure instructional time is not wasted.

Please note: Evidence-aligned intervention materials are an essential compo-
nent of successful literacy instruction. However, a system will not produce 
results by simply choosing evidence-aligned materials.  It is critical to build 
educator and leader knowledge in the science of reading and evi-
dence-aligned practices for supporting adolescent learners with reading and 
writing difficulties.
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• If an intervention includes multiple red flags, it will be difficult to make the intervention as effective as it should be.

• If intervention materials have some gaps, and you can supplement those gaps effectively, it is a program to be considered.

• Intervention programs alone cannot remedy reading problems for older students. A school-wide systemic approach including all content area teachers 
as literacy teachers (e.g., English language arts, social studies, science, mathematics) is necessary. Although it takes additional time, when the strategies 
and content align across tiers of instruction, student achievement is accelerated.  

• During intervention sessions, attention should be paid to building student motivation through successful experiences and positive feedback. Students’ 	
beliefs about their ability to achieve reading success play a major role in persistence during the intervention experience and willingness to apply inter-
vention strategies in other reading contexts (Berkely et al., 2011). 

• Assistive technology allows older students who are still developing decoding skills to access high-quality text to develop academic vocabulary and 
access subject-area content. This IDA fact sheet describes the potential benefits and fundamentals of instructional and assistive technology: https://
dyslexiaida.org/instructional-and-assistive-technology-maximizing-the-benefits-for-students-who-struggle/

• As part of a whole-school approach, content area teachers deserve professional learning that includes practices that can be used with all students. By 
equipping social studies, science, English, and math teachers with a limited suite of strategies to use as a whole school to support content vocabulary 
learning, multisyllabic word decoding, sentence and paragraph building, writing to further comprehension, and evidence-aligned strategies to summa-
rize content, all students—but especially those experiencing reading challenges—will benefit. 

• Overall, schools should help students build knowledge and apply evidence-aligned strategies (e.g., getting the gist, summarization, vocabulary learning 
techniques) that are useful in both Tier I and intervention settings.

• While this resource›s structure is organized by skill, it is essential to integrate these skills when supporting overall reading improvement (e.g., verbal 
comprehension and reading comprehension, syntactic awareness for reading and writing, encoding and decoding).

• Research does not support a one-size-fits-all intervention that fails to consider students› individual needs or the grouping of students with different 
intervention needs. 

Important Considerations

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eT0zSYDV2wc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eT0zSYDV2wc
https://dyslexiaida.org/instructional-and-assistive-technology-maximizing-the-benefits-for-students-
https://dyslexiaida.org/instructional-and-assistive-technology-maximizing-the-benefits-for-students-
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Before reviewing instructional materials for 
content, there are some general concepts from 
the science behind how students learn that must 
be taken into consideration. Professional develop-
ment, instructional time, selection of materials, 
and who will deliver the intervention must be 
considered for the most successful learning 
outcomes. Both instructional quality and intensity 
are key elements that must be aligned with the 
research literature (Torgesen et al., 2001). Unfor-
tunately, there are ample examples in the litera-
ture of adolescent interventions that yielded no 
benefit because the interventions lacked the 
quality and intensity required for effectiveness. 

Research shows the important role of practice in 
the design of instructional materials, particularly 
for students who are behind their peers. Interven-
tion materials should have many practice opportu-
nities that are aligned with the instruction in the 
Tier 1 classroom. 

Intervention materials should include multiple 
opportunities for student responses with built-in 
immediate corrective feedback (Burns, et al., 2014, 
Archer & Hughes, 2011). Intensified practice 
opportunities and many hours of intervention time 
are vital. Growth at this level is likely to be steady, 
but gradual (Scammacca et al., 2015; Wanzek et 
al., 2013). Important types of practice are ex-
plained in the following Design and Delivery 
section.

What Do We Know From the Science 
of Learning?
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RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING
RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

No evidence of deliberate and purposeful practice: “These two terms refer to practice that goes beyond rote repetition and involves 
practicing for a purpose (e.g., fluent retrieval, generalization) with the deliberate goal of long-term improvement of skill performance” 
(Hughes & Riccomini, 2019, p. 406). 

No evidence of retrieval practice: Retrieval practice "consists of tasks requiring retrieval of targeted skills and knowledge from memory 
without prompts or cues" (Hughes & Riccomini, 2019, p. 407). “Retrieval practice is a strategy in which calling information to mind 
subsequently enhances and boosts learning” (Agarwal, Roediger, McDaniel, & McDermott, 2020, p. 2).

No evidence of spaced or distributed practice: Spaced or distributed practice “involves taking a given amount of time devoted to learning 
and arranging that time into multiple sessions that are spread over time” (Carpenter & Agarwal, 2019, p. 3).

No evidence of cumulative practice: Cumulative practice is “the systematic addition of a just-learned skill to previously learned and related 
skills, allowing them to be practiced together” (Hughes & Lee, 2019, p. 414; Archer & Hughes, 2011). “It requires that new (and usually 
related) skills are added to a practice activity as they are acquired, thus providing distributed practice for multiple skills within one session" 
(Hughes & Riccomini, 2019, p. 407).

No evidence of interleaved practice: Interleaved practice “is similar to cumulative practice but involves mixing the order of skills and 
problems to be practiced by distributing them in a random fashion, causing the learner to have to discriminate” (Kirschner & Hendrick, 2020).

Materials and instructions are not age-appropriate: The features of the intervention, including instructions and reading materials, should 
be appropriate for older students. For example, if the intervention teaches syllable types, it should use language such as “r-controlled 
vowels” as opposed to language adapted for younger students such as “bossy-R.”

No recommendations for scheduling, pacing, or intervention time: The teacher’s guide should have recommendations for scheduling 
and pacing of the program, including intervention time necessary for effective implementation. Evidence shows that research-aligned 
interventions are effective in the upper grades, and the intensity and duration of the intervention will need to be persistent and consistent. 
The longer the intervention (sometimes up to 2 years), the greater the effect size (Wanzek et al., 2013). Scammacca et al. (2015) found that 
evidence-aligned reading interventions delivered 60-90 minutes a day, four days a week, were able to produce a year’s worth of reading 
growth in less than an academic year for students with intensive literacy needs in Grades 6-11.

Design and Delivery
To identify an effective literacy intervention for adolescents, the intervention must provide appropriate practice, age-appropriate materials, and guidance 
for appropriate scheduling and pacing. It is a red flag if the intervention does not attend to these important design and delivery components. 

To continue inquiry in the area of design and delivery, consider reflecting on this set of questions, adapted by Joan Sedita, based on the IES Self-Study 
Guide for Implementing Literacy Interventions in Grades 3-8.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1F78Sg2Tnwr3rbgZg1gSBfqQFBYIh6WM7/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1F78Sg2Tnwr3rbgZg1gSBfqQFBYIh6WM7/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1F78Sg2Tnwr3rbgZg1gSBfqQFBYIh6WM7/view
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RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING
RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

Three-cueing approaches are used to teach decoding. (0.1)

There is a lack of assessment and placement measures or guidance for placement decisions using external measures in order to identify 
student needs and starting points for intervention. (0.2)

Assessments are based on a leveled-text gradient, and therefore do not provide sufficient data on students’ specific word recognition and 
fluency needs or progress. (0.1)

There is an absence of high-interest, motivating texts appropriate for older students. (0.3)

There is a lack of guidance for the structure and time needed for the intervention. (0.4)

There is an insufficient number of practice opportunities, including spaced, cumulative, and retrieval practice. (2.3)

Scientific research has been conducted on how to best address the instructional needs of adolescent students in reading. The following red flags and 
aligned practices are lifted directly from this research.

What Do We Know From the Science of Reading?

Content of Intervention
Non-Negotiables
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Section 1: ASSESSMENT

Intervention is complicated for older students who have complex learning 
needs. The first step is to determine who is in need of intervention. To 
understand student needs, first examine data from existing assessments 
such as standardized state tests or other comprehensive literacy tests given 
in most districts within the state (e.g., NWEA/MAP, PARCC, Smarter 

Balanced). If students are at grade level for these standardized group 
measures, intervention is not warranted. If students are behind by two or 
more grade levels, or if a student receives an “at-risk” identification on a 
reading comprehension or comprehensive assessment, additional 
assessment measures are needed, as seen in the following figure. 

Step 1
Group-administered reading comprehesion 

screen to all students

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

Students Below Grade Level
 Move to Step 3

Students at Grade Level
vocabulary and comprehension

in the content classroom
and possibly vocabularly and 
comprehension intervention.

Step 3
assess phonics skills

Students with Weak 
Phonics Skills

 Move to Step 4

Students with Intact 
Phonics Skills

vocabulary and comprehension 
in the content classroom, 
possibly vocabulary and 

comprehension intervention, 
and fluency intervention.

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)

Figure 1
Flowchart to Support Intervention Decision Making (Sedita, 2011)
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Step 1: Administer a reading comprehension 
assessment to determine which students are not 
able to comprehend grade-level text. If possible, 
use more than one assessment source (e.g., state 
ELA assessment combined with a
norm-referenced reading comprehension subtest). 
Also consider informal, formative assessment data 
and input from teachers about students. Those 
who are not having difficulty benefit from Tier I 
content literacy instruction in all subjects.

Step 2: Assess oral reading fluency for those not 
reading at grade level. A normed, quick, curricu-
lum-based measurement that measures the 
number of words correct per minute or a more 
formal oral reading assessment can be used.

Students who are reading fluently at grade level 
benchmark will most likely benefit from an 
intervention that focuses on vocabulary and 
comprehension (in addition to Tier I content 
literacy instruction).

Step 3: Assess phonics skills for students who are 
not reading fluently at grade level benchmark. 
A quick, informal phonics screener can reveal 
difficulties in phonic decoding that may be 
contributing to poor fluency. 

Students who have phonic decoding skills will most 
likely benefit from an intervention that focuses on 
fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension (in addi-
tion to Tier I content literacy instruction).

Step 4: Those students who have phonics difficul-
ties will most likely benefit from an intervention 
that focuses on phonics and advanced word 
study, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. 
A quality phonics intervention program will most 
likely include more in-depth phonics assessments.

Intervention programs that are designed to 
address all reading components sometimes 
include placement tests that provide data that 
suggest different entry points into the program. 
If your selected intervention includes a built-in 
placement test, that test can replace Step 2 in the 
flowchart and may reduce the need for further 
assessment. More information can be found in 
this document’s Assessment section.
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Important Considerations for Assessment 
• Group measures may be given to all newly entering students (e.g., from a different district or country) who arrive without appropriate data. 
• In any assessment plan and intervention placement plan for English learners/emergent bilingual students and speakers of English language varieties, 	  
  educators must be aware of how dialect and/or language differences may impact assessment results and the use of intervention programs (Lesaux &       
  Kieffer, 2010).
• Continued progress monitoring is important to determine whether students are benefitting from the intervention and/or whether further diagnostic   
  measures are needed. 

RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

There is no reference or attention to previously assessed data for placement or decision making in intervention. (1.1)

There is no internal placement measure or reference to how to use an external placement measure to determine the identification of 
student intervention needs, grouping, and starting points. (1.3)

There is no internal progress monitoring tool or reference to how to use an external progress monitoring tool to determine the efficacy of 
intervention and student growth. (1.3; 1.4)

Assessments include miscue analysis in running records for the purpose of identifying decoding errors as meaning, syntax, or visual errors. 
(1.2)

Assessments result in benchmarks according to a leveled text gradient, and therefore do not provide specific data on students’ needs. (1.3)

ASSESSMENT
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Glossary
Diagnostic Assessments: used to assess specific skills 
or components of reading (e.g., phonics, fluency) to 
help educators plan targeted and individualized 
instruction

Mastery Measure: measures the specific skills being 
taught—most often those from short-term instructional 
objectives—and requires that the test has enough 
tasks of the same skill to determine student mastery 

Progress Monitoring: frequent assessments given to 
students receiving intervention that measure progress 
toward acquiring specific skills

•	An internal progress monitoring tool (e.g., 		
				   mastery measures) answers the question, “Are 	
				   the students learning what I am teaching?”

•	An external progress monitoring tool answers 	
				   the question, “Are the students on the right 	
				   trajectory to achieve grade-level norms?”

Reliable: the extent to which assessments are consis-
tent over time, producing similar outcomes under the 
same conditions

Screening/Screeners: brief assessments given to all 
students to determine which students are at risk of 
struggling with reading

Standardized: administered and scored in a consistent 
manner

Systematic Instruction: the use of a planned, logical 
sequence to introduce elements taught, building from 
the simplest to those that are more complex

Valid: the extent to which an assessment is accurate 
(i.e., whether or not it measures what it is supposed to 
measure)

INTERVENTION PRACTICES ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING FOR GRADES 4-12

Multiple data points from common (regularly administered) assessments are used to understand students’ intervention needs (e.g., annual state 
assessments, district and school assessments, curriculum-based assessments, chapter tests, classroom projects). (1.3)

Internal (i.e., intervention program-based assessment) or external measures (e.g., state assessment, NWEA/MAP) are used to determine student need for 
intervention, grouping, and placement within an intervention program. (1.3)

Assessment procedures involve a two-step process: 

1. Initial screening measures identify students in need of an intervention. 

2. Further diagnostic measures indicate the specific area(s) of reading difficulty. (1.3)

An internal progress monitoring tool (e.g., a mastery measure) or an external progress monitoring tool referenced in the intervention is used to determine 
efficacy of intervention and student growth. (1.4)

Assessments do not include miscue analysis in running records for the purpose of identifying decoding errors as meaning, syntax, or visual errors. (1.2; 1.3)

Any included formal assessments are standardized, reliable, and valid for the intended purpose and are culturally and linguistically appropriate. (1.3; 1.5)

For multilingual learners, English language development data is gathered and used along with all other data to understand multilingual learners’ 
instructional profiles and implications for intervention. (1.5; 2.8)
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Section 2: WORD RECOGNITION

INTERVENTION PRACTICES ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING FOR GRADES 4-12

Explicit instruction is given in word recognition (e.g., phonic decoding, blending and segmenting phonemes within words, encoding, morphology) when 
data shows this is a need. (2.2)

Systematic scope and sequence of skills is included, building from simple to complex. (2.2)

Curriculum and support materials provide opportunities for deliberate, purposeful practice and retrieval practice. (2.2; 2.3)

RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

Three-cueing system strategies are taught to older readers who have difficulty decoding words (e.g., directing students to use picture 
cues, context cues, or to attend to the first letter of a word). (2.1)

Guidance is given to memorize any whole words, including high frequency words, by sight without attending to the sound/symbol 
correspondences. (2.1)

Supporting materials do not provide a systematic scope and sequence or opportunities for practice and review of elements taught (e.g., 
phonics, advanced phonics, decoding, encoding). (2.2)

NON-NEGOTIABLES WORD RECOGNITION
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RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING
RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

Phoneme awareness is taught separately from decoding words and syllable grapheme units. (2.5)

Prolonged oral-only phonological tasks are emphasized. (2.5)

No attention is given to the articulation of phonemes. (2.6)

There is no teaching of vowel and consonant letter sounds and combinations when data show this is a need for students. (2.2)

Instruction encourages students to memorize whole words, read using only the first letter as a clue, guess at words in context using a “what 
would make sense?” strategy, or use picture clues rather than phonic decoding. (2.2)

Instruction does not include pronunciation, blending, and segmenting of single-syllable and multisyllabic words. (2.2)

Most phonics instruction is at the single-syllable level instead of more advanced word reading including multisyllabic words. (2.2)

There is no routine modeled by the instructor and practiced by students to decode multisyllabic words (e.g., breaking words into syllables and/or 
morphemes and blending those parts together to sound out words). (2.2)

There is no instruction in meaningful word parts (morphemes), such as prefixes, suffixes, and base elements as part of a multisyllabic word reading routine. (2.7)

Decoding skills are introduced but with little to no application, short-term review, deliberate and purposeful practice, or retrieval practice. (2.3)

The intervention does not include guidance for teachers to ensure students understand the meaning of accurately decoded words and/or the 
opportunity to apply them in context. (2.2)

Connected texts and decodable passages are not age-appropriate and/or high-interest, motivating texts for older students. (2.4)

Intervention is based on leveled readers that do not follow a phonics or advanced phonics scope and sequence (2.2)

Intervention does not include advanced vocabulary or academic content for adolescent learners. (2.2; 2.7; 4.2)

There is no evidence of embedded spelling instruction in word recognition lessons. (2.2)

Previously taught spelling patterns are not practiced with words featuring the same spelling patterns (e.g., vowel patterns, letter-sound 
combinations, morphemes) in the same lesson and future lessons to ensure students are learning to the point of automaticity. (2.2; 2.3; 2.5-2.7)

WORD RECOGNITION
*Students whose data indicate they show significant weaknesses in accurate word reading will require more explicit instruction and practice through an intensive 
intervention that provides additional support in the earlier foundational skills of phoneme awareness, phonics, phonic decoding, and encoding.
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Blending: putting phonemes together to form a word

Encoding: understanding the spelling of words; a skill that 
develops reciprocally to decoding when explicitly taught

Etymology: the history of a word or word part that 
includes its origin

High-Frequency Words: words that appear most 
frequently in printed text 

Interleaving: practice that is spaced out over time, 
consisting of two or more subjects or skills related to an 
instructional target within the same practice task ((e.g., 
having words with several recently taught phonics 
patterns on the same word list for decoding practice)

Morpheme: the smallest unit of a word that carries 

meaning (e.g., prefix, suffix, base element)

Morphology: the system of meaningful parts, or 
morphemes, that make up words

Phonics: instruction to teach how print/letters repre-
sent the sounds of spoken language

Phonic Decoding: the process of sounding out words 
using letter-sound knowledge and blending those 
sounds together to pronounce the word—in the re-
search literature, this process is referred to as phono-
logical recoding or simply recoding

Segmenting: breaking a spoken word into its individual 
phonemes

Sound-Symbol Correspondences: the relationship 

between a grapheme, or printed letter(s), and its 
corresponding phoneme, or individual speech sound 
(e.g., “c” can correspond to the phoneme /k/ or /s/)

Spaced Practice: practice that occurs over time

Types of Text: Decodable: texts with a high proportion of 
phonetically regular words matched to common letter-sound 
relationships previously taught in phonics lessons within 
accompanying teacher guides; Leveled: texts leveled according 
to a gradient of difficulty based on multiple supportive features 
of the whole text, which allow for an emphasis on meaning, such 
as text structure, themes and ideas, or language and literary 
features; Predictable: texts with predictable text structures, such 
as repetitive and predictable sentences, words, and phrases 
Variant Vowels: groups of letters that produce the 
same vowel sound (e.g., ai, ay, eigh)
	

INTERVENTION PRACTICES ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING FOR GRADES 4-12

Attention is given to phoneme articulation and pronunciation in words when attaching phonemes to graphemes during decoding lessons. (2.2; 2.6)

Decoding instruction is systematic and sequential, building from simple vowel and consonant combinations to complex combinations in single-syllable 
words and working up to multisyllabic words. (2.2)

A routine is modeled by the instructor and practiced by students to decode multisyllabic words (e.g., breaking words into syllables and/or morphemes) 
and blending those parts together to sound out words. (2.2)

There is instruction in meaningful word parts (morphemes) as part of a multisyllabic word reading routine. (2.7)

Decoding and word recognition instruction provide deliberate and purposeful practice, including spaced, cumulative, interleaved, and retrieval practice. (2.3)

Decoding skills are practiced through word recognition work and application in text reading. (2.2)

Previously taught spelling patterns are practiced with words featuring the same spelling patterns (e.g., vowel patterns, letter-sound combinations, 
morphemes) in the same lesson and future lessons to ensure students are learning to the point of automaticity. (2.2; 2.3; 2.5-2.7)

Technology-assisted interventions are used to supplement practice opportunities following teacher-led interventions. (2.3)

Alongside work on accurately decoding words, supports for multilingual learners (e.g., descriptions, pictures, or gestures) are used to teach or confirm 
the meaning of the decoded word(s). (1.7; 2.8)

For multilingual learners, attention should be focused on the positive transfer of letters and sounds from their home language in addition to explicit 
attention to those not present in their home language. (1.7; 2.8)

G
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RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING
RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

Fluency instruction focuses primarily on students’ silent reading without activities to build accuracy, rate, and prosody. (3.2)

Rate is emphasized over accuracy; priority is given to the student's ability to read words quickly. (3.2)

Word- and phrase-level fluency practice to automaticity is not provided via repeated or continuous readings. (3.2)

Timed readings are the sole strategy for fluency building, with the goal of increasing reading speed. (3.4)

There is no evidence of multisyllabic word reading fluency. (3.2)

Fluency assessment allows acceptance of incorrectly decoded words if they are close in meaning to the target word (e.g., reading “house” 
for “home”). (1.1; 1.4)

Students do not read for a purpose during fluency reading (e.g., students are not asked the meaning of what they read, what occurred, or 
what was learned). (3.2; 4.3)

There is no attention to phonology, morphology, or syntactic structures during fluency practice that may differ for students with linguistic 
differences (e.g., multilingual learners, speakers of English language variations). (2.7; 2.8)

FLUENCY
For fluency dosage, consider students’ time in texts. If they read slowly, they will need additional fluency practice time. To attend to growth in a deep way, 
students should be provided with adequate time to practice fluency, no matter their reading rate (Make & Hammerschmidt-Snidarich, 2022).
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INTERVENTION PRACTICES ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING FOR GRADES 4-12

Reading accuracy, automaticity, prosody, and reading for meaning are emphasized as the hallmarks of fluent reading. (3.1)

Timed readings are one component of the intervention, but are not relied on as a sole intervention for fluency building. (3.2)

Word-level fluency practice is provided with words containing phonics, multisyllabic patterns, and morphological patterns that are the focus of 
instruction. (2.7)

Connected text fluency practice is provided to encourage students to read with prosody. (2.2)

Where appropriate, instruction includes interventionist-led modeling, peer oral reading by students, and opportunities for timely feedback. (3.2)

Additional support is included to ensure students understand the meaning of words when larger units of text are being read, especially for multilingual 
learners. (3.5)

Comprehension of what is read is emphasized alongside fluent reading. (3.2)

Students engage in repeated readings and/or continuous readings with a specific purpose (e.g., students understand the meaning of the words and texts, 
students are asked questions about what occurred and what they learned). (3.2; 4.3)

Instruction and assessment account for differences in phonology, morphology, and syntactic structures during fluency practice for students with linguistic 
differences (e.g., multilingual learners, speakers of English language variations). (3.5)

Interrelated sub-processes of fluent reading are applied to multi-component intervention as needed in order to develop fluency (e.g., phoneme 
awareness, letter knowledge, phonic decoding, orthographic knowledge, oral reading fluency, reading comprehension). (3.3)

Glossary
Accuracy: decoding words without any letter-sound 
errors

Automaticity: performing a reading task without 
conscious effort 

Connected Text: text that includes multiple sentences 
that are related to one another

Prosody: reading smoothly with expression and intona-
tion that represents the meaning and comprehension 
of connected text



19

IMPORTANT: The components of comprehension 
should be integrated rather than taught in isola-
tion. The research for older students predominant-
ly stems from comprehensive interventions that 
incorporate multiple interconnected components.

Research also clearly articulates the need for the 
reader to construct a model of the text, which 
facilitates understanding through the development 
of a situational, or mental representation. Especial-
ly in struggling readers, scaffolds for building this 
mental model are supported through a “before, 
during, after” approach to reading instruction. The 
interventionist should model each component for 
students, provide opportunities for guided practice 
with explicit feedback, and then gradually allow 
students to apply the strategies independently.

Some essential components of the before, during, 
and after approach include, but are not limited to, 
the following:

Before reading: build and activate background 
knowledge, provide explicit instruction on key 
vocabulary, preview complex syntactic structures, 
and set a purpose for reading

During reading: monitor comprehension to ad-
dress misconceptions, use graphic organizers, 
summarize sections of text, and generate questions 

After reading: respond to questions, generate 
questions of their own, encourage productive peer 
discourse about the text, and synthesize informa-
tion from a passage into a summative statement 

These examples are not exhaustive, as the research 
includes many nuanced activities. However, the 
synthesis of the research clearly supports a before, 
during, and after reading approach to comprehen-
sion intervention with the aim of assisting the 
reader in the construction of a situational model of 
text (Soto et al., 2023; Kintsch, W. 1988). 

Reminder: Core classes are primarily responsible 
for knowledge building; intervention time should 
not take the place of essential, rigorous, grade-lev-
el content area instructional time.

Section 3: LANGUAGE COMPREHENSION AND READING COMPREHENSION
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RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING
RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

The instructional framework is primarily a workshop approach, emphasizing student choice and implicit, incidental, or embedded learning.

The teaching focus is on isolated comprehension skills without including instruction about text structure, multiple comprehension 
strategies, or exposure to text that supports vocabulary growth and syntactic awareness (0.4; 4.1; 4.9:7.1)

Students are not reading challenging "stretch" texts that expose them to academic vocabulary and complex texts. (4.2)

Students are not taught specific routines for comprehending texts (e.g., asking and answering questions, getting the gist/summarizing, 
monitoring for understanding). (4.3)

Student practice texts do not include high-interest topics or a combination of expository and narrative text. (4.3)

There is limited teacher questioning and student-generated questions, particularly inferential and reasoning questions, as students read 
texts or listen to texts read aloud by a more proficient reader.

OVERALL NON-NEGOTIABLES LANGUAGE COMPREHENSION (LC) AND 
READING COMPREHENSION (RC)
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INTERVENTION PRACTICES ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING FOR GRADES 4-12

A multicomponent intervention is used that integrates explicit and systematic instruction in academic vocabulary and syntactic awareness, along with 
instruction for developing comprehension and writing skills. (0.4; 2.2; 4.1; 4.2; 4.3; 4.5; 7.1)

Stretch texts that include rich vocabulary and complex syntax are incorporated into the intervention 2-3 times per week. (4.2)

Students are exposed to readings, including a combination of high-interest expository and narrative texts, that they read themselves or that peers, adults, 
or technology (e.g., text-to-speech) read to them. (4.3)

A multicomponent intervention is used to develop language comprehension that addresses exposure to and growth of academic vocabulary and 
syntactic awareness, along with instruction for developing comprehension and writing skills (2.2; 4.1; 4.9)

There are opportunities to use language productively for a variety of rich purposes, such as debates, discussions, and reasoning around ethical dilemmas. (4.1; 
4.3)

There are multiple opportunities for teacher questioning and student-generated questions, particularly inferential and reasoning questions, as students 
read texts or during read-alouds. (4.3; 4.9)

Opportunities to write are provided to enhance reading comprehension (e.g., summary writing, note-taking, asking or answering questions). (5.0; 8.0)

For multilingual learners, instruction in English language development and acquisition is included to support reading comprehension and continued 
reading and writing development. (4.8; 5.0)

Glossary
Stretch texts: reading selections that are challenging for students to read on their own and are typically above students’ independent reading levels; these texts are 
often at, or just below, students’ grade level (Vaughn et al., 2022) 
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RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING
RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

Students are asked to independently read texts that are beyond their word recognition skills without scaffolding, including technology 
(5.0; 3.3).

There is no evidence of the use of graphic organizers to support comprehension. (4.5)

Students are not provided with opportunities to make sense of stretch texts (e.g., stop and discuss, clarify, focus on unknown words) to 
comprehend challenging ideas and information. (4.2; 4.3)

There is no explicit instruction in using text evidence to find and justify student answers to different types of questions during and after 
reading. (4.7)

There is no instruction in applying reading comprehension strategies to text (e.g., asking and answering questions, monitoring 
comprehension, teaching student marking, and underlining what does not make sense on the sentence and text level). (3.2)

There is no evidence of students generating a gist or summary of what they have read. (4.1; 4.3)

There is no instruction to support students’ understanding of the author's purpose and important information within the text. (4.3)

The teacher does not model questions for students to ask themselves in order to monitor their understanding of the text and reflect on 
what they just learned. (4.3)

Inferencing strategies are not taught explicitly and practiced with complex, meaningful text. (4.9).

Students do not learn about the role of background knowledge and literal comprehension in forming text-based inferences. (4.1; 4.9) 

There are no opportunities for debate and discussion around controversial texts that pose interesting dilemmas for the students’ age 
group. (4.1; 4.3)

There are limited opportunities to ask and answer questions, respond to teacher prompts, draw inferences, or engage in meaningful 
discussions about texts. (4.1; 4.3; 4.9)

There are no opportunities for multilingual learners to leverage and practice comprehension skills in their home language. (2.8; 3.3; 4.8)

LANGUAGE COMPREHENSION AND READING COMPREHENSION
READING COMPREHENSION AND VERBAL REASONING
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INTERVENTION PRACTICES ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING FOR GRADES 4-12

Students are provided scaffolding to read texts that are beyond their word recognition skills, including technology-based scaffolds and support. (5.0; 3.3)

Materials for reading comprehension instruction include sufficiently complex literary and knowledge-building stretch texts in addition to texts students 
can read independently. (4.3)

Students are provided with opportunities to make sense of stretch texts (e.g., stop and have a discussion, clarify, focus on unknown words) to comprehend 
challenging ideas and information. (4.3)

Graphic organizers are used to support the process of reading comprehension. (4.5; 7.1)

There is explicit instruction of using text evidence to find and justify student answers to different types of questions during and after reading. (4.1) 

There is evidence of instruction in applying a limited set of specific reading comprehension strategies to text (e.g., asking and answering questions, 
getting the gist of a short section of text, monitoring comprehension, marking text for a purpose). (4.3)

Students use text evidence to support assertions of what is being read. (4.1)

Comprehension strategies (e.g., main idea, inferencing, retelling, prediction) are explicitly taught using knowledge-building informational and narrative 
texts. (4.3; 4.9)

The teacher models questions for students to ask themselves in order to monitor their understanding of the text and reflect on what they just learned. 
(4.3)

There is instruction to support students’ understanding of the author's purpose and important information within the text. (4.3)

Inferencing is explicitly taught within text, including opportunities for metacognition and the use of appropriate and accurate background knowledge. 
(4.1; 4.3)

Students are instructed on how to interpret inferential language (i.e., metaphors, symbols, and ideas beyond the immediate context of what they read) in 
a text and in conversation. (4.6; 4.9)

Opportunities for discussion and debate are integrated for students to engage in dialogue around controversial topics, texts, and interesting dilemmas 
appropriate for the students’ age group. (4.3; 4.4)

There are opportunities to ask and answer questions, draw inferences, and engage in meaningful discussions about texts. (4.4; 4.9)

Instruction includes teacher prompts to develop a student’s ability to be metacognitive (e.g., “Does what I read align with what I know?”). (4.6)

Multilingual learners are provided the opportunity to leverage and practice comprehension skills in their home language. (2.8; 3.5; 4.8)
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RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING
RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

No opportunities or scaffolds are provided for students to access challenging, stretch texts with topics related to content areas such as 
science, history, and current events.. (4.2)

Texts read during intervention do not include informational text that is related to other content areas. (4.1; 4.4) 

Texts are primarily narrative. (4.2)

There are no opportunities to bridge existing knowledge to new knowledge. (4.2)

There are limited opportunities to build background knowledge necessary for comprehending the text selections (e.g., isolated reading of 
articles unrelated to content area knowledge building). (4.1; 4.2; 4.4)

Materials do not include texts that are culturally responsive to the student population as students will be more motivated and engaged 
with text they can relate to. (5.1)

BACKGROUND AND WORLD KNOWLEDGE

INTERVENTION PRACTICES ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING FOR GRADES 4-12

Opportunities and scaffolds are provided for students to access challenging stretch texts with topics related to content areas such as science, history, 
and current events. (4.2)

Texts read during intervention include informational text intentionally chosen to help build background knowledge around a content area topic. (4.2)

Opportunities are provided to make connections between a new word or concept and other known words or concepts, relating ideas to experiences. (4.2)

Stretch texts to build key vocabulary, concepts, and background knowledge are included in instruction. (4.2)

Materials include texts that are culturally responsive to the student population as students will be more motivated and engaged with text they can relate to. (5.1)

For multilingual learners, opportunities are identified for building background knowledge in a student’s home language and/or using visuals and 
clarification whenever possible. (5.5)
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Glossary
Background Knowledge: a specific subset of knowl-
edge needed to comprehend a particular situation, 
lesson, or text

English Language Development (ELD): instruction 
that is specially designed for multilingual learners to 
develop their listening, speaking, reading, and writing 
skills in English

Expository Text: text that provides factual information 
about a topic

Narrative Text: text that relates a series of events; this 
can include both fiction and nonfiction

Stretch Text: reading selections that are challenging 
for students to read on their own, which means they 
are typically above students’ independent reading 

levels; these texts are often at or just below students’ 
grade level (Roberts et al., 2018; Vaughn, Roberts, et 
al., 2019)

World Knowledge: broad, general knowledge of the 
world that is the result of many sources of learning but 
not the specific knowledge you need to know to 
comprehend a particular situation, lesson, or text

RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING
RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

Vocabulary worksheets and activities provide little opportunity for deep understanding of vocabulary words and lack activities designed to 
help students learn multiple meanings of words, connections to related words, and use of words in context. (2.7)

Instruction includes memorization of isolated words and definitions out of context. (4.7)

There is no evidence of teacher-student or student-student structured conversations in order to support a clear understanding of 
vocabulary words. (4.3)

There is limited instruction and opportunities for practice in how to use contextual clues (e.g., surrounding sentences, appositives, signal 
words, synonyms, antonyms, definitions, examples) to derive the meaning of unknown words. (4.7)

Academic vocabulary (also referred to as high-utility academic words) is not taught. (4.3)

Explicit instruction in morphology is not present. (2.7)

There is no instruction of morphological analysis or meanings of morphemes within words (e.g., prefixes, suffixes, roots, bases, combining 
forms). (2.7)

Students are not asked to pronounce new vocabulary words in order to integrate phonology and meaning. (4.7)

There is no evidence of previewing and teaching critical words necessary to comprehend a text selection. (2.4)

VOCABULARY
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Glossary
English Language Development (ELD): instruction 
that is specially designed for multilingual learners to 
help develop their listening, speaking, reading, and 
writing skills in English

Morphology: the system of meaningful parts, or 
morphemes, that make up words
Morphological Analysis: how to identify meaningful 
word parts, or morphemes. to determine the meaning 
of unfamiliar, multisyllabic words

Tiered Vocabulary Words: a means of classifying 
words according to their level of difficulty and fre-
quency of use; it is important to note that these tiers 
are not related to tiers of instruction in a Multi-Tiered 
System of Supports

Tier 1 Vocabulary Words: words students already know 
the meaning of (e.g., house, car, dog, school)

Tier 2 Vocabulary Words: words that are not likely to 
be familiar to young children but reflect a concept 
they can identify with and can use in conversation 
(e.g., shiver, excitement, remarkable); Tier 2 words can 
appear in multiple domains and content areas

Tier 3 Vocabulary Words: words that are low frequen-
cy and domain or content-area specific (e.g., words 
from math, science, history, music, art)	

INTERVENTION PRACTICES ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING FOR GRADES 4-12

Instruction includes robust teacher-student and student-student structured conversations in order to support a clear understanding of vocabulary words. 
(4.1; 4.4)

Vocabulary words are taught using activities designed to help students learn multiple meanings of words, connections to related words, and use of words 
in context. (4.7)

There is instruction and practice in how to use contextual clues (e.g., surrounding sentences, appositives, signal words, synonyms, antonyms, definitions, 
examples) to derive the meaning of unknown words. (4.4)

Vocabulary instruction is used to support both decoding and comprehension. (4.4)

Explicit instruction in vocabulary for Tier 2 and 3 words is evident. (4.7)

Tier 2 words are taught explicitly, and students are given multiple opportunities to use them in their speech, see them in print, and use them in writing 
when appropriate. (4.7)

Explicit instruction in morphology is provided with numerous opportunities for students to study words with multiple morphemes (e.g., prefixes, suffixes, 
roots, bases, combining forms). (2.7)

Morphology should be taught consistently over time with a long-term dedication to steadily building morpheme knowledge. (2.7)

Students are asked to pronounce new vocabulary words in order to integrate phonology and meaning. (4.7)

Previewing and teaching critical words necessary to comprehend a text selection are evident. (4.2)

For multilingual learners, instruction in ELD is included to support continued vocabulary development. (2.8; 4.8)
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RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING
RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

Students do not learn and practice recognizing various syntactic structures, including compound and complex sentences, clausal 
structures, and their corresponding punctuation. (6.2)

Students do not learn and practice cohesive devices within and across sentences. (6.1)

Instruction does not include teacher modeling or practice of varied syntactic structures. (6.1)

Students are asked to memorize parts of speech as a list without learning in context and through application. (6.1)

There is no deconstruction of sentence types and their corresponding clauses within text in order to develop syntactic awareness. (6.1)

KNOWLEDGE OF LANGUAGE STRUCTURES

INTERVENTION PRACTICES ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING FOR GRADES 4-12

Students learn and practice recognizing various syntactic structures, including compound and complex sentences, clausal structures, and their 
corresponding punctuation. (4.1; 6.2; 8.2)

 Students learn and practice cohesive devices within and across sentences. (4.4; 7.2; 8.0)

Intervention includes sufficient time for discussion, including teacher modeling of varied syntactic structures. (6.1; 6.2)

Students deconstruct and reconstruct a variety of sentence types and their corresponding clauses to get to the meaning of the text. (6.2)

Students deconstruct a variety of sentence types and their corresponding clauses to develop syntactic awareness. (6.1; 6.2)

For speakers of English language variations, an asset-based approach is used to engage in a contrastive analysis between home and school language, 
including sentence structures, connectives, suffixes, and subject-verb agreement. (6.3)

Glossary
Clause: a group of words with a subject and predicate

Cohesive Devices: words used to connect ideas within 
a sentence or text (e.g., pronouns, synonyms, coordi-
nate and subordinate conjunctions)

Contrastive Analysis: a systematic study of two 
languages (or language variations) with the intent of 
identifying their structural similarities and differences

Syntax: the arrangement of words to form sentences 
in a given language 	
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RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING
RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

Genre types and features are not explicitly taught. (7.1)

Genre-specific text structures and how to identify them are not taught. (7.1)

Corresponding text structure signal words are not explicitly taught and practiced. (7.2)

Graphic organizers are not developed and/or used to support student understanding of text and genre types. (4.5; 7.1)

There is no evidence of teaching students to recognize syntactic structures that are particular to specific types of texts (e.g., nominalization 
within scientific and historical texts, passive voice, dense noun phrases with lengthy modifiers in math texts). (7.1; 7.3)

LITERACY KNOWLEDGE

INTERVENTION PRACTICES ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING FOR GRADES 4-12

Genre types and features are explicitly taught and used to support comprehension and/or build content knowledge. (7.1)

There is explicit instruction of multiple text structures (e.g.,  cause and effect, problem/solution, sequence, description, compare and contrast) and how to 
understand and identify them. (7.2)

There is explicit instruction of signal words, or connectives, like because and as a result in cause and effect texts or in contrast and on the other hand in 
compare and contrast texts. (7.3)

Text structure instruction is directly connected to writing opportunities like note-taking, written responses to text questions, etc. (7.1)

Students learn to develop and use their own graphic organizers to support their understanding of text and genre types. (4.5; 7.1)

There is evidence of teaching students to recognize syntactic structures that are specific to particular types of texts (e.g., nominalization within scientific 
and historical texts, passive voice, dense noun phrases with lengthy modifiers in math texts). (7.1)

Glossary
Genre: a type of text or literature that has a particular 
form and style (e.g., poetry, fiction, nonfiction)

Nominalization: the use of a word, usually a verb, that 
is not a noun but appears as a noun; for example, “He 
submitted an application.” vs “They required submis-
sion of an application.” 	
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Adolescent reading interventions focus more on specific reading skills, 
perhaps due to intervention time constraints. However, the research litera-
ture does provide strong evidence of the reciprocal nature of reading and 
writing development on student comprehension outcomes. Writing in 
response to text (e.g., summarizing, getting the gist) should be integrated 
with reading comprehension. 

For students whose data show they need support with writing, this may be a 
separate intervention from reading rather than a comprehensive interven-
tion that includes both reading and writing. For more information on the 
research on writing interventions, see sections 8.0-8.2 of the reference 
section.

Section 4: WRITING

RED FLAGS: PRACTICES NOT ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING
RED FLAG
(RATE: 1-4)

Assigned writing tasks are unstructured, with minimal or no instruction about the use of pre-writing strategies or organizers. (8.0)

There is no evidence of explicit instruction or practice of sentence construction and elaboration. (8.0)

There is no evidence of explicit instruction or practice of structured paragraph writing. (8.0)

Students are not taught to use transitions to connect sentences, paragraphs, and larger writing sections, or to signal specific text 
structures (e.g., description, sequence, cause and effect). (8.0)

There is no instruction about writing structures (e.g., introduction, body development, conclusion, text features) for the 3 main types of 
writing (i.e., argument, informational, and narrative). (8.1)

There is no evidence of the use and analysis of model text to explicitly teach a writing skill, strategy, or technique that students emulate. (8.0)

Students do not practice writing with the different text structures (i.e., description, sequence, cause and effect, compare and contrast, and 
problem and solution). (8.0)

There is no teaching of writing strategies used to write from sources (i.e., asking students to write about what they read) or to respond to 
writing prompts. (8.0)

Students are not taught the writing process (i.e., thinking, planning, writing, revising, editing). (8.0)

Students are not given opportunities to have dialogue and/or orally rehearse their thoughts prior to writing. (8.2)

Writing is taught as a standalone subject and is not used to further content learning or reading comprehension. (8.0)

A Note on Evaluating Writing
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Glossary
Syntax: The arrangement of words to form sentences in a given language. 

INTERVENTION PRACTICES ALIGNED WITH THE SCIENCE OF READING FOR GRADES 4-12

The writing process (i.e., thinking, planning, writing, revising, editing) is explicitly taught and practiced. (8.0)

Students are given opportunities to have dialogue and/or orally rehearse their thoughts prior to writing. (8.2)

Writing skills and strategies are taught explicitly through a gradual release of responsibility (i.e., I do, we do, you do) and include sufficient time for 
brainstorming ideas, gathering information, using pre-writing planning tools, and writing and revising drafts. (8.0)

Intervention includes the use and analysis of model text to explicitly teach a writing skill, strategy, or technique that students emulate. (8.0)

Writing is structured; models and graphic organizers are provided frequently to support composition and promote executive functioning. (4.5; 8.0)

Structured paragraph writing is explicitly taught and practiced. (8.1)

Students are taught transitions to connect sentences, paragraphs, and larger writing sections. (7.2; 8.1)

There is explicit instruction about writing structures (e.g., introduction, body development, conclusion, text features) for the 3 main types of writing (i.e., 
argument, informational, narrative). (8.0)

There is explicit instruction of strategies for each stage of the writing process. (8.0)

There is explicit instruction about sentences, including syntactic awareness (i.e., knowledge of English grammar), writing complete sentences, and 
sentence reduction, elaboration, and combining. (7.2; 8.2)

Writing is integrated into reading instruction and is used as a tool to support content learning and reading comprehension. (8.0)
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Appendix A
What is the science of reading? 
The science of reading is a vast, interdisciplinary body of scientifically-based research about reading and issues related to reading and writing. This re-
search has been conducted over the last five decades across the world, and it is derived from thousands of studies conducted in multiple languages. The 
science of reading has culminated in a preponderance of evidence to inform how proficient reading and writing develop; why some have difficulty; and how 
we can most effectively assess and teach and, therefore, improve student outcomes through prevention of and intervention for reading difficulties.

For more information, visit https://www.thereadingleague.org/what-is-the-science-of-reading/ to download the Defining Guide.

Theoretical Frameworks
To understand how a student develops into a skillful reader (i.e., a fluent reader who can comprehend text), we look toward two theoretical frameworks 
aligned with science. We encourage all stakeholders to familiarize themselves with these frameworks as they should be used to inform reading assessment 
and instruction. 

WR LC RC
The simple view of reading has been empirically validated by over 150 scientific studies. It shows us that reading comprehension is not the sum, but the 
product of two components—word recognition and language comprehension—such that if either one is weak, reading comprehension is diminished. 
For a more in-depth understanding of the subcomponents within word recognition (WR) and language comprehension (LC), we turn next to Scarborough’s 
reading rope.

https://www.thereadingleague.org/what-is-the-science-of-reading/
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The reading rope is a visual metaphor for the development of skills over time (Scarborough, 2001). It breaks out the subcomponents of word recognition 
and language comprehension to expose their development as they intertwine and become increasingly strategic and automatic over time to develop fluent, 
skilled reading. 

The simple view of reading and the reading rope are helpful to understand and refer to as you evaluate intervention materials.
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Appendix B
What has the science of reading discovered about how skillful 
reading develops?
Unlike learning to speak and understand language, learning to read and write is 
not naturally acquired (Lyon, 1998). However, the vast majority of students can 
learn to read and write when provided with effective instruction. These guide-
lines have been developed to assist educators and decision-makers in selecting 
intervention materials that support maximally effective instruction for middle 
and high school students who have literacy challenges.

The foundation of effective instruction in word recognition is built upon explic-
itly, systematically, cumulatively, and diagnostically teaching how letters repre-
sent the sounds within spoken words, how letters are used to sound out printed 
words, and how to read words accurately, automatically, and fluently so that a 
lack of automatic word recognition doesn’t impede comprehension. While not 
the only cause of reading difficulty, many middle and high school students have 
not developed word recognition skills to automaticity and have gaps in their 
decoding knowledge; thus, there needs to be an intentional focus within inter-
vention settings for those students who do have decoding difficulties. This 
instruction might need to focus on filling in the gaps for basic decoding skills, 
or on advanced word study for reading multisyllabic words. However, other 
older students may have relatively strong word recognition but lack fluency, 
have limited vocabulary, little understanding of syntax or text structures, and/or 
inadequate background knowledge. Any of these difficulties will impede com-
prehension and the development of proficient reading and writing across upper 
elementary school grades and middle and high school content areas. Therefore, 
for students with reading difficulties, the first priority must be using data to 
identify their specific needs. Being able to directly target intervention is essen-
tial—especially for older students.

Reading ability must develop so that students can comprehend at increasing 
levels of sophistication—which is the whole point of reading. And with improved 
reading ability, writing ability will also increase in quality and clarity. Thus, 
intervention curricula and programs must emphasize foundational word recog-
nition skills alongside language development (e.g., vocabulary, syntax, dis-
course, learning evidence-based comprehension strategies). Although the role 

of building knowledge sits primarily in content area classes, it can be supported 
in the intervention setting by vocabulary building and reading stretch texts.

As is true of all complex human behaviors, some Grade 4-12 students will re-
quire much more intensive instruction in building foundational skills, while 
others will require less. Not all intervention products will have the intensity 
required for students with a severe reading difficulty, including dyslexia. Instruc-
tion should be adjusted based on some type of assessment, such as a built-in 
placement measure, other accessible existing data, or an easy-to-use measure, 
providing more intensive skills instruction to those whose scores indicate they 
are exhibiting difficulties in developing basic foundational skills. For some, less 
intense but targeted instruction may focus on multisyllabic words, fluency, and 
vocabulary, and for others, the targeted need may be language development. 
Research shows that 84% of struggling readers in Grade 5 and above need 
word reading and fluency support (Cirino et al., 2013). Because time is limited, 
schools need to prioritize what can be accomplished within an additional 
intervention block in the school. That is best structured by skill need rather 
than grade, and it also must be supported within the Tier 1 core class(es). 

Because the needs of older students are diverse, two approaches to interven-
tion are needed. One approach is a comprehensive intervention that addresses 
building students› phonic decoding skills (especially for multisyllabic words), 
fluency,  comprehension-building through vocabulary and syntactic knowledge, 
and the use of stretch texts to build complex ideas and information. A second 
approach is to use an intervention curriculum that targets specific skills such as 
word recognition and layers other supplemental interventions as needed. For 
some students, this latter approach can target a specific identified skill need 
sufficiently so that a strong Tier 1 provides enough support to build more 
language, vocabulary, and comprehension skills. It will be important in any 
intervention to ensure content is appropriate to support multilingual learners 
and speakers of English language varieties. 

A note on writing: Although the primary focus of these guidelines is on reading 
intervention, consider the importance of integrating reading and writing in-
struction, both in Tier I content teaching and intervention. Even those interven-
tions that focus on decoding instruction should have encoding instruction in 
the same lesson. Additionally, when comprehension is addressed, a good 
intervention program will offer the opportunity to write in response to a read-
ing task (e.g., note taking, summarizing, responding to questions in writing).


