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Supporting Struggling and Dyslexic Readers:

Identification and Intervention

in Secondary Schools

Samantha Durrance

Policy Analyst, SREB

As a policy analyst, I spend most of my time reading and writing about research on 
topics related to education and producing publications that inform policymakers. You 
might be wondering why a policy analyst is presenting at a conference intended for 
practicing educators. What I’m going to do today is link research and practice, and I 
promise you will leave here with at least one — and probably several — new things 
you didn’t know and can use in your school.
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By the time you leave this session, you will:

• Understand the basics of what dyslexia is (and isn’t)

• Know some common characteristics of secondary students with 

dyslexia

• Have toolkits that include:

• Instructional strategies that support students’ vocabulary, fluency, and 

comprehension across the curriculum

• Assessment tools for identifying which skills to target for struggling readers

• High-quality reading intervention programs for secondary students

• Assistive technology resources to help students with dyslexia and struggling 

readers in general

Session objectives
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What percentage of U.S. adults

are unable to 

read and understand
a book written at the 

8th grade level?

To start off, I want to pose this question to you:
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50%

The answer is that 50% of U.S. adults can’t read and understand a book written at the 
8th grade level. Does that surprise you?
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It starts early.

Adults who can’t read well didn’t just stop reading well in adulthood. This problem 
starts early. Most students who aren’t reading well in 8th or 12th grades weren’t 
reading well in 4th grade, either.
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4th Grade

35% 35% 36%

8th Grade 12th Grade

U.S. Students Performing At or Above Proficient on NAEP in Reading, 2017

NAEP, the National Assessment of Educational Progress, is the only assessment 
available that gives us a way to see how each state is doing. There are four 
achievement levels on NAEP, and the Proficient level or above is what we aim for — it 
means students are on track to be college and career ready and have mastered strong 
grade-level skills. What percentages of students would you guess were skilled readers 
according to NAEP last year? You can see that the percentages are remarkably 
consistent across the grade levels. About 35 percent of students learned to read well 
by 4th grade, and they will continue to read well throughout school and beyond.
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4th Grade

32% 40% 35%

8th Grade 12th Grade

U.S. Students Performing At Basic on NAEP in Reading, 2017

The NAEP Basic level for students who demonstrate some grade-level skills. These 
students will generally need some support with grade-level tasks. What percentages 
of students would you guess were “okay” readers in 2017? Again, you see that the 
percentages are fairly consistent across grades. These are students who can probably 
read well enough to get through school, but need to strengthen some of their reading 
skills to become truly proficient readers.

8



4th Grade

33% 25% 29%

8th Grade 12th Grade

U.S. Students Performing Below Basic on NAEP in Reading, 2017

If Proficient means at or above grade level and Basic means barely on grade level or 
just below, you can guess that performing below Basic on NAEP is not a good thing. 
Students performing below Basic do not even demonstrate even partial mastery of 
grade-level skills. They’ll need a lot of support to keep up in the classroom. And like 
the other performance levels, these percentages are also pretty consistent across 
grades. There are two explanations for why this group of students is performing at 
such a low level. One is that they probably came to school without the foundational 
skills needed for reading and were not taught those skills in school, so they never 
developed them and this keeps them from ever becoming strong readers. Later on 
we’ll talk about what those skills are and what you can do about these struggling 
readers. The other explanation for this group is…
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Reflect…

I want to pause for a moment and give everyone about 30 seconds to reflect on what 
you already know (or think you know) about dyslexia. Some of you may know a lot; 
others may know little to nothing. That’s not your fault; it isn’t something covered in 
many teacher preparation or leadership programs, especially at secondary levels. 
Nobody is judging you for that here. So take 30 seconds and think about anything you 
know about dyslexia, starting now.
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Now that you’ve thought of what YOU know, turn to your neighbor or neighbors and 
take 1 minute to share what each of you knows about dyslexia. (1 min)

Just for my own reference: raise your hand if you think you already know a lot about 
dyslexia.
Raise your hand if this is the first time anyone has ever talked to you in a professional 
development-type setting about dyslexia.
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or ?

Okay, now that we have an idea of what we know (or don’t know) about dyslexia, I 
want to take a moment to address a few common misunderstandings about dyslexia. 
After I read each of the questions that follows, shout out whether you think it’s true 
or false.
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The main signs of dyslexia in young children 

are reading or writing words backwards and 

reversing letters when writing 

(e.g. writing “b” instead of “d”).

(read) True or false? (audience response)
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The main signs of dyslexia in young children 

are reading or writing words backwards and 

reversing letters when writing 

(e.g. writing “b” instead of “d”).

This statement is false. 
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Many young children transpose letters and other 

symbols or fail to pay attention to letter order as they 

are first learning to read and write.

There are some common signs of dyslexia, but this is not a reliable way to identify 
dyslexia in younger children. However, If you see older students consistently doing 
this, it should raise a red flag.

16



Some of the first signs of possible dyslexia in young 

children are seen in oral language: trouble rhyming, 

limited vocabulary, or mispronouncing common words.

There are some common signs of dyslexia, but this is not a reliable way to identify 
dyslexia in younger children. However, If you see older students consistently doing 
this, it should raise a red flag.
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Dyslexia cannot be detected until a child is in 

3rd grade and two years behind in reading.

True or false: (read)
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Dyslexia cannot be detected until a child is in 

3rd grade and two years behind in reading.

False.
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It is possible to identify children at risk of dyslexia

as early as age 3 — before they are even reading. 

Preschoolers who have trouble rhyming, mispronounce words past the point where 
it’s developmentally appropriate (for example, saying “busgetti” instead of 
“spaghetti”), or exhibit other difficulties with oral language are at risk of later being 
diagnosed with dyslexia. This could also be due to other developmental issues, but 
those are often some of the first warning signs. We can reliably screen 
kindergarteners and first graders for patterns of strengths and weaknesses in reading 
that may indicate dyslexia, too. There is absolutely no reason to wait until third grade 
or until a child is far behind in school to get serious about helping them. 
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Weaknesses in specific reading skills that are 

associated with dyslexia can be detected in kindergarten 

and first grade.

Preschoolers who have trouble rhyming, mispronounce words past the point where 
it’s developmentally appropriate (for example, saying “busgetti” instead of 
“spaghetti”), or exhibit other difficulties with oral language are at risk of later being 
diagnosed with dyslexia. This could also be due to other developmental issues, but 
those are often some of the first warning signs. We can reliably screen 
kindergarteners and first graders for patterns of strengths and weaknesses in reading 
that may indicate dyslexia, too. There is absolutely no reason to wait until third grade 
or until a child is far behind in school to get serious about helping them. 
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Dyslexia is a lifelong condition —

people don’t outgrow it.

(Read)
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Dyslexia is a lifelong condition —

people don’t outgrow it.

This is true, and it will make more sense why this is true in a few minutes when we 
discuss what dyslexia actually is.
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Researchers have shown that dyslexia is a lifelong, 

neurobiological difference — it can’t be outgrown.
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However, early intervention can help individuals with 

dyslexia learn to read better and help rewire key 

connections in the brain.
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Educators should not say a student has 

dyslexia because it is a diagnosis that only 

medical professionals can give.

(read)
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Educators should not say a student has 

dyslexia because it is a diagnosis that only 

medical professionals can give.

This is a very common misconception in schools, and one I was told as RTI
coordinator by my school’s assistant principal over special education. But she was 
wrong.
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A formal diagnosis is not necessary for identifying 

students who may have dyslexia in public schools; 

reliable screeners are available.

It is very important that we NOT be afraid to say that a student may have dyslexia or 
has characteristics of dyslexia. There are certain difficulties that are associated with 
dyslexia, and if we identify it as such we can better address those difficulties. That 
doesn’t mean we’re becoming medical professionals and giving a diagnosis; we’re 
just recognizing the patterns we see as an identifiable learning difference that we can 
address.
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The U.S. Department of Education has explicitly 

directed public schools to use the term dyslexia when it 

applies in order to better meet a student’s learning 

needs. 

It is very important that we NOT be afraid to say that a student may have dyslexia or 
has characteristics of dyslexia. There are certain difficulties that are associated with 
dyslexia, and if we identify it as such we can better address those difficulties. That 
doesn’t mean we’re becoming medical professionals and giving a diagnosis; we’re 
just recognizing the patterns we see as an identifiable learning difference that we can 
address.
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Questions?

Before we go on, does anyone have any questions that have come up that I can try to 
answer?
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Dyslexia is
an unexpected difficulty in reading in 

an individual who has the intelligence 

to be a much better reader.

Yale Center for Dyslexia and Creativity

So what exactly is dyslexia? Dyslexia is a neurobiological difference in how the brain 
processes language and matches oral language with written language. According to 
the Yale Center for Dyslexia and Creativity: “People with dyslexia have trouble 
matching the letters they see on the page with the sounds those letters and 
combinations of letters make. And when they have trouble with that step, all the 
other steps are harder.”
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Source: Reading Horizons

There are three main parts of the brain that are involved in reading — first we match 
symbols to sounds, then we put those sounds together to make an identifiable word, 
and finally we locate the meaning for that word and use it to make sense of what 
we’re reading. In good readers, all of these processes work together, and the more 
we read the more automatic the process of reading becomes.

Dyslexia results in less efficient reading because the parts of the brain that would 
typically help a person recognize familiar words and sound out unfamiliar words 
aren’t activated. Instead, the person overrelies on the part of the brain that processes 
oral language. While a typical reader will remember what an unfamiliar word looks 
like and means after reading it a number of times, it may never become familiar to a 
dyslexic reader — the connection between the sound of the word and the letter 
pattern and meaning of the word is never made. They have to learn other ways to 
recognize words or compensate for this difficulty. That’s why very bright students 
with dyslexia often fall through the cracks — they memorize enough words to read 
with some understanding or find other ways to adapt that allow them to function 
well enough to get by. But imagine what a really bright student with dyslexia could do 
if she were helped to reach her full potential?
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The estimates vary based on how you define it, but researchers generally agree that 
between 10 and 20 percent of people have some degree of dyslexia. That means that 
a teacher with 150 students probably has at least 15 and as many as 30 students with 
dyslexia in her classroom in any given year.
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A lot of states are realizing what a huge issue this is and are taking steps to 

address it in policy. In the SREB region, many of our states have passed 

legislation to strengthen preservice and in-service teacher training or require 

universal screenings for dyslexia in the early grades — or both. So if you are in 

one of these states, hopefully you will see fewer and fewer unidentified 

students with dyslexia in the future. But we have a long way to go, and even 

when states pass laws, districts often struggle to actually address the issue —

often without any extra funding.
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Signs of Dyslexia in Secondary Students

Strengths
• A high level of understanding of text that is read aloud

• Talent for high-level conceptualization and original insights

• Strong in areas not dependent on reading, such as math, use of computers, and visual arts

General 

Difficulties

• Has to study more than peers

• Has low self-esteem or anxiety

• Has trouble finishing tests on time; tests do not fully reflect knowledge

Reading, 

Writing & 

Spelling 

Difficulties

• Reading requires great effort and is at a slow pace

• Avoids reading aloud

• Has poor spelling and/or handwriting

• Avoids writing; compositions are brief and simplistic

• Word processed compositions can be disorganized and lack cohesion

Speaking 

Difficulties

• Pauses or hesitates when speaking, using words like um and like repeatedly

• Uses imprecise language; for example, stuff or things

• Needs extra time to respond to questions

• Oral language abilities much higher than writing skills

• Spoken vocabulary is smaller than listening vocabulary

• Has difficulty remembering names of people and places; confuses names that sound alike

Adapted from Signs of Dyslexia, Fairfax County Public Schools

So how can you recognize students with characteristics of dyslexia in your school? 
Every person with dyslexia is different, but there are some common signs that you 
can look for in your students. 
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Can you think of any students 

from last year who have 

multiple signs of dyslexia?

Are there students who stick out to you from this past year, based on the signs of 
dyslexia we just saw? If they’re still at your school this coming year, do what you can 
to advocate for them.
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As educators, it’s our responsibility to educate ALL students to the best of our ability 
— and when it comes to dyslexic students, it’s important to recognize their unique 
learning needs and help the school environment work better for them.
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What do you know about 

teaching young children

to read?

We generally expect students to show up in middle and high school with at least the 
basic reading skills — maybe they need to be taught specific strategies for reading 
content-area text or need to continue building their vocabularies, but the fact of the 
matter is that secondary teachers are usually not equipped to actually teach students 
how to read. Or are you? Take a minute and think to yourself about what you know 
(or maybe wonder?) about teaching children to read.
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Now that you’ve thought of what YOU know, turn to your neighbor or neighbors and 
take 1 minute to share what each of you knows about teaching children to read. (1 
min)
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Learning to read

is not
a natural process

If there is one thing we’ve learned from research on reading, it is that learning to read 
is not a natural process. Unlike learning to speak, it is not something children will 
begin to do without some sort of instruction. Children have to be taught that these 
symbols are connected to the words we say.
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Adapted from the Florida Center for Reading Research

Reading is a complex process that relies on multiple skills. Nearly 20 years 

ago, a National Reading Panel of experts reviewed all of the existing research 

on reading to determine what elements of reading instruction are necessary for 

teaching students to read. The Panel identified five essential components of 

reading, which you see here.

41



Phonological

Awareness

Phonemic

Awareness

Phonics
(letter-sound relationship)

Fluency

Vocabulary

Comprehension

Oral Language

Building Reading Proficiency

This is another way of looking at the essential components of reading. Notice 

that the foundation for all of the other skills are two important oral language 

skills, phonological awareness and phonemic awareness. Children who come 

to school without strong language skills will struggle to break down and sound 

out the words they see on a page even after being taught phonics unless they 

also work on those foundational language skills. Teaching children to read is 

so much more than a little bit of phonics and a lot of practice.
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Phonological awareness involves 

identifying and manipulating units 

of oral language, including words

and syllables.

Image source

For PDF version only: A description of phonological awareness, which covers a variety 
of oral language skills important for reading.
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Image source

Phonemic awareness is the 

ability to hear, identify and 

manipulate individual phonemes 

(sounds) in spoken words.

For PDF version only:

Phonemic awareness is a specific part of phonological awareness. If you’re a parent, 
you may have helped your child do these things more or less intentionally. Saying 
nursery rhymes is a great way to help children build phonemic awareness. Research 
shows that just interacting verbally with your child — talking to and with your child —
as much as possible is one of the most important ways to help them build strong 
language skills. But many parents don’t know to do these types of activities with their 
kids, and some young children don’t have optimal environments where they’re read 
to often and spend a lot of time interacting directly with adults. Some children will 
develop phonemic awareness at home; some will enter school with some 
weaknesses here.
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Adapted from the International Dyslexia Association

Structured

Literacy

Explicit

Systematic Diagnostic

Direct instruction;

No assumptions

Follows logical 

order of language

Continuous 

individualization

The best practice for teaching all components of reading to all students is called 
“structured literacy,” a term created by the International Dyslexia Association to 
describe the variety of programs and methods that use these common elements. 
Structured literacy describes systematic, explicit, and diagnostic instruction in the 
elements of written language that we must understand to be excellent readers. 
Explicit means direct teaching — for example, teaching students the phonics patterns 
of the English language as a kind of “code” rather than assuming students will figure 
them out implicitly as they read more and more words. Systematic means that we 
teach the most basic concepts first, progressively moving toward the most difficult. 
That’s not a new idea for teachers. And structured literacy is also diagnostic in that 
teachers are continuously identifying the skills students struggle with and 
individualizing instruction to address them.
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Source: International Dyslexia Association

For PDF version only: A more detailed explanation of structured literacy
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Source: International Dyslexia Association

For PDF version only: A more detailed explanation of structured literacy
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Adapted from the International Dyslexia Association

Phonological

Awareness

Fluency +

Comprehension

Phonics

Phonics + 

Fluency

Fluency +

Comprehension

Vocabulary + 

Comprehension

For PDF version only: The elements taught in structured literacy are essentially the 
five components of reading, but in more detail. Phonology and sound-symbol 
association are the oral language and phonics blocks you saw a couple slides back 
showing the five essential components of reading. The study of syllables and 
morphology helps us both sound out complex words and figure out their meanings —
that’s vocabulary. And knowledge of syntax and semantics are important for both 
fluency and comprehension. Put together, structured literacy is a framework for 
explicitly teaching elements of language that are learned implicitly by some, but not 
by all. Structured literacy is critical for students with dyslexia and struggling readers in 
general, but it benefits all students. And one or more of the skills you see here are 
missing for your struggling secondary readers, so it’s important to address them. But 
how?
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In an ideal world, all children would learn to read using elements of structured 
literacy — and many students would be doing better in reading than they currently 
are. We know from research that a large percentage of children come to school 
without some of the foundational skills they need for reading and will need the type 
of instruction you find in structured literacy if they are ever going to become strong 
readers. Other children may not require such explicit and thorough instruction, but it 
will help all children learn to read well.
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Vocabulary

Fluency

Comprehension

What Works in Secondary: Improve Core Instruction

Now, by the time they get to middle or high school, your students have already been 
taught to read in one way or another. For some it was effective; other students didn’t 
get what they needed from reading instruction. Now they’re your responsibility, and 
you have to teach content to your students regardless of their reading ability. So what 
can you do for those who aren’t strong readers? Helping struggling readers in 
secondary schools isn’t just the responsibility of ELA teachers: all teachers across the 
curriculum can use strategies that support language and reading in their classrooms, 
including explicitly teaching vocabulary, helping students become more fluent readers 
through scaffolded practice, and teaching and reinforcing comprehension strategies. 
One aspect of language in particular that supports all of these things and isn’t often 
addressed in classrooms is morphology.
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Image source

Morphology
the study of the forms of words

In linguistics, morphology is the study of the forms of words. Words are made up of 
morphemes, or meaningful units of language, and we can use morphology to teach 
students how to figure out the meaning of words they may not know. Being familiar 
with a lot of morphemes, as opposed to just memorizing the meaning of words as a 
whole, means that students can easily add words with recognizable morphemes to 
their vocabularies. Studying morphology is especially helpful at the secondary level, 
when students run into larger and more technical vocabulary words. And this is 
something we as proficient readers already know how to do — with some 
preparation and a little research on word parts as needed, you can easily work a bit of 
morphology into your classroom practice.
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Morphology
the study of the forms of words

quadrilateral

quadri • lateral

a side part of 

something
feetfour

Happening 

at intervals 

of (X) years

four four

quadruped

quadru • ped

quadrennial

quadre • ennial

latitude pedestrian centennial

When we teach morphology across all content areas, we equip students with the 
tools to improve their vocabularies and understand more of the texts they read. For 
example, here are three words with the same morpheme — “quad.” What does quad 
mean? (Four.) Some students may already know that; some may not. But if we teach
them not only that quad means four, but also the roots and suffixes you see here, 
they’ll be better able to take that knowledge and apply it to other words. If we know 
quad means four and lateral means side, it’s not hard to remember that a 
quadrilateral is a shape with four sides. And because we know lateral, we’re also 
more likely to remember that latitude is the West/East, or sideways, value of a point 
on Earth. If we know quad means four and ped means feet, in science class we can 
probably figure out that a quadruped has four feet. And because we know ped means 
feet, we’re more likely to remember that a pedestrian is a person on foot. If we know 
quad means four and –ennial means that something happens every X years, it’s not a 
big jump to understand that quadrennial means something happens every four years 
— and centennial means something happens every century. All I have done here is 
take the time to split each of these words into recognizable parts, review what those 
parts mean, and put them back together. The next good practice would be to have 
students use these words in context to help move them into long-term memory. And 
this doesn’t have to be boring; you can make it interactive — some of your students 
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may already know some of these. See if they can become “word detectives” and 
figure out new vocabulary based on other words they know.
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Morphologiccomical

Image source

A fun way to introduce the meaning and usefulness of morphology to your students 
might be to engage them with some comics and discuss the word play that makes 
these comics funny. Here’s one:
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Image source

Morphologiccomical

I mean, that kind of makes sense, right?
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Image source

And finally:
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How does your school currently 

identify and help students who 

struggle with reading?

Tackling morphology is one specific strategy any teacher can integrate into their 
classroom, and it will benefit not just struggling readers, but all students. In a 
moment we’re going to talk about some other strategies that help struggling readers 
in particular, but before we do that, I want you to think for a moment about how your 
school identifies and helps struggling readers as of right now. Do you do some sort of 
routine screening or data dive at the beginning of the year? How (and when) do the 
students you identify get extra support? Take about 30 seconds and think about this.
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Source: 

Torgesen (2005)

This is a suggested approach for identifying students’ and addressing exact difficulties 
with reading, proposed by Dr. Joseph Torgesen at the Florida Center for Reading 
Research. We’re not going to go through it, but it’s in this Powerpoint so you can take 
a look at a later point in time. Basically, what he lays out is a decision tree for using 
different screening tools to hone in on which skills a student needs support with and 
what that support should look like.
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What Works: Identify Students Who Need Support

• Review state reading/ELA test scores to identify low-scoring students

– Use Lexile measure, if available

– Compare scale score to passing scores for lower grade levels

Based on information from Vaughn & Fletcher (2012) and RTInetwork.org. FCAT scores from Florida Department of Education.

The first step in helping struggling readers is identifying them. It’s not enough to say, 
“This student doesn’t read well.” I’m talking about systematically identifying any 
students in your classroom or in your school who did poorly in reading last year and 
determining what it is that is holding them back. The first step in this process is using 
the data you have to figure out which students need a closer look. If your school 
provides Lexile scores as part of a student’s assessment results, you can look up a 
Lexile chart to see what grade level a particular student’s Lexile score falls into. Many 
states now have scale scores on their state assessments that are scaled across all 
grade levels. This is an example from Florida. If I have a 9th grader who scored a 225 
in reading, that places her in Level 2 for 9th grade — which is not considered passing. 
That same score would be in the Level 3 passing range in 6th grade, so this tells me 
she is performing at about a 6th grade level in reading.

Recs come from 
http://www.rtinetwork.org/essential/assessment/screening/screening-for-reading-
problems-in-grades-4-through-12 and Torgesen & Miller (2009) and Vaughn & 
Fletcher (2012) – Response to Intervention with Secondary School Students with 
Reading Difficulties
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What Works: Identify Students Who Need Support

• Screen low-scoring students to identify specific skill deficits

–Fluency

–Comprehension

–Word-level reading skills (decoding)

Based on information from Vaughn & Fletcher (2012) and RTInetwork.org

After identifying students who need support, it’s important to screen these students 
to determine which skills they need help with. Providing a student with extra 
instruction in comprehension strategies isn’t going to do much if they can’t read 
individual words accurately and fluently. The three skills that secondary students who 
are poor readers tend to struggle with are fluency, comprehension, and decoding, 
which is sounding out words. That last one might be surprising, since we tend to 
assume that students enter middle or high school with at least the ability to read 
words.
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Researchers estimate that

10% of all adolescents

and as many as 

65% of adolescent struggling readers

have trouble with word-level skills.

Sources: National Institute for Literacy and Hock et al. (2009)

Maybe students shouldn’t be struggling with decoding in secondary, but research 
shows many secondary students who do not read at grade level have trouble with 
multiple skills, and up to two-thirds have difficulties at the word level — indicating 
weak foundational reading skills. Fluency and comprehension depend on word-level 
reading ability. When students recognize large numbers of words and can sound out 
those they don’t know quickly, they free up more working memory to actually think 
about what they read as they’re reading it.
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Phonics and word analysis 

are a necessity for students of 

any age who do not read or 

spell accurately.

Moats, 2007

When we talk about decoding, part of what we’re talking about is phonics. Noted 
researcher Louisa Moats notes that instruction in phonics and word analysis is a 
necessity for students of any age who don’t read or spell accurately.
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• Decoding

– Explicit instruction in phoneme-level and 

syllable-level phonics

– Explicit instruction in morphology

Image source

What Works: Decoding

Now, raise your hand if you feel qualified to teach phonics. That’s right — the average 
secondary teacher is simply not trained to do that. It’s not supposed to be your job. 
So when we talk about intervention instruction in phonics for secondary students, 
know that this is something your school may need to figure out how to do. Maybe 
there are personnel at your school who are qualified to teach phonics, like special 
education teachers, for example. If not, don’t panic — there are programs designed 
specifically for secondary students that address these foundational skills, and a list is 
included at the end of this presentation in the Resources section.
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Phonics Support for All Content Areas

• When planning lessons, identify content-area vocabulary that might be difficult 

for students.

• When introducing these words, pronounce the word, break it into spoken 

syllables, and then write it one syllable at a time (e.g. atmos-phere).

• Point out patterns in the pronunciation and spelling of prefixes, suffixes, and 

vowels in selected words (e.g. rac-ism, sex-ism, age-ism).

• Point out the similarities and differences of words that belong to the same 

“word family” (e.g. define, definitely, definition).

• Model using new or difficult words in different contexts.

• Provide opportunities for students to practice using new or difficult words and 

reinforce correct pronunciation, spelling and usage.

Based on information from LDOnline.org

There are, however, some simple things you can work into your teaching to help 
support your students’ phonological and phonics skills. And phonics practice is not 
just for young children — we as adults are constantly using phonics skills to read and 
spell new words. And I don’t just mean knowing letter sounds; at the secondary level 
and above, most students should be able to use phonics at the syllable level to chunk 
new words and read them accurately. Building phonics support into your classroom is 
just helping students continue to develop those skills. You can do this by:

- identifying content-area vocabulary that might be difficult for students while 
planning lessons and addressing this vocabulary with students directly;

- when introducing these words, pronounce the word, break it into spoken syllables, 
and then write it one syllable at a time (e.g. atmos-phere);

- pointing out patterns in the pronunciation and spelling of prefixes, suffixes, and 
vowels in selected words (e.g. rac-ism, sex-ism, age-ism); 

- pointing out the similarities and differences of words that belong to the same 
“word family” (e.g. define, definitely, definition);

- when possible, making a connection to another word students should know (even 
if it’s a made-up word, like petrificus);

- Modeling the use of new or difficult words in different contexts; and
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- Providing opportunities for students to practice using new or difficult words and 
reinforcing correct pronunciation, spelling, and usage.

Recs come from Vaughn & Fletcher (2012) – Response to Intervention with Secondary 
School Students with Reading Difficulties; Shanahan (2006) – The National Reading 
Panel Report: Practical Advice for Teachers; Paige & Magpuri-Lavell (2014) – Reading 
Fluency in the Middle and Secondary Grades
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Based on information from LDOnline.org

con • vul • sive

pet • ri • fied

tinc • ture

Im
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This is an example of how you might identify and break down troublesome words 
with your students.
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What Works: Fluency

• Fluency

– explicit instruction in syllable-level phonics and 

morphology

– repeated oral reading with feedback

– paired reading

– choral reading

– reading-while-listening (to reader or audiobook)

– preview reading material using audiobook or 

oral reader

Fluency

Accuracy
in reading 

words

Automaticity
in word

recognition

Appropriate

use of

Prosody

Image adapted from source

Based on information from Vaughn & Fletcher (2012), Shanahan (2006), 

and Paige & Magpuri-Lavell (2014) 

Being a fluent reader means reading words accurately, automatically, and in a way 
that sounds like speech. Strategies that help build and support fluency include these. 
It’s important to note that these are strategies you can pick and choose from when 
you feel one is appropriate and would be beneficial to students; that doesn’t mean 
you have to have students read every text out loud in class. These strategies will help 
all students read text more fluently and understand text better on their own because 
they have the opportunity to hear it or discuss it in addition to reading it 
independently.
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What Works?

• Comprehension

– Explicitly teach morphology and new/unusual vocabulary

– Activate prior knowledge before students read

– Preview text before students read

– Have students use graphic organizers and thinking maps

• Consider a consistent set across content areas

• Teach students to choose and use these independently

Based on information from Boardman et al. (2008); image source

Comprehension depends on a lot of different skills — you have to first be able to read 
text, then use your background knowledge and vocabulary to understand what it 
means. Some students struggle with comprehension because they aren’t accurate 
and fluent readers and most of their working memory goes toward the act of reading 
words, rather than making meaning out of what they read. If they’re having trouble 
with accuracy or fluency, it’s going to be hard to improve comprehension until you 
build those skills first. Some students have poor oral language skills and vocabularies, 
which makes it hard to understand text even if you can read it accurately and fluently. 
They need to build vocabulary and background knowledge. Others haven’t mastered 
skills like questioning as you read, rereading when you need to, and metacognitively 
checking for understanding as you go. So intervention for comprehension skills 
partially depends on how exactly the student is struggling. Generally speaking, 
though, there are strategies you can teach students to use in your classroom that will 
benefit everyone:
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What Works: Comprehension

Metacognition: teach students to monitor understanding and identify breakdowns by:

– Visualizing

– Summarizing after reading each paragraph

– Noting words or concepts they don’t understand

– Rereading as needed

Based on information from Boardman et al. (2008); image source

Students who struggle with comprehension often haven’t developed good 
metacognitive strategies to think about their thinking. You can help all students with 
this across content areas by having students visualize what they’re reading while they 
read it, stop and summarize what they just read after each paragraph, write down 
words or concepts they don’t understand as they read, and reread if they need to. 
These might seem obvious to us, but they’re skills that students have to be taught 
and reminded to use until they’re second nature.
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Provide Sufficient Evidence-Based Intervention

Image source

Response to Intervention

Hopefully you are all familiar with the concept of RTI, where students receive 
increasing support and increasingly specific support depending on how well they 
respond to interventions. RTI is built on a strong base of core classroom instruction, 
which we’ve already discussed. On top of that, students who are only struggling may 
need some limited, targeted support, or they may need very intensive, ongoing, 
specialized support.
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Provide Sufficient Evidence-Based Intervention

• Tier 2: ongoing whole-group instruction 

(e.g. a reading support elective)

– Students reading near grade level

– Students who have strong decoding skills but need to 

build fluency and/or comprehension

Based on information from Vaughn & Fletcher (2012). Image source

What students need is going to vary. In secondary, Tier II intervention is for students 
who are reading far enough below grade level that they have trouble keeping up in 
the classroom and students who already have good decoding skills, but may need 
more targeted and explicit instruction in comprehension strategies than they get in 
their regular classes, as well as more practice reading in a scaffolded setting so they 
can build fluency. If your school has a reading support class that some students have 
to take as an elective, that’s a good setting for these students.
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Provide Sufficient Evidence-Based Intervention

• Tier 3: daily small-group or individual instruction, 

minimum 50 minutes per day

– Students reading well below grade level

– Students with basic decoding skills who need help 

applying them to more complex words and text

Based on information from Vaughn & Fletcher (2012). Image source

On the other hand, you probably have a much smaller number of students who make 
you wonder how in the world they got to your classroom with the reading skills they 
have. These Tier 3 students need much more intensive and individualized instruction 
if they’re ever going to catch up in reading. These are the students who may need to 
work with a teacher who has the knowledge to go back to the basics or may need to 
use a specialized intervention program that can address decoding.
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Provide Sufficient Evidence-Based Intervention

• Tier 3 for students with dyslexia:

– daily small-group or individual instruction

– structured, sequenced, multisensory methods 

(e.g. Orton Gillingham, Wilson, Barton)

Based on information from Vaughn & Fletcher (2012). Image source

Students who are well below grade level in reading AND have poor decoding skills are 
those students who may have dyslexia. Not only do they need intensive intervention, 
but it needs to be specialized and based on one of the main multisensory approaches 
that’s commercially available. The big three are Orton Gillingham, Wilson, and Barton, 
with Orton Gillingham being considered the gold standard for students with dyslexia.
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… [S]econdary students with the lowest 

reading scores can be placed in the most 

intensive interventions early without having 

to successively pass through [the tiers of 

RTI] to document what we already know —

they have significant reading problems 

and require intensive remediation.

Vaughn & Fletcher, 2012

Researchers have pointed out that by the time they get to secondary school, students 
who are struggling with reading should have already received plenty of core 
instruction and extra support, too. So if they have still not mastered the reading skills 
they need, there’s really no time to waste in helping them. If you have students who 
are multiple grade levels below where they should be in reading, it’s a waste of time 
to put them through the typical RTI process where you have to spend at least 6 weeks 
in Tier 2 before you can move to Tier 3. Instead, the recommendation is that we 
figure out what it is they’re missing and try to support them with those skills as soon 
as possible.
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Image source

There are accommodations that can help provide a more equitable classroom for 
students with dyslexia (and students with other learning difficulties). In fact, a lot of 
these will support all of your students and help remove some barriers to learning.
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Students With Dyslexia

• General accommodations in the classroom

– Explicit, verbal instructions along with written version

– Graphic organizers and other planning tools

– Use of audio or electronic versions of textbooks

– Alternative methods of assessment (e.g. oral presentation instead of essay)

– Peer notetaker who shares notes with dyslexic student

Based on information from Vaughn & Fletcher (2012).

These are some things you can do in any classroom for any student, but they are 
particularly helpful for students with dyslexia:

-Explicit, verbal instructions along with written version: If you hand out an assignment 
with written instructions on it, make sure to also read these instructions out loud.
-Graphic organizers and other planning tools: You’re probably already using these to 
some extent. A large percentage of students with dyslexia also have general 
difficulties with executive function, so tools to help them organize what they are 
learning and tools for prewriting are beneficial.
-Use of audio or electronic versions of textbooks: An audiobook helps students with 
dyslexia because they can understand the content orally, instead of having to wade 
through the text. Students can use text-to-voice to get this same benefit from 
electronic textbooks.
-Alternative methods of assessment (e.g. oral presentation instead of essay): A good 
practice in general is to allow multiple ways for students to demonstrate learning, so 
allowing all of your students to choose between two or three options for an 
assessment not only provides a way for dyslexic students to really be able to show 
what they know — it also means there won’t be any stigma for students who choose 
certain methods.
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-Peer note-taker who shares notes with student: Students with dyslexia may need 
more time to write and have a hard time keeping up with a lot of information if they 
have to take notes. If there is a willing student in your classroom who’s a good 
notetaker, you can see if they would be willing to share their notes with dyslexic 
peers.
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Students With Dyslexia

• Accommodations in the classroom that may require a 504 plan

– Extra time to complete assignments and assessments

– Outline of instruction and/or copies of notes and presentations

– Grade on content, not spelling or organization

– Use of assistive technology

• Text-to-speech

• Dictation software

• Tools for reading more effectively

Based on information from Vaughn & Fletcher (2012). Image source

The most helpful accommodations for students with dyslexia may not be available to 
them unless their disability is documented through a 504 plan. A 504 plan entitles 
students to accommodations that help them access any parts of the school or 
classroom environment that are limited by their disability. Some states use 504 plans 
as the primary way to address dyslexia in their schools. Some common 
accommodations for students with dyslexia are:
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Intervention Challenges in Secondary Schools

ELA Math

Social 
Studies

Science

Knowledge Staff Specialization

It’s easier to talk about interventions for students with dyslexia and struggling readers 
in general than it is to actually put them in place because there are a variety of 
challenges to doing so, including a lack of knowledge of teaching the process of 
reading, no extra staff to provide intervention support, and the fact that secondary 
schools have content-specific courses — which means that teachers are specialized 
and have limited time with students each day.
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Intervention Challenges in Secondary Schools

Scheduling Funds

Other challenges are scheduling — when, exactly, is there time to provide 
intervention instruction? Especially if it’s intensive, small-group instruction? And how 
in the world do you pay for the programs, staff, and training to provide intervention?

77



What creative solutions does 

your school/district use for 

intervention, or what solutions 

have you heard of elsewhere?

So think for a minute about how your school identifies and helps struggling readers as 
of right now. Do you do some sort of routine screening or data dive at the beginning 
of the year? How (and when) do the students you identify get extra support? Take 
about 30 seconds and think about this.
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Solutions: Lack of Knowledge

• Faculty-wide training on dyslexia and supporting poor readers

– Local or regional education agency

– See www.sreb.org/dyslexia → Resources → Teacher Training Resources

– Contact local private schools for students with disabilities

– Contact local universities, especially those with dyslexia-specific offerings

– Online options

• State professional development modules (see Resources)

• Dyslexia International course (free)

Following are some possible solutions to the challenges we just discussed. To address 
a lack of knowledge in your school about supporting struggling readers in general and 
students with dyslexia in particular, it would really be beneficial to have a faculty-
wide training for all teachers. There are lots of ways to do this. Many states 
departments of education offer training through your local or regional education 
agency. Later in this presentation there’s a slide with links to online training modules 
in those states that have them. Some states have one or more private organizations 
that can provide training to schools, and you can find a state-by-state list of these 
organizations by visiting sreb.org/dyslexia and locating the Teacher Training 
Resources page. This is a living webpage, so if you know of an organization that 
should be added please email me. You can also contact local private schools that 
cater to students with disabilities or local universities that have schools of education 
or dyslexia-specific course offerings. And if none of those is convenient or available, 
some states have online modules and there is a free course available through a 
nonprofit called Dyslexia International.
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Solutions: Time and Scheduling

Middle school

– Required reading and writing elective

– Extended Learning Time

– Homeroom = intervention or extension time

Scheduling challenges are big, but some districts are finding solutions. These are just 
some ideas — every school is different, and some creativity is probably required. This 
text is from Lufkin Middle School in Texas, and when I spoke with their dyslexia 
coordinator I asked her how students felt about having to take a required reading 
support elective to get dyslexia intervention. She said some of the students don’t like 
it, but they tend to know that they need the help. And it’s important for us to 
remember and communicate to students that the goal is to give them what they need 
to be successful in the long run.
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Solutions: Time and Scheduling

High school

– Zero period

– Homeroom, “power hour”, study hall or advocacy time

– Credit-bearing ELA elective

In high school, some schools use a zero period for intervention, or provide it during 
homeroom, some sort of “power hour”, or advocacy time. Any time built into your 
school schedule for students to address any individualized needs could be a good 
time for intervention. Some schools offer a required, credit-bearing elective for 
students who are really struggling with reading.
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Solutions: Time and Scheduling
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Arkansas created a state-recognized course for high schoolers with dyslexia who need 
time in the school day for intensive intervention. It’s credited as a “Miscellaneous 
Career Focus Credit”, which is an elective credit that counts toward state 
requirements for graduation.
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• Title I funds

– School improvement initiatives

– Direct student services: components of a personalized learning approach (may include 

“high-quality academic tutoring”)

– Prevention and intervention for at-risk youth

– Schoolwide program funds

Solutions: Funding for Training and Programs

Sources: Iowa Reading Research Center, EveryStudentSucceedsAct.org, and Washington County School District 

Now, in terms of funding — and I’m talking to anyone who is an administrator or 
works in the district now — this really requires some creativity to figure out how you 
can use the various federal funding streams to pay for intervention services. The 
biggest and most obvious pot of money for a lot of schools is Title I, and Title I also 
has the least restrictions out of any of the federal options. You can use Title I money 
for school improvement initiatives, direct student services (like academic tutoring), 
and prevention and intervention programs for students at risk of dropping out of 
school. If you’re a schoolwide Title I school, it might be even easier to justify using 
Title I funds for intervention staff or programs.
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Solutions: Funding for Training and Programs

• Title II funds

– Ongoing professional development

– Peer coaching and peer-led professional development

States and districts may transfer up to 100% of Title II funds to Title I

Sources: Iowa Reading Research Center, ASCD and U.S. Department of Education

Another possible federal source of funds is Title II, which can be used for certain 
types of professional development and coaching.
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Solutions: Funding for Training and Programs

• Title III funds

– Professional development for teachers who teach ELLs

– Purchasing intervention programs for use by ELLs

– Services provided before, during and after school (e.g. tutoring) to ELLs

Sources: Iowa Reading Research Center and Maryland Department of Education 

Then there’s Title III, which is specifically for English Language Learners — but a lot of 
the strategies and interventions used for ELLs are beneficial for struggling readers, 
too, and if you are providing an intervention program or tutoring to ELLs using Title III 
funds you may be able to use these for some non-ELL students as well.
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Solutions: Funding for Training and Programs

• Title IV funds

– Professional development to personalize learning and improve academic achievement

– Building technological capacity and infrastructure

– Delivering specialized curricula using technology

States and districts may transfer up to 100% of Title IV funds to Title I

Source: US Department of Education and ASCD

There’s also Title IV, which may be useful for professional development and certain 
technology, like assistive technology.
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Solutions: Funding for Training and Programs

• IDEA funds (generally only for students who have IEPs)

– Supplementary aids and services to support the least restrictive environment

– Professional development for general education teachers who teach students with 

disabilities

– Reading instructional programs used by students with disabilities

May be merged with Title I funds in schoolwide Title I program

Sources: Iowa Reading Research Center and March 7, 2013 OSEP Memo

And finally, our last federal source of funds is IDEA funds. Most of these funds can 
only be used for things that apply to students in special education, but sometimes 
these services or professional development benefit other students, too.
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Solutions: Funding for Training and Programs

• IDEA funds: Coordinated Early Intervening Services

– For K-12 students not in special education

– Professional development for academic and behavioral interventions

– Professional development for adaptive and instructional software

– Providing instructional supports, including “scientifically based literacy instruction”

• Reading specialists

• Tutoring

Source: July 28, 2018 OSEP Memo

And IDEA also allows states and districts to use up to 15% of their total IDEA funds for 
Coordinated Early Intervening Services for students who are not in special education. 
CEIS funds can be used for professional development and instructional supports for 
at-risk students.
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Solutions: Funding for Training and Programs

• Apply for private or public grants

– Federal grants

– State grants (e.g. Texas 2018-19 Services to Students with Dyslexia Grant)

– Private grants from local or national foundations

• District funding

Sources: Iowa Reading Research Center and March 7, 2013 OSEP Memo

Lastly, you can also seek out federal or state grant money or private grants from 
foundations. Or, your district could fund intervention.
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Resources

Following are a ton of resources, including assistive technology applications, 
screening tools, intervention programs and some suggested reading.
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Accessibility Tools

Adapted from information provided by Debbie Brineman and Joyce Derr, Georgia IDA Conference 2018

Text-To-Speech
Supports for reading and understanding text

Writing and Editing
Supports for writing and editing text

Accessible Materials
Ebooks and audiobooks

Microsoft Word 2016
• Speak command

• Learning Tools for desktop, including Read 

Aloud, Text Spacing, and Syllables

• Learning Tools online, including Immersive 

Reader and Line Focus

Microsoft Word 2016
• Grammarly

• Dictate voice-to-text extension

• Researcher

• Lucidchart add-in

• Paper and report templates

• Outline function

• Edraw graphic organizer templates

Textbooks and Literature
• Bookshare.org

• Lit2Go

• Project Gutenberg

• Learning Ally (paid service; free for students with 

print disabilities in TX and FL)

• Librivox

• Open Library

Microsoft Edge browser
• Read Aloud

• Reading View

• Read&Write (free for teachers)

Google Docs (only in Chrome)
• Voice typing

• Grammarly

• Read&Write (free for teachers

Novels
• Epic! (free for elementary teachers)

• Open Library

Google Chrome browser
• Read&Write (free for teachers)

• SpeakIt!

• Grammarly

• Readability Redux

iPad and iPhone
• Auto-Correction and Predictive Text

• Dictation

• Grammarly Keyboard

• Read&Write (free for teachers

Content and News Articles
• ReadWorks

• Newsela

iPad and iPhone
• Speak Selection

• Speak Screen

Android
• Grammarly Keyboard

• Read&Write (free for teachers)

• Voice typing

Universal Design for Learning Resources
• CAST Book Builder

• CAST Studio

• CAST Exchange

Android
• Select to Speak

• SpeakIt!
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Microsoft Immersive Reader
(Microsoft Word Online and OneNote Online)
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Read&Write Extension
(Edge, Chrome, Word Online, iOS, Android)
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Read&Write Extension
(Edge, Chrome, Word Online, iOS, Android)
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Grammarly
(Google Chrome and Docs)
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Researcher
(Microsoft Word)
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Assessment Tools for Secondary Students

Test Skills Assessed
Administration 

Format

Time to 

Administer
Publisher

Ekwall/Shanker

Reading Inventory 

(ESRI)

Phonemic Awareness

Phonics

Fluency

Vocabulary

Comprehension

Individual

Group
Not specified Pearson

Flynt/Cooter 

Comprehensive 

Reading Inventory 2
(includes Spanish version)

Phonemic Awareness

Phonics

Fluency

Vocabulary

Comprehension

Individual Varies Pearson

Bader Reading & 

Language Inventory, 

7th Ed.

Phonemic Awareness

Phonics

Fluency

Vocabulary

Comprehension

Individual Varies Pearson

Based on information from Winterbottom & Howard (2005), Winterbottom (2008) and RTInetwork.org
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Assessment Tools for Secondary Students

Test Skills Assessed
Administration 

Format

Time to 

Administer
Publisher

Qualitative Reading 

Inventory (QRI-6)

Decoding

Fluency

Comprehension

Individual Not specified Pearson

Lexia RAPID 

Assessment

Word Recognition

Vocabulary

Comprehension

Individual 10 – 15 minutes Lexia

Group Reading 

Assessment and 

Diagnostic Evaluation 

(GRADE)

Vocabulary

Fluency

Comprehension

Group 50 – 90 minutes Pearson

Gates MacGinitie

Reading Test, 4th Ed.
Vocabulary

Comprehension
Group

35 minutes per 

subtest (70 minutes 

for both)

Nelson

Based on information from Winterbottom & Howard (2005), Winterbottom (2008) and RTInetwork.org
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Assessment Tools for Secondary Students

Test Skills Assessed
Administration 

Format

Time to 

Administer
Publisher

Test of Silent Word 

Reading Fluency 

(TOSWRF-2)

Fluency

Vocabulary
Group 3 minutes PRO-ED

Quick Phonics 

Screener
Phonics

Decoding

Individual

Group
Not specified Read Naturally

The Phonics Inventory Phonics
Individual

(computer-based)
10 minutes

Houghton Mifflin 

Harcourt

Test of Word 

Knowledge (TOWK)
Vocabulary Individual 30 – 60 minutes Pearson

Based on information from Winterbottom & Howard (2005), Winterbottom (2008) and RTInetwork.org
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Assessment Tools for Secondary Students

Test Skills Assessed
Administration 

Format

Time to 

Administer
Publisher

Kaufman Test of 

Educational 

Achievement (KTEA-3)

Decoding

Vocabulary

Fluency

Comprehension

Individual 15 – 85 minutes Pearson*

Diagnostic 

Assessment of 

Reading (DAR)

Decoding

Vocabulary

Comprehension

Individual 10 – 30 minutes PRO-ED*

Test of Word Reading 

Efficiency (TOWRE-2)
Decoding

Word Recognition
Individual 5 – 10 minutes PRO-ED*

Gray Oral Reading 

Test (GORT-5)
Fluency

Comprehension
Individual 10 – 15 minutes PRO-ED*

Based on information from Winterbottom & Howard (2005), Winterbottom (2008) and RTInetwork.org

* Must be purchased and administered by a qualified professional with training in assessment.
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Assessment Tools for Secondary Students

Test Skills Assessed
Administration 

Format

Time to 

Administer
Publisher

Woodcock Reading 

Mastery Tests

(WRMT-3)

Decoding

Comprehension
Individual 15 – 45 minutes Pearson*

Comprehensive Test 

of Phonological 

Processing (CTOPP-2)

Phonemic Awareness Individual 40 minutes Pearson*

Peabody Picture 

Vocabulary Test 

(PVVT-4)

Vocabulary Individual 10 – 15 minutes Pearson*

Test of Reading 

Comprehension 

(TORC-4)

Comprehension Individual 30 – 45 minutes PRO-ED*

Based on information from Winterbottom & Howard (2005), Winterbottom (2008) and RTInetwork.org

* Must be purchased and administered by a qualified professional with training in assessment.
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Intervention Programs for Secondary Students

Adapted from Description of Specialized Reading Programs, Fairfax County Public Schools 

Program Grades Description Time
Research-based 

Practices
PA P F V C

Corrective Reading 

Decoding©

McGraw Hill Education

3 – 12

• Supplemental reading intervention 

• Targets phonemic awareness, 

phonics, and vocabulary to 

increase decoding skills

45 – 50 

min/day

• Direct instruction

• Systematic and explicit

• Mastery-based learning

• Progress monitoring 

  ✓  ✓

Corrective Reading 

Comprehension©

McGraw Hill Education

3 – 12

• Supplemental reading intervention 

• Targets phonemic awareness, 

phonics, and vocabulary to 

increase decoding skills

45 – 50 

min/day

• Direct instruction

• Systematic and explicit

• Mastery-based learning

• Progress monitoring 



*Just Words®

Wilson Language 

Training 

4 – 12

• Supplemental reading program

• Based on Wilson Reading System 

principles

• Used as an accelerated 

intervention for teaching decoding 

and encoding 

• 1-1.5 years to complete the 

program 

45 – 50 

min/day 

or 3x per 

week

• Direct instruction 

• Systematic and explicit 

• Based on Orton-

Gillingham principles 

• Multi-sensory 

• Mastery learning 

• Progress Monitoring 

   ✓ ✓

PA = Phonemic Awareness P = Phonics F = Fluency V = Vocabulary C = Comprehension

 Covers most or all aspects of this component of reading

✓ Covers some aspects of this component of reading

* Program has evidence of effectiveness for students with dyslexia

102



Adapted from Description of Specialized Reading Programs, Fairfax County Public Schools 

Program Grades Description Time
Research-based 

Practices
PA P F V C

*Language!™ 

VoyagerSopris

Learning™

4 – 12

• Comprehensive literacy curriculum

• Includes fiction and nonfiction

• Teacher-directed

• Supplemental online activities

90 

min/day 

or 45 

min/day

• Differentiated

• Systematic and Explicit

• Sequential

• Multisensory

• Diagnostic

• Progress monitoring

   

*Language! Live™

VoyagerSopris

Learning™

7 – 12

• Comprehensive literacy curriculum

• Includes fiction and nonfiction

• Blended learning

• Students require daily access to 

computers

90 

min/day 

or 45 

min/day

• Differentiated

• Systematic and Explicit

• Sequential

• Multisensory

• Diagnostic

• Progress monitoring

   

Read Naturally™ 1 – 8

• Supplemental fluency program

• Audio and software versions

• Nonfiction stories

30 

min/day

• Teacher modeling

• Repeated readings

• Progress monitoring
 ✓

PA = Phonemic Awareness P = Phonics F = Fluency V = Vocabulary C = Comprehension

 Covers most or all aspects of this component of reading

✓ Covers some aspects of this component of reading

* Program has evidence of effectiveness for students with dyslexia

Intervention Programs for Secondary Students
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Adapted from Description of Specialized Reading Programs, Fairfax County Public Schools 

Program Grades Description Time
Research-based 

Practices
PA P F V C

Read to Achieve©

McGraw Hill Education
6 – 12

• Focuses on comprehension, 

decoding multisyllabic words, 

content vocabulary and fluency in 

content-area text

• Encourages collaborative learning

45 – 55 

min/day

• Direct instruction

• Systematic and explicit

• Sequential

• Mastery-based learning

• Progress monitoring 

 

Reading Success©

McGraw Hill Education
4 – 12

• Focuses on critical reading and 

comprehension

• Brief, targeted lessons

15 – 30 

min/day or 3x 

per week

• Direct instruction

• Systematic and explicit

• Sequential

• Mastery-based learning

• Progress monitoring 



REWARDS®

Voyager Sopris

Learning

4 – 12

• 25 lessons

• Targeted instruction for decoding 

multisyllabic words

60 min/day 

for 6 weeks 

or 30 min/day 

for 12 weeks

• Direct instruction 

• Systematic and explicit 

• Intensive

• Progress monitoring 

✓  ✓ ✓

REWARDS Plus®

Voyager Sopris

Learning

7 – 12

• Apply REWARDS strategies to 

social studies and science

• Addresses test-taking skills, 

comprehension, and writing

60 min/day or 

30 min/day

• Direct instruction 

• Systematic and explicit 

• Intensive

• Progress monitoring 

✓  ✓ ✓

PA = Phonemic Awareness P = Phonics F = Fluency V = Vocabulary C = Comprehension

 Covers most or all aspects of this component of reading

✓ Covers some aspects of this component of reading

* Program has evidence of effectiveness for students with dyslexia

Intervention Programs for Secondary Students
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Based on information from Evidence for ESSA and program websites.

Program Grades Description

TeenBizBoost® and 

EmpowerBoost®

by Achieve 3000®

6 – 12

• Online platform; requires computer or mobile device

• Differentiated instruction and adaptive progression

• English and Spanish content

• Teaches metacognitive skills

• Uses nonfiction science and social studies content and academic vocabulary to improve skills

• Progress monitoring

Reading Edge

by Success for All
6 – 8

• Whole-school model

• Emphasizes cooperative, team-based learning

• Teaches metacognitive skills for comprehension

• Integrates social-emotional instruction

READ 180® 4 – 12

• Blended learning program

• Adaptive, computer-based elements

• Explicit and systematic instruction

• Focuses on background knowledge, vocabulary and reading comprehension

• Integrates project-based learning

More Intervention Programs for Secondary Students

These programs demonstrate strong evidence of effectiveness according to Evidence for ESSA, a new resource that analyzes 

and compiles research on educational programs in the style of the What Works Clearinghouse.
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Based on information from Evidence for ESSA and program websites.

Program Grades Description

Reading Apprenticeship 6 – 12

• Framework for integrating metacognitive strategy instruction into content areas

• Builds disciplinary-specific literacy skills

• Integrates social-emotional instruction

• Program version for struggling readers is taught as an elective course

Intelligent Tutoring for the 

Structure Strategy (ITSS)
4 – 8

• Web-based tutoring system

• Mastery-based progression

• Focuses on using text structure to improve reading comprehension

Passport Reading 

Journeys™
6 – 12

• Supplemental literacy curriculum

• Integrates whole-group, small-group and individualized instruction

• Focuses on word study, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension and writing
• Emphasis on explicit, systematic instruction

• Program version for struggling readers is taught as an elective course

These programs demonstrate strong evidence of effectiveness according to Evidence for ESSA, a new resource that analyzes 

and compiles research on educational programs in the style of the What Works Clearinghouse.

More Intervention Programs for Secondary Students
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Online State Training Modules on Dyslexia
(Click on your state if shaded dark blue to visit link)

MD

DE

Accessible by anyone; 

no login required

States in light blue offer in-person professional development, but we were unable to locate any 

online training resources. Contact your local or regional education agency for more information.
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Email: Samantha.Durrance@sreb.org
More info: www.sreb.org/dyslexia
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Resources on Reading Instruction and Dyslexia

• A very accessible interview with a neuroscientist about dyslexia

• IDA Fact Sheet on structured literacy

• Alabama SDOE: Multisensory Strategies for All Secondary Classrooms

• Morphology activities produced by the Florida Center for Reading Research
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