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FOR EDUCATORS OF OLDER STUDENTS with
learning disabilities (LD), the increasing expectations
for advanced literacies require increasingly sophisticated
instructional responses. Research reviews on teaching
reading to adolescent students with LD testify to

the importance and timeliness of this issue, and they
present valuable instructional guidance (Edmonds,
2009; Faggella-Luby & Deshler, 2008; Gajria et al.,
2007; Roberts et al., 2008 Torgesen et al., 2007). This
research tends to emphasize three areas of instruction: 1)
word study, fluency, and vocabulary, 2) comprehension,
and 3) motivation and engagement. It shows that when
research-based reading instruction is implemented, older
youth with LD can succeed.

Word Study, Fluency, and
Vocabulary Instruction

Word Study Reading research at the secondary-school
level distinguishes basic word study instruction in
phonemic awareness and phonics from advanced word
study instruction in multisyllabic and morphologically
derived words (Roberts et al., 2008). Many older
students with LD can decode single syllable words but
struggle to decode longer words. Whether older readers
struggle with basic or advanced word study, they can
improve. Youth with underdeveloped word study can
make small to moderate gains in reading comprehension
when they receive instruction that builds word study
along with comprehension (Edmonds et al., 2009).

Fluency Students having LD tend to read haltingly,
laboring over word and sentence structures. Fluency
instruction helps students process texts automatically,
freeing cognitive resources for comprehending the texts
(Roberts et al., 2008). Fluency instruction is effective
when it engages readers with texts that embed targeted

words. Repeated exposure to such words is more useful
than encounters with numerous unfamiliar words in
overly difficult passages. Engaging youth with quantities
of texts they can and want to read, then supporting
their efforts with the texts supports fluency. Research
with older readers who struggle with fluency suggests
that targeted fluency instruction, like targeted word
study instruction, is most effective when it is part of

a complete intervention that includes comprehension

(Edmonds et al., 2009).

Vocabulary Knowing the meanings of many words is
crucial for success in reading and academics. Struggling
readers tend to avoid reading, thus limiting their
acquisition of new vocabulary. In addition, many of

the textbooks used by older students with LD offer
inappropriate support for vocabulary learning (Roberts
et al., 2008). The research points to direct instruction as
well as to activity-based and computer-assisted methods
as effective methods to improve vocabulary acquisition
(Faggella-Luby & Deshler, 2008). It is important

to note that students with LD may require more
exposures to new words than other students in order to
develop deep understandings of the words. Along with
teaching the meanings of specific words, instruction

is needed to develop youth’s independent vocabulary
learning strategies such as analyzing words’ contexts and
morphological composition. Assessment of students’
vocabulary knowledge and progress monitoring are other
important features of vocabulary instruction.

Comprehension

Domain and Prior Knowledge Secondary students
with LD are required to read a good deal of
informational and expository text, and they often
struggle because they fail to link their prior knowledge



to the texts’ contents (Gajria et al., 2007). Activating
prior knowledge involves readers in calling up what they
already know about a topic and using this knowledge to
make sense of a text’s ideas and information. Key ways
to help readers utilize and develop the knowledge they
need include anticipatory activities such as previewing
headings or discussing key concepts before reading, and
review activities such as paraphrasing and summarizing
after reading.

Graphic Organizers Graphic organizers can benefit
readers greatly before, during, and after reading
(Roberts et al., 2008). Before reading, they serve as
ways to activate prior knowledge and make predictions.
During reading, they help students capture connections
among ideas. After reading, they facilitate students’
consolidation of a text’s contents. Students benefit
from the ability to match graphic organizers with
corresponding types of text. A graphic organizer for
comparing literary characters is different than one for
depicting historical timelines.

Cognitive Strategies Older readers with LD who

fail to apply cognitive strategies such as determining
importance and self-questioning benefit from explicit
direct instruction in these strategies (Edmonds et al.,
2009). These youth do especially well when they learn
to apply strategies before, during, and after reading,.

The most effective instruction begins with a teacher
explicitly modeling and explaining the use of a strategy,
then gradually releasing to students the responsibility for
using the strategy independently (Torgesen et al., 2007).

Motivation and Engagement

Interesting Texts and Goals As students move up the
grade levels, their texts become more difficult and the
instructional environment tends to deemphasize their
motivation to read (Roberts et al, 2008). Providing texts
that students want to read is a widely known approach
to improving reading motivation. Research establishes
the gains readers with LD can make when engaging,
relevant texts are at the core of a lesson (Faggella-Luby
and Deshler, 2008). Motivation and engagement also
improve when students actively define their learning
goals. Instructional research supports a combination
of interesting texts and goals along with instruction in
reading strategies (Roberts et al., 2008). When students
develop interest and control in their learning, when
they take an active role in their learning, achievement
improves.

Social Interactions Struggling readers’ motivation

and engagement can be increased through meaningful,
collaborative learning opportunities (Roberts et al.,
2008). Older students tend to become motivated

and engaged when they interact with one another,
responding to texts and ideas worth talking about.
Collaborative learning tasks increase student ownership
of their literacy learning, generate rich thinking, and can
be expected to improve reading achievement (Faggella-

Luby and Deshler, 2008).

Applying the Research

Edge is based on instructional principles derived from
the top research in adolescent literacy. Furthermore,
effectiveness research has shown Edge to lead to
substantial growth in language, reading comprehension,
and vocabulary. Throughout this innovative language
arts program, older students with LD find unmatched
supports that can improve their reading and develop
their motivation to be lifelong readers and learners.

Language and Vocabulary Instruction Edge provides
comprehensive vocabulary instruction that is appropriate
for older readers with LD. The program provides

rich and varied language experiences that embed
multiple opportunities for word study and vocabulary
development. Edge explicitly teaches critically important
academic vocabulary along with strategies for learning
such words. The program regularly promotes word
consciousness as well so students will be motivated to
develop vocabulary incidentally.

To help teachers bring best practices into their
classrooms, Edge provides Daily Vocabulary Routines.
These routines can be part of daily instruction. They
expose students to targeted vocabulary multiple

times, a practice that is very important for struggling
readers with LD. In addition, Edge presents numerous
opportunities for students to read targeted vocabulary
words in context and to reinforce their understandings
through various experiences.

Along with the vocabulary routines, Edge provides Daily
Oral Reading Fluency Routines such as timed repeated
readings. Various routines are presented so teachers can
select different ones over time and keep their fluency
instruction fresh.

FEdge also features the Online Coach. The Online
Coach’s structured supports give struggling readers with
LD a private, risk-free way to improve pronunciation



and fluency, acquire academic vocabulary, and work
through comprehension tasks. The Online Coach links
to the literature selections in Edge, providing immediate
feedback and record keeping as students read orally and
silently.

Edge assessments provide progress monitoring and re-
teaching opportunities. These assessment for learning
tools enable students and teachers to refocus and refine
their academic efforts.

Comprehension Getting readers off to a good start
certainly is crucial in the early grades, but ongoing
instruction in the later grades is necessary for
maintaining and, in many cases, accelerating readers’
growth. The cognitive strategy instruction found in
Edge was designed with the principles of direct, explicit
instruction and a show, don't tell approach that is very
appropriate for older students with LD.

Traditional comprehension instruction consisted
of having students read a

These general strategies are known to promote reading
comprehension. In every instance, the explanatory steps
contain model responses so students actually see an
example of what is being emphasized; no step is merely
mentioned. With Edge, students with LD receive the
direct, explicit instruction they need to develop the
cognitive strategies that will help them be better readers.

One of the great challenges of teaching older students
with LD is the difficulty they often have transferring
what they have learned to new situations. This is why
Edge provides students plentiful opportunities to apply
their strategies in a variety of reading contexts.

Motivation A crucial aspect of motivation is believing
that you can succeed, something that is especially
important for older students who have been told for
years that they are not good at reading. The Edge
explanations of each comprehension strategy fit students’
funds of general knowledge and facility with everyday
strategic thinking. In Edge, students

selection then asking them
questions about it. This is
problematic for at least two
reasons. First, the questions
are passage specific. Answering
a question about one passage
doesn’t teach students how to
answer questions about other
passages. Second, in asking a
question, the teacher or text

“A crucial aspect
of motivation is
believing that
you can succeed.”

see how the strategies they already

use outside of school apply to their
reading comprehension strategies
inside of school. This practice permits
students to believe they can succeed; it
encourages students to begin applying
their everyday strategies to their
academic reading.

Students are also motivated by the
Essential Questions (EQs) that are

has done the interpretive work

by calling readers’ attention to

a particular aspect of the passage. Readers need to know
how to focus their attention independently.

Edge takes a different approach. Each Edge unit opens
with an overview of one of its seven comprehension
strategies, then each unit cluster follows with explicit
step-by-step explanations of how to apply the strategy to
different passages and genres.

The “Big Seven” reading strategies found in Edge are
Plan and Monitor

Determine Importance

Ask Questions

Make Inferences

Make Connections

Synthesize

N W e RN

Visualize

at the center of every unit. The EQs

and the meaningful reading selections
in Edge which speak to adolescents have been shown
to engage youth in sustained reading. They provide
superb contexts for explicit, direct instruction in the
components and processes of reading. Because EQs
have no single simple answers, they require students and
teachers to take on new roles. Students become active
agents in their learning, and teachers become part of the
inquiry, too. The generative discussions about the EQs
and reading selections contribute much to the notable
improvements in comprehension, motivation, and
engagement youth have demonstrated with Edge.

Conclusion

Edge provides older students with LD rich and
meaningful opportunities to take control of their
reading. It effectively supports students’ word study,
vocabulary, and fluency; comprehension; and motivation



and engagement. Edge provides the resources that
youth with LD require in order to comprehend complex
reading material.
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