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Abstract 
Chronically low reading proficiency rates in upper elementary, 
middle, and high school are a perennial education issue 
across the United States. Wang et al.’s 2019 investigation of 
the decoding threshold phenomenon introduced empirical 
evidence indicating that many older students struggle with 
reading comprehension because they have inadequate 
decoding skills. This finding points to a need for current, 
developmentally appropriate assessment of older students’ 
foundational reading skills, from more advanced skills like 
morphology knowledge and multisyllabic word recognition, 
to basic skills like phonics knowledge and phonemic 
awareness, all of which contribute to older students’ 
reading efficiency, accuracy, fluency, and comprehension 
of grade-level text. Older students’ heterogeneous literacy 
learning profiles require accurate diagnosis of existing 
skills and areas of instructional need. The chapter includes 
a description of the ROAR (Rapid Online Assessment 
of Reading) a new, free computerized assessment of 
foundational literacy skills that is validated for use with 
K–12 students, as well as insights from a pilot initiative that 
supported middle and high school teachers to administer 
ROAR to their students and then use the assessment data 
for instructional planning and progress monitoring.
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Introduction 

Taking a Closer Look at Reading Proficiency Among Older Students
Literacy is the cornerstone of academic success for students in upper elementary, middle, and high school. 
Across subjects, older students are routinely expected to learn new material through independent reading (Solis, 
Kulesz, & Williams, 2022; Shapiro, Sutherland, & Kaufman, 2024). And yet, data from the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) Reading Assessment indicates that this is an unreasonable expectation for the 
majority of students in upper elementary, middle school, and high school. In 2022, only 33 percent of fourth-
grade students and 31 percent of eighth-grade students scored at or above NAEP Proficient level, which is 
described as “solid academic performance and competency over challenging subject matter” (Nation’s Report 
Card, 2022a & 2022b). These startlingly low reading proficiency rates among older students are also observed in 
state achievement tests administered annually in districts across the country (Achieve, 2018). 

Low reading proficiency rates in upper elementary and secondary school are not a new problem; NAEP 
assessment data from the last thirty years show consistently flat proficiency rates stretching back to the 1990s 
(NAEP Reading: National Achievement-Level Results, 2022). 

Figure 1. NAEP Proficiency Chart

Proficient or AboveBelow ProficientBelow Proficient Labels 
2022 31% -69% 69%
2019 34% -66% 66%
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The ability to read independently for comprehension is an ultimate 
goal of reading instruction; students who do not test as “proficient” 
are likely to struggle to comprehend grade-level texts on their own. 
While the foundational reading skills of students in kindergarten 
through third grade are usually measured with dedicated benchmark 
assessments throughout the school year, in most districts and schools 
the available data about older students’ reading abilities is typically 
confined to measures of comprehension coming from summative 
achievement tests administered one time each spring. Year after 
year, state achievement tests and other standardized tests like the 
NAEP confirm that sizable majorities of older students cannot read 
proficiently. Because they primarily measure reading comprehension, 
these tests offer scarce insight into why so many students can’t 
comprehend what they’re reading (Tighe & Schatschneider, 2014). In 
the absence of meaningful assessment data, teachers, parents, and 
students are left in the dark about what is holding them back from 
being able to read and comprehend the texts they encounter at school 
(Valencia & Buly, 2004). 

How to account for this collective blindspot? The dearth of up-to-date, accurate measurements of older 
students’ foundational reading skills can be connected to long-held assumptions about how students learn to 
read (Houck & Ross, 2012). The National Reading Panel’s (2000) five pillars of literacy (phonemic awareness, 
print concepts, phonics/word recognition, fluency, and comprehension) describe the foundational literacy skills 
that early elementary students need in order to both decode and comprehend grade-level texts, reflecting the 
belief that, “in [grades] K–3 children are learning to read, and in [grades] 4–12 children are reading to learn” (Chall, 
Jacobs, & Baldwin, 1990). This truism accurately describes Tier I literacy instruction in most U.S. schools: explicit 
instructional support is provided to help the youngest students acquire and apply the early foundational skills that 
allow them to read and comprehend text up through third grade, and then explicit decoding instruction stops. 

But does this instructional norm align with most students’ literacy learning needs? At first glance it might seem 
to since, among older students, research shows that the relationship between reading comprehension and those 
early decoding skills diminishes; older students’ reading comprehension has been found to be more strongly 
associated with their language comprehension, vocabulary, and background knowledge (Lonigan, Burgess, 
& Schatschneider, 2018). Why would teachers waste precious class time on unnecessary explicit decoding 
instruction? Indeed, Share’s (1995) Self-Teaching Hypothesis proposes that, once students have mastered 
sound-letter correspondences and the essential phonics skills of segmenting and blending, they should be able to 
independently apply their knowledge to learn novel words. In this view, proficient readers are able to decode and 
learn unfamiliar words by attending to the order of letters, using their understanding of how the letters map onto 
oral speech. Until recently the prevailing belief among both researchers and educators has been that students 
who have mastered basic decoding skills do not need further explicit decoding instruction in order to read and 
comprehend independently. Accordingly, most upper elementary and secondary schools do not routinely test 
their students’ ability to decode grade-level text.

Crucially, both the Self-Teaching Hypothesis and the broader belief that children learn all the decoding skills 
they will need in K-3 treat “decoding skills” as a discrete, singular endeavor, with mastery of sound-letter 
correspondences and basic phonics being what’s needed for students to successfully decode texts of increasing 
length, complexity, and difficulty. This perspective informs which decoding skills are measured in the tests of 
literacy knowledge that schools use to plan instruction and monitor progress. These tests have also been used 
by researchers to examine the relationship between decoding ability and independent reading comprehension. 
Widely used tests such as DIBELS ® (Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills) assess foundational skills 
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like phonological awareness, rapid automatized naming, alphabetic principle, single-word recognition, and oral 
reading fluency (University of Oregon, 2018–2019). Such tests provide rich detail about students’ early decoding 
skills. However, the observed disconnect between early decoding skills and older students’ grade-level reading 
comprehension may well be an artifact of a failure to recognize that there are more advanced decoding skills 
which older students must bring to bear as they progress to more complex text. 

Emerging evidence indicates that early decoding skills, on their own, are necessary but insufficient for older 
students to achieve and maintain grade-level reading proficiency with texts of increased complexity. A ground-
breaking 2019 study utilized an unusual dataset consisting of measurements of upper elementary, middle, and 
high school students’ foundational literacy skills that included not only the standard suite of basic decoding skills 
that K-3 reading screeners usually test but also more sophisticated skills that are usually not taught (or assessed) 
in early elementary grades, like morphology knowledge (Wang, Sabatini, O’Reilly, & Weeks, 2019). These more 
sophisticated skills are instrumental for decoding more difficult text that students encounter after third grade. 
Wang et al’s analysis revealed a decoding threshold, a consistent relationship between older students’ expansive 
decoding skills and their grade-level reading comprehension. Across grades, students whose assessed decoding 
abilities were below a threshold value tended to have low comprehension scores, while students whose decoding 
skills were higher than the threshold value on the assessment tended to have stronger (and more variable) 
comprehension scores (Wang et al., 2019). 

Variability in comprehension scores among students who are past the decoding threshold indicates that mastery 
of basic and advanced decoding skills is not a silver bullet that will transform all striving readers into proficient 
readers who can comprehend grade-level text; some students need support in other critical areas. But, the 
Decoding Threshold Hypothesis asserts that without adequate decoding skills, older students will not be able to 
independently read and comprehend grade-level text. This approach was replicated in 2024 with a larger dataset, 
and the same consistent relationship between students’ decoding skills and their ability to comprehend grade-
level text was observed (Wang, O’Reilly, & Sutherland, 2024). With growing evidence that, in English, decoding 
skills continue to undergird reading comprehension beyond third grade, it is time to reconsider how we approach 
both reading instruction and assessment for older students. 
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The case for foundational skills assessment in upper elementary,  
middle, and high school 
There is increasing heterogeneity in the learning profiles of older readers (Smith & Miller, 2018). To address 
this variability, a developmentally appropriate foundational skills screening assessment for older students 
that includes more advanced decoding skills can help teachers to identify and tailor effective instruction that 
will support individual students to achieve lasting reading proficiency. Accurate, current foundational skills 
assessment data will allow upper elementary and secondary teachers to differentiate reading instruction 
appropriately for students with a wide range of literacy support needs, e.g.,: 

1. �Some students may not have received adequate basic foundational reading instruction in early elementary 
grades, leaving them ill-prepared to independently read grade-level texts as they move into upper grades. 
Foundational skill screening assessments will allow educators to quickly identify such students for remedial 
support.

2. �To read and comprehend grade-level texts older students must use more sophisticated decoding skills, 
including multisyllabic word decoding and knowledge of morphology (Nagy & Anderson, 1984; Tighe & 
Schatschneider, 2014). Texts in the upper elementary and secondary grades contain novel vocabulary that’s 
often discipline-specific and abstract, along with longer sentences featuring more complicated syntax, and an 
increasing prevalence of multisyllabic words borrowed from other languages. Words from languages like Greek 
and Latin have different orthographic rules than what students typically learn in early elementary phonics 
instruction. Foundational skill screening that tests multisyllabic decoding and morphology knowledge will allow 
teachers to know which of their students have adequate basic decoding skills but still need explicit instructional 
support for decoding more complex grade-level text. 

3. �Students who cannot independently comprehend grade-level text, but have already demonstrated mastery 
of both basic and more advanced decoding skills, can be appropriately supported in other critical areas, e.g., 
vocabulary and background knowledge. 

Figure 2. Basic & Advanced Decoding Skills Illustration
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When equipped with the right data that pinpoints where individual learning needs lie, upper elementary, middle, 
and high school educators can support their students to proficiently read and comprehend grade level text. 

The remainder of this chapter will describe the development and features of the Rapid Online Assessment of 
Reading (ROAR), an online screening assessment of foundational literacy skills designed for students K–12, and 
early lessons drawn from The Achievement Network’s (ANet) pilot initiative to implement the ROAR assessment 
to middle and high school students in Franklin County Schools (pseudonym)—a small urban district in the 
Northeast United States that has long struggled with low reading proficiency among its older students.

A Validated Foundational Skills Assessment for Older Readers: The Rapid 
Online Assessment of Reading (ROAR)
The Rapid Online Assessment of Reading (ROAR) emerged from more than a decade of research in Stanford’s 
Brain Development & Education Lab on the neurobiological foundations of literacy overall, and in particular on 
the brain-based etiology of different subtypes of dyslexia. Identifying difficulties consistent with dyslexia requires 
measuring key foundational reading skills, which is why these skills are included in the ROAR Foundational 
Reading Skills Suite. It quickly became apparent that the initial set of ROAR assessments could have utility 
beyond the world of lab-based research, as they provide accurate, relevant measures of literacy skills that 
educators can directly use to plan instruction. With all subsequent research and development on ROAR being 
done in partnership with schools across the country, ROAR bridges the school, community, and lab. Leveraging 
the extensive literature on the cognitive neuroscience of reading development, the team responded to the 
needs voiced by school partners by developing an automated, lightly gamified online assessment platform that 
could replace the resource-intensive and time-consuming conventional approach of individually administering 
assessments that are scored based on verbal responses. The ROAR platform can assess an entire school 
system in the time typically required to administer an assessment to a single student. In ten minutes, a teacher 
can assess a classroom on word-level decoding and sentence reading efficiency to evaluate the risk for reading 
difficulties such as dyslexia. In 45 minutes, ROAR can provide a more detailed profile of strengths and areas 
needing support. ROAR can be administered to all students just once to screen for skill mastery, or multiple times 
throughout the year for progress monitoring of targeted skill areas. ROAR can be used across the grades, K–12, 
filling a gap in older grades where screening and progress monitoring for foundational reading skills is strongly 
needed but historically neglected due to a lack of time, resources, teacher training, and available assessments. 

ROAR consists of a collection of measures, each designed to assess a 
specific domain of reading. Each measure can be run independently and 
returns scores to teachers in real time. ROAR is designed as a series of 
assessment modules that can be sequentially administered in one sitting 
or individually. ROAR assessment modules test students’ foundational 
literacy skill knowledge, including:

•	 Phonemic Awareness
•	 Letter Naming
•	 Letter Sound Knowledge
•	 Phonics Knowledge (2026 release)
•	 Single Word Reading
•	 Sentence Reading Efficiency
•	 Morphology 
•	 Syntax
•	 Inference
•	 Vocabulary 
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Core assessments are also available in Spanish. Across the country, the ROAR team is collaborating with schools 
to understand how foundational reading skills assessments in multiple languages may combine to support 
targeted intervention for multilingual learners including newcomers and long-term English learners. 

Pushing the frontier of reading assessment, the ROAR team is working alongside schools to research how the 
integration of rapid automatized naming, visual processing, and executive functioning measures alongside 
measures of foundational reading skills may support more targeted interventions for dyslexia and other reading 
issues.

Dedicated to the design principle of assessment quality, which includes utility, credibility, and making 
appropriate inferences, ROAR measures are designed to be user-friendly for both teachers and students. ROAR 
measures are also individually assessed for reliability, concurrent validity, and predictive validity. 
The ROAR Technical Manual provides these statistics by grade, race, ethnicity, gender, special education status, 
English learner status, and free lunch eligibility. ROAR measures are strongly correlated (r > 0.8) with gold-
standard measures such as the Woodcock-Johnson, Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP), 
Test of Word-Reading Efficiency (TOWRE), and Test of Silent Reading Efficiency and Comprehension (TOSREC) 
(Yeatman, Townley-Flores, et al., 2024; Yeatman, Tran, et al., 2024; Yeatman, Tang, et al., 2021; Gijbels, et al., 
2024). These robust psychometric properties ensure that ROAR provides educators with reliable and equitable 
data to support informed decision-making and effective instruction across diverse student populations.

What should a district do to prepare for success when adopting a foundational 
reading skills assessment tool for older students? 
Adopting a new assessment tool for older grades presents significant challenges. Teachers are already burdened 
with extensive classroom demands, a situation exacerbated by the pandemic (Jomuad et al., 2021). On average, 
older students spend 20–25 hours per school year taking state- and district-mandated assessments (Jimenez 
& Boser, 2021). This underscores the importance of adhering to the principles of assessment in the service of 
learning. Effective assessments should provide transparency for all stakeholders, offer actionable feedback to 
guide decision-making, and include clear next steps. Additionally, the design of an assessment must support the 
learner and demonstrate high quality and validity.

However, many districts seeking to assess foundational skills in older students face two key issues: they either 
use assessments that are not validated for middle or high school students or rely on tests that fail to measure 
the specific skills required for proficient reading, such as using comprehension assessments to screen for 
foundational skills. These missteps contribute to assessment and data overload for teachers, particularly when 
attempting to integrate new tools like ROAR into an already-packed schedule. ROAR addresses these challenges 
by offering a rapid and automated assessment that can evaluate an entire class in as little as ten minutes, 
minimizing disruption and maximizing efficiency.

Through ANet’s experience piloting ROAR in middle and high schools, we have identified three critical challenges 
to addressing foundational reading skills in secondary schools. We believe every school/system leader should 
consider these challenges when adopting a foundational reading skills plan for older students: 

•	 Creating teacher buy-in for a new assessment and intervention system

•	 Aligning on a multitiered goal-setting and communication plan across leadership in systems and schools

•	 Providing districts and schools support in analyzing and taking action on their data through professional 
development and selection of intervention curricula for students with the highest needs.

 

https://roar.stanford.edu/technical/intro-letter.html
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Challenge: Achieving Teacher Buy-in by Addressing Common Beliefs
One hurdle often encountered when adopting a new assessment tool is the beliefs of school leaders and teachers. 
The mindsets of the faculty and staff play a vital role in successful implementation (Laine & Tirri, 2023). When 
confronted with a new school initiative, there is frequent resistance to change stemming from comfort with current 
assessments, fear of the unknown, and concerns over the work involved (Lomba-Portela, 2022). While such 
resistance is understandable, developing a clear purpose for the assessment and interrogating teacher beliefs is 
crucial. 

One belief that may prove to be a hurdle is the notion that early education and elementary teachers alone bear 
responsibility for supporting foundational skills. While reading must be taught in the younger grades, older 
students will always need this support as well. For the adoption of ROAR to take hold, teachers of older students 
must accept their own responsibility for their students’ foundational reading skills.

Teachers may also believe that they will have to sacrifice to make room for new practices. Again, this is a 
valid concern. With any new initiative comes work and the requirement of making space in an already packed 
curriculum. That being said, if a strong enough purpose is built, teacher responsibility for the success of their 
students will take precedence over the challenge of making room for new types of instruction. Based on research, 
foundational skills strategies must be used in the tier 1 classroom, as well as in tier 2 and 3, with complex, grade-
level texts (Swanson et al., 2017). Older students must not miss out on their general education classes in favor of 
interventions. Instead, they need both. 

This then leads to a final hurdle—the mistaken belief that making a shift toward foundational skills strategies will 
be detrimental for students reading on grade level. In Anet’s ROAR pilot work, we heard criticism from leaders 
about the consequences for proficient readers if foundational skills practices are implemented in the tier 1 
classroom. This belief stems from the idea that proficient readers have nothing to learn from foundational skills 
practice and will stagnate if not intellectually pushed. In reality, foundational skills strategies are for all students, 
not just those who experience challenges with reading. For example, activities such as morphological word work 
and oral reading fluency practice not only support striving readers but also enhance the reading skills of those 
who are already proficient (James et al., 2021; White et al., 2021). Adopting an assessment tool, like ROAR, enables 
leaders and teachers to track this type of growth in all students.

Solution
Prior to adopting a new protocol for addressing foundational reading skills in older students, it is crucial to set 
aside time in professional development to build up teachers’ knowledge of the assessment and develop their 
mindsets around their role in addressing these skills. 

Developing buy-in must begin when stakeholders learn about the assessment’s adoption. This involves 
clearly articulating the purpose and goals for the initiative, presenting the research behind the assessment’s 
efficacy, and sharing success stories from other schools utilizing the assessment. In particular, testimonials 
are a powerful way to humanize the initiative and demonstrate its relevance to daily work and professional 
growth. When teachers understand the positive impact of the work, they will be more motivated to put forth the 
necessary effort for a new assessment.

After buy-in is established, teachers also need training to learn to administer the assessment and analyze 
the data. If the school does not have a recurrent and designated time for teacher professional learning, it may 
prove difficult to provide the information necessary to successfully adopt a new foundational reading skills 
assessment. 
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Vignette
In the early phases of ROAR’s development in Franklin, we struggled to recruit ELA leaders and teachers in the 
pilot. This was in part due to challenges with communication, but it also stemmed from an underdeveloped 
purpose. Teachers believed their older students were struggling with reading, but did not see themselves as 
part of the solution. Instead, they expressed that change first needed to happen at the district level before 
anything could alter in classrooms. While the district aspired to highlight ROAR’s potentially positive impact on 
student reading outcomes, it was too little too late. Further eroding teacher buy-in, we found that many teachers 
struggled to administer ROAR due to a lack of effective training; this then led to longer proctoring times and 
frustration. Training for ROAR may have felt like an unnecessary burden for teachers upfront, but in the long 
term, it would have alleviated unnecessary snags in the adoption process. 

Learning from this, in our second year of the ROAR pilot, we planned a series of professional learning sessions. 
When starting any new initiative in an educational context, ongoing professional development and support 
are essential. In fact, professional development is one of the most powerful tools districts have to enhance 
teacher effectiveness (Hirsh, 2017). For a strong implementation of an assessment, professional learning must 
happen regularly and be structured around the latest research and most relevant content (Savitz et al., 2024). 
In the ROAR pilot, we offer up to five professional development sessions focused on ROAR data. Ideally, these 
sessions are conducted in person with school leaders and teachers, but they can also be offered virtually. The 
sessions follow a specific schedule tied to the administration of the ROAR assessment. The first professional 
learning session takes place at the beginning of the school year before the initial ROAR assessment 
administration. It provides information about older students and foundational skills instruction in middle 
and high school, as well as a kick-off to the ROAR assessment where we establish a strong purpose for the 
initiative. The subsequent PL sessions occur 2–4 weeks after each ROAR administration, allowing leaders and 
teachers time to review the data and formulate questions before engaging in the PL. During these PL sessions, 
we analyze the data sets and determine the necessary next steps for instruction and intervention to support 
students. Specific strategies are taught that teachers can immediately implement, and they then bring their 
classroom experiences and data back to the next PL. As a result, professional learning becomes a collaborative 
community where participants share their challenges, successes, and artifacts from the implementation cycles 
of foundational skills strategies for their students.
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Challenge: Objectives and Communication Alignment Between System-Level 
and School-Level Leaders 
A strong rollout of a new assessment can substantially influence the acceptance and sustained utilization of such 
assessment. This involves alignment between district and school leaders on the overall objectives and goals for 
the adoption and use of the assessment. From our experience with rolling out ROAR in ANet’s pilot programs, 
some district leaders struggle to understand the purpose of different types of literacy assessments, and they use 
these assessments interchangeably, resulting in inappropriate data application. According to the principles for 
assessment, assessments should be transparent, with a clear evaluation process and purpose. As an example, a 
comprehension assessment, such as NWEA MAP Growth, should not be used to determine which students need 
foundational skills support. In much the same way, ROAR should only be used to screen students for potential 
gaps in their foundational literacy skills, not to diagnose the discrete skills needing extra support. Once leaders 
understand the purpose of the assessment, they can then set specific, measurable objectives and goals to guide 
the implementation process. To align and develop these strong goals, leaders should ask themselves:

•	 Who is the intended audience for the assessment?

•	 How will we use the assessment data to drive instructional decisions and support students? What do we 
expect others, such as teachers, to do with the data?

•	 When do we expect to see measurable student growth on the assessment, and what targeted instructional 
strategies will we implement to get there?

Collaborating on the answers to these questions moves leaders one step closer to a smooth implementation of 
the new assessment. However, goals are not enough to create alignment between the district and school leaders 
and teachers; communication between a variety of stakeholders also requires attention. 

Solution
In the first year of assessment adoption, it is important to establish a working group comprising district leaders, 
ELA instructional specialists, and teachers who are tasked with developing a strong communication plan for 
the assessment implementation. This involves strategically determining the sender and audience for each 
type of communication, selecting the most effective methods for communication, and establishing a timeline. 
Importantly, the core message of each communication must be clear and specific, providing the right information 
at the right time. By involving multiple stakeholders in the communication process through the working group, 
the messaging around the new assessment is not top-down; rather, it is a collaborative effort among colleagues, 
fostering a shared responsibility for the successful adoption of the assessment.

Vignette
In our first year working in Franklin, we failed to develop a strong communication plan, resulting in haphazard 
messaging about the purpose of the ROAR assessment. Consequently, school leaders were skeptical about 
ROAR and saw it as just one more item on their already overburdened “to-do” list. In Franklin’s second year, we 
learned from the challenges of Year 1 and created a working group as described above. Thus far, this has led to a 
smoother rollout and an enthusiastic reception by school leaders and teachers who understand the purpose and 
promise of ROAR and subsequent interventions in their middle and high schools.
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Challenge: Analyzing the Data and Acting on It
Data must never be for the sake of data collection. As is mentioned in the principles for assessment, the feedback 
from an assessment must lead to actionable insights for teachers and educational stakeholders that result in the 
betterment of student learning. For this to take place, educators need support to engage with novel data. One 
common challenge for secondary educators is determining feasible instructional moves they can take to support 
their students based on assessed areas of need. The root of this issue harkens back to the research on secondary 
ELA teachers needing to be trained in reading instruction and receiving minimal professional development in 
supporting their older striving readers (Moats, 2020). Without the knowledge of evidence-based instructional 
moves to enhance reading, teachers are left to fend for themselves, armed with comprehension strategies that 
will not move the needle for students who are scoring below the decoding threshold (Wang et al., 2019). Teachers 
also need time and support to turn the data into actionable insights that help them make instructional decisions. 
These instructional decisions are usually differentiated into tiers of support, with tier 1 support happening at the 
classroom level, tier 2 in small groups, and tier 3 the most targeted, intensive, and often one-on-one support. 

Solution
Students categorized as “Need Some Support” for foundational reading skills on the ROAR assessment 
require a blend of literacy instruction to develop their decoding and/or fluency skills; this involves tier 2 small 
group support. These students can be grouped based on their specific needs and provided with differentiated 
instruction during tier 1 class time (Rasinski, 2017). For instance, while some students work collaboratively to 
analyze the meaning of complex, multisyllabic words in their text, the teacher can ‘push in’ to support a smaller 
group of four to six students whose scores indicate a need for focused decoding instruction. During this push-
in support, the teacher could work through the phonemes, syllabication, or morphology of the same words the 
other students are addressing in their peer groups. The selected students would receive more targeted teacher 
attention and the opportunity to practice and ask questions in a small group setting. The advantage of push-in 
support in middle and high school is that older students have greater autonomy and can work in their own groups 
with minimal supervision, freeing the teacher to support a select group (Jones, Conradi & Amendum, 2016). 

Students categorized as “Need Extra Support” on ROAR should be placed in the right tier 3 intervention based 
on their area of need: decoding or fluency. However, this is not always easy in the secondary setting. As opposed 
to elementary, middle schools and especially high schools often lack the flexibility in their schedules for an 
intervention block. This is often due to the amount of credits students need to graduate, which doesn’t take into 
account the potential need for foundational reading interventions. To address this issue, some schools have 
introduced a ‘reading remediation’ class that takes the place of students’ tier 1 ELA class. However, this is not an 
acceptable solution. When older students are removed from tier 1 ELA instruction, they miss out on vital content 
learning as well as experience with grade-level complex texts. Older students need a blend of literacy learning 
while their decoding and/or fluency needs are addressed (Vaughn & Fletcher, 2021). We recommend system-level 
coaching to support district leaders in redesigning students’ instructional time. 

We also recommend that system-level leaders conduct an audit of the literacy intervention programs currently 
in use in their secondary schools. This process, coupled with insights from ROAR data, may reveal the need for 
higher-quality materials to support tier 3 interventions. Unfortunately, many available programs for older students 
are ill-suited, relying on overly simplified gamification and content that does not align with the maturity of teenage 
learners. To address this, districts must allocate resources to adopt instructional tools and materials that enhance 
decoding and fluency, which are essential components for meeting the needs of striving readers.
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In many districts ANet partners with, multiple intervention curricula are implemented with little evidence from 
assessment data of their effectiveness. When these programs fail to meet students’ needs, leaders must identify 
the most effective intervention curriculum for improving decoding and fluency in older students and collaborate 
with teachers to ensure its consistent implementation. This highlights the importance of not only selecting the 
right curriculum but also equipping teachers with the tools and support they need to adeptly analyze assessment 
data to make the best decisions about implementing intervention strategies and curricula.

Vignette
 In the case of the ROAR assessment, data is relatively easy to understand once technical knowledge is built. In 
Franklin, we offered targeted training sessions to equip educators with the skills to utilize and analyze the ROAR 
data. These sessions were one hour in a virtual setting and facilitated by the ROAR lead and coaches from 
ANet. Educators were given time and support in accessing their school’s data along with hands-on instructions 
for filtering data in numerous ways to offer more specific insights. For the analysis of data, ANet provided a 
protocol for moving through the data systematically in order to develop best practices for data interpretation. 
These virtual sessions allowed for collaboration between educators from different schools in order to share 
insights and discuss common challenges. Educators then dispersed into smaller breakout rooms to work one-
on-one with their coach to organize their individual school’s data and practice filtering, analyzing, and gleaning 
actionable insights. Even after these virtual sessions, coaches continued to work with their school leaders and 
ELA educators to practice data-driven decision-making for instructional change. Teachers must be aware that 
data analysis is simply the beginning of any new assessment implementation; it cannot solve the problem 
of unmet learning needs. Once data is collected and analyzed, action is needed to create any real and lasting 
change for student learning.

Conclusion

Supporting teachers to support older students’ literacy development
Understanding the larger continuum of decoding skills that are required to read and comprehend texts of 
increasing length and difficulty, paired with assessment data that accurately measures older readers’ foundational 
literacy skills, will reveal where students in upper elementary, middle, and high school need explicit reading 
instruction. However, the assessment data itself will not provide the instructional support that older students 
need. Foundational skill instruction that meets students’ individual learning needs is only possible when teachers 
are trained and resourced to both engage with accurate, developmentally appropriate literacy assessment data 
and to use that data to identify and deploy appropriate instruction (Basma & Savage, 2023). 

A majority of upper elementary and middle‑school teachers currently report that they have not received relevant 
pedagogical training to support their students’ literacy development; moreover, a large majority of teachers 
reported that they do not have adequate access to developmentally appropriate instructional resources to support 
older students (Shapiro, Sutherland, & Kaufman, 2024). Meeting older readers’ unrecognized foundational literacy 
learning needs will require a paradigm shift in how we approach reading instruction—one that acknowledges the 
broader range of foundational skills students need to read and comprehend increasingly complex grade-level 
texts, while also providing teachers with developmentally appropriate training and resources. Decades of flagging 
reading proficiency rates point to the urgency of making this shift.
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