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THE SIMPLE VIEW, APPLIED TO OLDER READERS

Students are Reading the Words, but
Missing the Meaning

Understanding why literacy progress so
often plateaus after third grade

When older students read aloud with apparent fluency
yet fail to grasp the core message, instructional leaders
face a hidden hurdle that generic core programs
cannot clear.

Unmasking the Invisible Plateau

District leaders and instructional coaches across the nation regularly witness a
frustrating phenomenon: reading progress that once seemed secure
suddenly plateaus after third grade. Historically documented as the fourth-
grade slump, this drop occurs because the transition to complex, academic

text exposes hidden, highly varied literacy gaps. National research on

These gaps are often masterfully disguised: seconda ry reading

e Accurate but Effortful Reader: A student may read a passage with intervention reveals
apparent accuracy but devote so much cognitive effort to word that sta ndard'
recognition that little capacity remains for constructing meaning. . .

+ Context-Dependent Reader: A student may rely on initial letters, one-size-fits-all
memorized word forms, and context to compensate for incomplete remediation fails
word-recognition skills—appearing successful until text demands
increase. adolescent readers

who lack basic
To break this plateau, school systems must reframe how educators perceive decoding ﬂuency.

Shifting the Mindset: From "Struggling" to "Developing"

these students. Instead gf t.he. deﬁat—focus'ed label of struggl/ng readers, we To su Pp ort these
advocate for a more optimistic, research-aligned term: developing readers.
This shift isn't merely semantic; it represents a profound belief in student students, school
capab|I|t¥. 'Calllng g student a de\{elopmg reader ac;knowledges thgy possess systems must pinpoint
the cognitive architecture to achieve grade-level literacy. Developing readers I :
aren't broken; they are simply actively mastering advanced spelling patterns, SpeCIfIC skill gaps
mapping multisyllabic terms, and acquiring structural language skills. . .

PPIng mUTHsy quring 9ted immediately.

The Strategic Solution

Because these student profiles vary so dramatically, blanket intervention
programs inevitably fail. Accelerating literacy progress requires districts to
move past generic, one-size-fits-all remediation and implement precise
placement tools that target the exact structural skill breakdown.

\ Read the Blog
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THE SIMPLE VIEW, APPLIED TO OLDER READERS

Diagnosing the Profile,
Not the Symptom

Targeting exact skill gaps
optimizes instructional hoursin
Tier 2 and 3 interventions

Treating every underperforming student
with the same blanket intervention wastes
precious instructional minutes; student
growth begins with identifying specific
student profiles.

When a school system labels a student as requiring
intervention, the instructional team identifies a symptom
rather than an actionable root cause. To prescribe
successful Tier 2 or Tier 3 interventions, MTSS and
curriculum leaders must locate the underlying structural
breakdown.

Older developing readers typically encounter friction
on one of three distinct pathways:
1.Foundational Word Recognition Gaps: Developing
readers have not fully mapped the orthographic code,
which prevents these learners from decoding
multisyllabic academic vocabulary automatically.
2.Reading Automaticity Gaps: Developing readers
decode words accurately but slowly and laboriously,
which overloads working memory and leaves no
cognitive capacity for comprehension.
3.Language Comprehension Gaps: Developing readers
read words with automaticity but lack the semantic

network, background knowledge, syntactic awareness,

or vocabulary to construct meaning.

Many older students present with a mixed literacy profile.
Providing an intensive fluency intervention to a student
who actually requires explicit instruction in advanced
decoding and morphology wastes invaluable instructional
hours.
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THE FOUR PROFILES AHEAD

Decoding
Fluency
Language/Comprehension

Mixed

Read the Blog

Secondary Struggling Readers —
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THE SIMPLE VIEW, APPLIED TO OLDER READERS
Decoding x Language
Comprehension
Applying Scarborough's Reading
Rope for older learners

Language Comprehension @

The Science of Reading provides school systems Background Knowledge
with a clear, well-established framework: Reading fonh, soncepls, 7.
ion = iti X Vocabular
Comprehension = Word Recognition x Language h, prechios oY IHCTEASINGLY SIATSGIC

Comprehension (Gough & Tunmer, 1986).
Language Structures
syniax, semantics, elc.

If either strand is compromised, overall reading

_ Verbal Reasoning 4 Skilled
comprehension breaks down. For older students, inference, metaphor, efc. Reading @
years of academic compensation mask these _ I}i!elacvfﬁnowled e \ & |

Nl concepls, gennes, alc.
deficits. A confident oral reader may struggle with p' Pee .ﬁ\' AL
profound semantic gaps, while a quiet, disengaged Word Recognifion 0 7} & [ 1
student may be hiding severe phonics deficits. Fhosr;.o; alc,‘é’é :}1"3’?.-:;“3? ‘B
Precision placement requires looking beneath ) . ['s_ '
surface-level comprehension scores. i Lgl(;;hubenceps‘;cim

[EF-50 comespondences
"The question facing instructional leadership teams 5'“";‘5&%’&”&27& INCREASINGLY AUTOMATI
in data meetings must never be “Is this student
behind?” — it must be “Which strand of the reading Decoding x Language Comprehension = Reading Comprehension
rope is breaking?”
. RG R Watch the Webinar
RE%ELLY etfiivs The Overlooked Pieces of the Science of Reading —
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WHAT TO MEASURE (AND WHAT SCREENERS MISS)

From Below Benchmark

to What's Next

Diagnostic tools: bridging the
screening-to-intervention gap

Universal screening tools flag risk, but rarely reveal the
underlying cause of academic difficulties. Grouping
students into intervention blocks based solely on a single
composite screening score frequently leads to mismatched,
ineffective instruction.

Moving from Data to Action

To bridge this gap, many districts use Really Great
Reading’s (RGR) Diagnostic Decoding Surveys. In just five
to seven minutes per student, these one-on-one
assessments link broad screening to precise intervention.

Using a mix of real and nonsense words, the surveys
pinpoint whether an older learner struggles with basic
blends or complex multisyllabic structures. This gives MTSS
teams more actionable information for placing students into
skill-aligned intervention groups.
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A complete placement
picture may include:

WORD-LEVEL ACCURACY

Evaluating student performance on
unfamiliar and nonsense words reveals
whether students have mapped phoneme-
grapheme correspondences or are relying
on visual memorization.

ORAL READING FLUENCY RATE
Distinguishing between a lack of word
recognition and a lack of automaticity
ensures the correct instructional response.

READING VS. LISTENING
COMPREHENSION

Comparing independent silent reading to a
teacher read-aloud isolates print-access
barriers from language deficits.

SEMANTIC AND VOCABULARY
ASSESSMENT

Isolating specific vocabulary gaps from
decoding challenges ensures that
instruction targets the precise area of
need.

Check Out

RGR's Diagnostic Assessments —
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THE PLACEMENT DECISION PATHWAY

Match the Intervention to the Profile
A systematic decision framework from
data to intervention

\
Is word recognition accurate Prioritize Phonics & Word-Level
on multisyllabic words? Accuracy Intervention
Including unfamiliar and nonsense words Instru.ctiona'l Focus: Phqneme—gra'pheme mapping,
multisyllabic word routines, and six syllable types.
J
YES
\
Is reading fluent, automatic, Prioritize Fluency &
& expressive? Automaticity Intervention
Rate and ease, not just accuracy Instructional Focus: Choral reading, repeated
reading, and assisted reading.
J
YES
Is vocabulary or background Prioritize Comprehension Strategy
knowledge established? Intervention
Syntax, semantic mapping, text-based Instructional Focus: Inferential reasoning, text
discussion, vocabulary, & background knowledge structures, summarization, and metacognition.

Do two or more strands need support?

Instructional Strategy: Address the most limiting strand first while monitoring the others.

*This is a placement starting point, not a substitute for professional judgment or progress monitoring.
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THE FOUR PROFILES & WHAT EACH NEEDS

Four Profiles, Four Paths
What each developing-reader profile may need

Word-Level Accuracy
DECODING GAP

INDICATORS

Students guessing at single-syllable or
multisyllabic words (based on initial letters), and
actively avoiding oral reading.

INSTRUCTIONAL RESPONSE

Developing readers require advanced
phonics, morphological analysis (prefixes,
suffixes, Latin and Greek roots), and syllable
division strategies designed specifically for
older, mature learners.

Language & Strategy
COMPREHENSION 3

INDICATORS

and pronunciation but are unable to summ
make inferences, or comprehend grade-le

INSTRUCTIONAL RESPONSE

Multi-component vocabulary and
comprehension strategy instruction. Focu
academic vocabulary, complex sentence
structures (syntax), background knowledc
acquisition, and text-based analysis.

EERGR
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Reading Automaticity
FLUENCY GAP

INDICATORS

Students decode words accurately but
slowly, resulting in choppy reading, high
cognitive fatigue, and flat comprehension.

INSTRUCTIONAL RESPONSE

Evidence-based automaticity practice, including
repeated oral reading, partner-assisted reading,
and explicit instruction in phrase-level chunking to
free up working memory for deep comprehension.

Supporting two or More Strands
MIXED PROFILE

INDICATORS

Students demonstrate significant deficits in both
word-level recognition and language
comprehension.

INSTRUCTIONAL RESPONSE

Use a carefully sequenced, integrated approach.
Prioritize the most limiting barrier to text access
while concurrently building vocabulary, background
knowledge, and language comprehension. Use
progress data to adjust the balance of support over
time.




WHEN THE FALL DATA LANDS

When the Fall Data Lands
Tackling the operational gap

between screening and placement

Once beginning-of-year universal screening identifies students performing below
benchmark, school systems need to move quickly from identifying risk to understanding
what each student needs. Yet the transition from screening to diagnostic follow-up,
placement, and scheduling can consume valuable instructional time, delaying targeted
support by weeks.

The weeks immediately following screening are a high-leverage window. Completing
diagnostic follow-up and launching skill-aligned intervention groups as quickly as staffing
and schedules allow gives students more time to benefit from targeted instruction
before spring assessments. Waiting until midyear substantially reduces that instructional
runway and the time available for students to make meaningful progress.

[

.

BOY screen Within 1-2 weeks Weekly or biweekly
Flag Risk |dentify + place Progress-monitor Regroup
\
THE RUNWAY ARGUMENT
identify + place early (D
Wait untilmidyear (D
Earlier placement preserves more instructional runway before spring assessment.
J

This process strengthens your current MTSS workflow rather than replacing it. Adding a
brief diagnostic step between identifying risk and placing students gives teams more
actionable information and helps students begin skill-aligned intervention sooner.

RG R Learn More
REALLY GREAT READING Using Student Data to Improve Reading —
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FROM SCREENING DATA TO ACTION

Fluid Grouping,

Continuous Growth

Transforming static student data into a living,
responsive MTSS ecosystem

Coordinating a multi-tiered system of support stands as one of the most complex logistical challenges a
school leadership team faces. When districts invest heavily in targeted interventions, some of the most

rewarding outcomes are watching students grow in confidence and seeing their skills change rapidly. Because

literacy development is fluid and active, a student's initial intervention group is rarely their permanent

destination. Transitioning to a continuous, repeatable placement loop allows MTSS teams to celebrate and

respond to that growth in real time, seamlessly adjusting support as students master new skills.

Literacy levels change dynamically as students respond to targeted instruction; a responsive system

ensures that student interventions keep pace with their progress.

Every
Progress
Monitoring
window

Readjust

Identify+

place

WHO DOES WHAT

To keep this workflow sustainable,
responsibilities divide cleanly across
existing school teams during the
standard assessment windows:

Screening team
Runs the universal screening windows
to identify broad student risk.

Intervention lead / MTSS team
Integrates the diagnostic layer to pinpoint
specific skill gaps & establish precise
instructional groups.

Interventionists .
Deliver targeted instruction & monitor
weekly progress to drive data-based

regrouping decisions.

THE TRAP TO AVOID: STATIC PLACEMENT

Because students respond dynamically to targeted intervention, rigid groupings can inadvertently stall progress. A group
established in September often becomes misaligned by late autumn simply because students are successfully growing.

This process strengthens your existing MTSS framework without requiring new teams or additional
meetings. It simply introduces a refined diagnostic layer and a consistent regrouping habit to maximize

student growth.
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Close the Gap Before
it Widens: Grades 3-5

Maximizing the window for
advanced literacy acquisition
in upper elementary grades

Grades 3 through 5 mark the critical intersection where advanced foundational skills must
seamlessly integrate with sophisticated, content-area reading. As comprehension and vocabulary
demands escalate sharply across all subjects, older developing readers require age-respectful,
sophisticated instruction to build advanced word-reading skills efficiently.

WHAT EFFECTIVE 3-5 INTERVENTION LOOKS LIKE

Diagnostic and Profile- Explicit, Age-Respectful Concurrent Knowledge
Driven Placement Instruction Building

Targets the specific missing skill Delivers systematic, advanced Embeds high-level, content-rich
strand rather than simply slowing phonics and morphological analysis text within the student's day so
down the core Tier 1 curriculum. The using mature materials designed academic word and background
unique student profile drives the specifically for older learners. knowledge grow steadily while
entire instructional plan. foundational skills catch up.

Aligning upper-elementary systems to deliver advanced word study alongside content-rich
text bridges the gap between word recognition and deep comprehension, transforming these
grades into a launchpad for student agency and lifelong academic confidence.

EERGR
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Intervention with Dignity: Grades 6-8

Older students need intervention that
respects where they are

When reading interventions lean on primary-grade aesthetics, they alienate older learners and stall
momentum. Authentic buy-in happens when the instructional design matches the cognitive
sophistication of the student, transforming the intervention room into a space of mutual respect and
rapid progress.

Precision data is critical to this architecture. While universal screeners identify overall proficiency deficits,
diagnostic decoding surveys pinpoint the exact, granular skills students need to master.

It is never too late to accelerate progress for secondary readers, provided we anchor that growth in
precise diagnostic data and instruction designed for adolescent learners.

HOW RGR REDEFINES
SECONDARY SUPPORT

WHY "K-2 PHONICS
STRETCHED UPWARD" FAILS

* Deploys Age-Authentic Content: Honors
student dignity with sophisticated, high-
interest themes that eliminate the stigma of
intervention.

e Accelerates the Trajectory: Capitalizes on
adolescent cognitive strengths to fast-track
advanced word study and structural
morphology.

* Anchors in Disciplinary Reading: Connects
skill application directly to daily coursework,
ensuring immediate real-world utility.

e Juvenile Phrasing & Graphics: Triggers
natural peer-avoidance behaviors by feeling
misaligned with adolescent maturity and
reducing engagement.

e Primary-Grade Pacing: Ignores existing oral
language capacity and unnecessarily drags
out remediation over years.

 Isolated Mechanics: Fails to transfer to the
immediate, heavy reading demands of
credit-bearing classes.

We do not need to simplify the ideas for older readers;
we need to provide mature tools that honor their capability.

Accelerating growth for older developing readers requires identifying the exact skill fracture from
day one. When districts deploy a rigorous, targeted diagnostic pathway—anchored by precise
screenings to continuously monitor progress—they ensure every instructional minute counts,
ultimately transforming systemic frustration into independent academic success.

EERGR
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Evidence you can Defend.
Capacity you can Grow.

RGR'’s research base includes studies meeting ESSA
evidence standards, while our implementation model
builds capability districts retain.

Independently verified Build capacity, don't outsource it
Federal directors require objective proof, not The strongest intervention builds teacher
claims. RGR's research base meets ESSA capability so the district owns the
evidence standards and is recognized by outcome. Outsourced models may leave
Evidence for ESSA at Johns Hopkins. districts dependent on external capacity

when the contract ends.

THE ESSA EVIDENCE TIERS

Tier 1 Strong The RGR Philosophy
Experimental studies

Coaching that builds skill
Real-time support that sharpens daily
teaching practice, not oversight.

Tier 2 - Moderate

Quasi-experimental studies .
P Open-and-go materials

Usable lessons built for real secondary
schedules with minimal prep.

Tier 3 - Promising

Correlational studies Data that equips teachers

Immediate, actionable diagnostics
that inform daily instruction.

Tier 4 - Rationale
Logic model + ongoing study

| Independent quasi-experimental studies show reading gains that hold into later grades.
For CSl and TSI plans, this satisfies the evidence-based requirement.

“Curriculum on a shelf is a transaction. Improved, confident daily
instruction is a transformation. ” — Karl Rectanus, CEO, Really Great Reading

RG R See RGR's Impact —
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Your Partner in Literacy Outcomes

Co-investing in your students’ literacy
gains alongside you.

n Co-investing in growth
We measure our success by student progress and work alongside
district leaders to keep implementation on track.

a Active implementation support
We work with your leaders to track progress
and keep growth on track.

From adoption to outcomes

We support every phase of rollout, so your
adoption delivers stronger readers.

Turn your fall screening data
into an intervention plan

Bring your grade band, current screener, and intervention
schedule. An RGR literacy expert will map a practical route
from below benchmark to targeted support.

Plan My Intervention Launch —

RG R reallygreatreading.com
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