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What Really Matters for Struggling Readers Designing Research �Based 
Programs

Every educator who has worked with struggling readers knows that the path to literacy mastery is rarely linear. The

most effective interventions are grounded in rigorous research, yet translating that evidence into classroom practice

remains a challenge. This article explores the essential elements that truly matter when designing research �based

reading programs for students who are falling behind. By focusing on data �driven decisions, explicit instruction, and

teacher capacity, educators can build sustainable, high �impact literacy plans that move learners from frustration to

fluency.

Understanding the Landscape of Struggling Readers

What Makes a Reader Struggle?

Reading difficulties arise from a complex interplay of phonological, linguistic, cognitive, and socio �emotional factors.

Struggling readers often show deficits in phonemic awareness, decoding speed, working memory, and

comprehension monitoring. Additionally, limited exposure to rich language experiences and low self �efficacy can

exacerbate difficulties. Recognizing that each student’s profile is unique is the first step in tailoring evidence �based

interventions that address the root causes of reading challenges.

The Role of Early Assessment

Early, reliable assessment is the foundation of any successful literacy program. Screening tools such as the

DIBELS or the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) provide quick insights into decoding and

fluency gaps. More comprehensive diagnostic instruments, like the Woodcock �Johnson Tests of Achievement, help

identify specific phonological and comprehension deficits. When educators use these assessments to map

individual needs, they can select targeted interventions that align with proven research.

Core Principles of Research �Based Reading Programs

Explicit, Systematic Instruction

Research consistently shows that explicit, systematic phonics instruction is one of the most effective strategies for

improving decoding skills. This approach involves clear, sequenced teaching of letter �sound relationships, blending,

and segmentation. By breaking complex skills into manageable steps and reinforcing them through practice,

students develop automaticity, freeing cognitive resources for comprehension.

Multi �Sensory and Phonemic Awareness

Multi �sensory instruction engages visual, auditory, kinesthetic, and tactile modalities, reinforcing memory traces. For

example, tracing letters while saying the associated sound can strengthen the neural pathways that underlie

decoding. Phonemic awareness—identifying and manipulating individual sounds—has the strongest predictive

power for later reading success. Structured phonemic awareness activities, such as rhyming games and

segmenting drills, should be integrated into daily lessons.



Comprehension Strategy Instruction

Decoding alone is insufficient; students must also understand what they read. Evidence �based comprehension

strategies include predicting, questioning, clarifying, and summarizing. Programs that embed these strategies into

reading instruction—often through the "Reciprocal Teaching" model—improve both comprehension and

engagement. Explicitly modeling strategy use and providing guided practice ensures that students internalize these

skills.

Fluency and Reading Speed

Fluency—the ability to read smoothly, accurately, and with appropriate expression—bridges decoding and

comprehension. Research indicates that repeated reading, choral reading, and guided oral reading can significantly

boost fluency. Teachers should set measurable fluency targets (e.g., words per minute) and track progress to

ensure that students are progressing toward reading proficiency.

Motivation and Engagement

Student motivation is a powerful predictor of reading achievement. Programs that incorporate choice, culturally

relevant texts, and real �world connections foster intrinsic interest. Moreover, positive feedback and growth �mindset

language encourage persistence. When students see reading as a meaningful activity, they are more likely to

practice regularly and apply skills across contexts.

Data �Driven Program Design

Formative Assessment Practices

Ongoing formative assessment allows teachers to monitor student progress and adjust instruction in real time.

Tools such as running records, oral reading fluency checks, and comprehension quizzes provide immediate data.

By analyzing patterns—such as frequent decoding errors or misinterpretations of text—educators can refine lesson

plans to target emerging needs.

Progress Monitoring

Progress monitoring involves systematic measurement of student growth over short intervals (e.g., weekly). The

use of validated tools like the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) or the STAR Reading

assessment ensures that data are reliable and actionable. When growth curves plateau, educators can intervene

with more intensive strategies or modify the pacing of instruction.

Adaptive Learning Paths

Research �based programs should be flexible enough to accommodate diverse learning trajectories. Adaptive

learning platforms use algorithmic adjustments to present tasks at the optimal difficulty level. This personalization

keeps students in the “zone of proximal development,” maximizing learning while preventing frustration. Adaptive

systems also provide granular data that inform teacher decision �making.

Implementation Fidelity and Teacher Capacity

Professional Development

High �quality professional development (PD) is essential for translating research into practice. PD should be ongoing,

collaborative, and focused on modeling, coaching, and reflection. Evidence suggests that PD that includes hands �on

practice, peer feedback, and data analysis yields the greatest gains in teacher effectiveness.

Coaching and Mentoring



Instructional coaches serve as catalysts for sustained change. By observing classrooms, providing constructive

feedback, and helping teachers set realistic goals, coaches reinforce the fidelity of research �based practices.

Mentoring relationships also create a supportive environment where teachers feel empowered to experiment and

refine their instructional techniques.

Collaborative Planning

When teachers collaborate, they share insights, resources, and best practices. Structured collaborative meetings—

such as lesson study or data �driven decision �making sessions—ensure that instructional decisions are grounded in

student evidence. Collaboration also promotes consistency across classrooms, which is critical for program integrity.

Technology and Digital Tools

Reading Apps and Software

Digital reading tools can supplement classroom instruction by offering interactive phonics games, guided reading

passages, and real �time feedback. Apps that emphasize multisensory engagement—such as those that combine

visual cues with auditory prompts—align well with research on effective phonics instruction.

Adaptive Learning Platforms

Platforms like Raz-Kids, Lexia Core5, or ReadTheory adapt content to each student’s proficiency level. By

continuously assessing student responses, these systems adjust the difficulty of tasks, ensuring that learners

remain challenged but not overwhelmed. Teachers can use platform analytics to identify class �wide trends and

target intervention accordingly.

Data Analytics Dashboards

Consolidated dashboards provide a holistic view of student progress across decoding, fluency, and comprehension

metrics. By visualizing data trends, educators can quickly pinpoint areas of need and allocate resources efficiently.

Dashboards also support accountability by making program outcomes transparent to stakeholders.

Cultural and Linguistic Responsiveness

Culturally Relevant Materials

Reading materials that reflect students’ cultural backgrounds increase relevance and engagement. Research

shows that culturally responsive texts improve comprehension and motivation. Educators should curate a diverse

library that includes stories, informational texts, and poetry from a variety of cultural perspectives.

Bilingual Support

For students who are English language learners (ELLs), bilingual support is crucial. Dual �language instruction and

translanguaging strategies leverage students’ first language to scaffold English reading skills. Evidence indicates

that bilingual programs that integrate reading instruction in both languages produce superior literacy outcomes

compared to monolingual approaches.

Evaluating Program Effectiveness

Impact Studies and Meta �Analyses

Program designers should consult meta �analyses—such as the 2019 review by the National Reading Panel—to

gauge the effectiveness of specific interventions. These studies aggregate findings across multiple trials, providing

robust evidence on which strategies yield the greatest gains for struggling readers.



Longitudinal Outcomes

Longitudinal research tracks students over several years, revealing the lasting impact of early interventions.

Programs that demonstrate sustained improvements in reading proficiency, higher graduation rates, and reduced

dropout rates are particularly valuable. When evaluating a program, consider both immediate gains and long �term

trajectories.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

Overlooking Assessment

Without reliable data, instruction becomes guesswork. Skipping formative assessment or relying on anecdotal

observations can lead to misaligned interventions. Always anchor program decisions in objective, evidence �based

metrics.

One �Size �Fits �All Approach

Research supports the idea that individualized instruction yields the best results. Programs that treat all students as

having the same needs fail to address specific deficits. Use data to differentiate and personalize learning paths.

Ignoring Teacher Feedback

Teachers are on the front lines of implementation. Their insights about what works, what doesn’t, and why are

invaluable. Ignoring this feedback can compromise fidelity and reduce program effectiveness. Create mechanisms

for regular teacher input and incorporate it into iterative program refinement.

Practical Steps for Educators

Step 1: Gather Baseline Data

Begin with comprehensive assessments that cover decoding, fluency, and comprehension. Document baseline

scores and identify clusters of students who need the most support.

Step 2: Select Evidence �Based Interventions

Choose interventions that have strong empirical support—such as the "Reading Recovery" model for early readers

or the "Orton �Gillingham" approach for dyslexia. Align each intervention with the specific skill gaps identified in the

baseline data.

Step 3: Build a Structured Curriculum

Integrate chosen interventions into a coherent, sequential curriculum. Ensure that each lesson builds on prior

knowledge, follows the principles of explicit instruction, and incorporates comprehension strategies.

Step 4: Train
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