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A B S T R A C T
The demand for evidence-based instructional practices has driven a large 
supply of research on adolescent literacy. Documenting this supply, Baye, 
Inns, Lake, and Slavin’s 2019 article in Reading Research Quarterly synthe-
sized far more studies, with far more rigorous methodology, than had ever 
been collected before. What does this mean for practice? Inspired by this arti-
cle, I investigated how this synthesis compared with the 2008 U.S. Institute of 
Education Sciences practice guide for adolescent literacy. I also include two 
contemporary documents for context: Herrera, Truckenmiller, and Foorman’s 
(2016) review and the U.K. Education Endowment Foundation’s 2019 practice 
guide for secondary schools. I first examine how these documents define 
adolescent, reading, and evidence, and propose more inclusive definitions. I 
then compare their respective evidence bases, finding that the quality and 
quantity of evidence have dramatically changed. Only one of the 34 studies in 
the 2008 U.S. practice guide met Baye et al.’s inclusion criteria in 2019, and 
the average sample size in Baye et al.’s studies was 22 times as large as those 
in the 2008 U.S. practice guide. I also examine the potential implications for 
a new practice guide’s instructional recommendations and comment on the 
expansion of research in technology, disciplinary literacy, and writing—topics 
scarcely covered in the 2008 U.S. practice guide but which have been exten-
sively researched since then. Finally, I call for revision of the U.S. practice 
guide and the establishment of standing committees on adolescent literacy to 
help educators translate the latest research findings into updated practices.

In their review of quantitative research on reading programs for sec-
ondary students in issue of Reading Research Quarterly (RRQ), Baye, 
Inns, Lake, and Slavin (2019) noted,

Over the past decade, several reviews of research on secondary reading pro-
grams have provided an important base for the current synthesis. However, the 
surge in rigorous experiments is so recent that even the most current reviews 
are not up to date in terms of methodological quality of studies. (p. 135)

Even with stringent inclusion criteria, this review found 69 high-quality 
studies, more than double the number in previous reviews. In fact, those 
69 studies included only four studies from a similar review published in 
RRQ a decade earlier with two of the same authors (Slavin, Cheung, 
Groff, & Lake, 2008). Baye and colleagues’ synthesis of the new supply of 
research is likely to be much appreciated: As the authors noted, the 
demand for administrators, curriculum specialists, and teachers to select 

Dan Reynolds 
John Carroll University, University 
Heights, Ohio, USA

COMMENTARY

Of Research Reviews and Practice 
Guides: Translating Rapidly Growing 
Research on Adolescent Literacy Into 
Updated Practice Recommendations



402  |  Reading Research Quarterly, 56(3)

evidence-based instructional practices is also surging, 
partly because of the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015). 
Helping educators navigate the intersection of supply and 
demand for adolescent literacy evidence inspired me to 
write this commentary.

One document that helps educators navigate this 
intersection is the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) 
practice guide for improving adolescent literacy (Kamil 
et  al., 2008), which “present[s] specific and coherent  
evidence-based recommendations that educators can use 
to improve literacy levels among adolescents in upper 
elementary, middle, and high schools” (p. 1). Based on this 
evidence, the guide’s authors recommend five instruc-
tional practices: Provide explicit vocabulary instruction, 
provide explicit comprehension strategy instruction, pro-
vide opportunities for extended discussion of text mean-
ing and interpretation, increase student motivation and 
engagement in literacy learning, and make available 
intensive and individualized interventions for struggling 
readers that can be provided by trained specialists. This 
guide is widely read among policymakers and has been 
cited hundreds of times by researchers, including Baye 
and colleagues (2019) and in other recent RRQ articles 
(Boardman, Boelé, & Klingner, 2018; Northrop & Kelly, 
2019; Proctor, Silverman, Harring, Jones, & Hartranft, 
2020).

Yet, new research has pushed the boundaries of the 
IES practice guide’s recommendations. For example, the 
recommendations do not address disciplinary literacy, 
but more recent research has demonstrated that disciplin-
ary literacy instruction can improve both disciplinary 
knowledge and literacy skills (Goldman et al., 2019; 
Reisman, 2012). In addition, Kamil and colleagues  
(2008) noted that the evidence for using discussion-based 
approaches was moderate, but more recent research has 
demonstrated the power of classroom discussion, espe-
cially for adolescents engaging in debates about big ques-
tions, analyzing multiple texts, and contrasting authorial 
perspectives (e.g., Imbrenda, 2018; Kim et al., 2017), sug-
gesting that the evidence may now be more than moder-
ate. Additionally, Kamil and colleagues devoted little 
attention to the role of writing, but a meta-analysis 
(Graham et al., 2018) suggested that writing can be a 
powerful tool for expanding adolescent literacy. These 
three contrasts are just a sample of ways that the last 
decade of literacy research might inform practice recom-
mendations beyond the five found in the IES practice 
guide.

To understand how the full range of new of research 
might affect recommendations for practice, I investigated 
how the IES practice guide’s (Kamil et al., 2008) definitions, 
evidence base, and recommendations compared with those 
of Baye and colleagues’ (2019) more recent review. For con-
text, I also used two other contemporary documents to 
understand changes in the evidence base for adolescent 

literacy practices: Herrera, Truckenmiller, and Foorman’s 
(2016) IES-commissioned systematic review of the effec-
tiveness of adolescent literacy programs, and a new prac-
tice guide just released by the Education Endowment 
Foundation (EEF; Quigley & Coleman, 2019) in the United 
Kingdom. Because of the changes in the evidence base, I 
call for the IES to update Kamil et al.’s (2008) practice guide 
and consider implementing a standing committee on ado-
lescent literacy to translate research to practice. This will 
help realize the promise of the extensive research invest-
ment into adolescent literacy.

Comparing the Definitions 
of Adolescent, Reading, 
and Evidence
Who Is an Adolescent?
Age
Kamil et al. (2008) and Baye et al. (2019) defined the age 
of adolescents differently. Kamil et al. explicitly justified 
their inclusion of fourth- and fifth-grade students 
“because their instructional needs related to literacy have 
more in common with those of students in middle and 
high school than they do with students in early elemen-
tary grades” (p. 1). In contrast, Baye and colleagues set 
their inclusion criteria beginning in sixth grade. Neither 
review offered a compelling rationale for their choices. 
Many empirical researchers would agree that a crucial 
distinction between elementary and adolescent reading is 
that instruction shifts from a focus on word identification 
to a focus on language comprehension (e.g., the simple 
view of reading; Gough & Tunmer, 1986). Empirically, 
Foorman, Petscher and Herrera (2018) found that “above 
grade 4, decoding had no unique contribution to reading 
comprehension” (p. 16). Similarly, in their meta-analysis, 
García and Cain (2014) synthesized 110 studies of a total 
of 42,891 readers ranging from 5 to 53 years old and 
found that the decoding–comprehension correlation 
decreased around age 10. The findings of these studies 
suggest that some researchers view reading profiles as 
changing toward adolescent literacy around fourth grade 
or age 10.

Practice in the United States and internationally, however, 
suggests a slightly different perspective. Reviews of compre-
hension interventions for adolescents (e.g., Edmonds et al., 
2009; Herrera et al., 2016; Slavin et al., 2008) have included 
grades 6–12 to align with the organization of U.S. middle and 
high schools. In addition, the EEF guide (Quigley & Coleman, 
2019) was written for U.K. secondary schools, which begin 
around age 11. Worldwide, according to the International 
Standard Classification of Education, secondary education 
begins at ages 10–13 (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2011). 
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It seems that many authors of reviews and practice guides 
considered not only what reading researchers have said, but 
also the structure of the school systems that are their intended 
audience.

This connection to practice is echoed in the U.S. 
Common Core State Standards in English Language 
Arts  (National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers,  
2010). The Common Core shifts dramatically at grade 6: 
Foundational skills standards in word identification are 
specified for grades K–5 and discontinued for grades 
6–12, whereas standards for literacy in content areas are 
absent for grades K–5 but present for grades 6–12. 
Consequently, informed by developmental theories that 
guide school organization (i.e., that fourth and fifth grad-
ers are better considered primary rather than secondary 
students), practitioners may see adolescent literacy as 
beginning in sixth grade. Defining just when adolescence 
begins, and negotiating between the findings of reading 
research and the organization of schools, might be the 
first task for a revised practice guide. A second task might 
be to evaluate the developmental differences across ado-
lescents at different ages. Interestingly, Baye and col-
leagues (2019) noted that within grades 6–12, the oldest 
students (i.e., 11th and 12th graders) have been least stud-
ied. As teachers know, 12-year-old early adolescents gen-
erally have less sophisticated worldviews and less content 
knowledge than 18-year-old young adults, which might 
have significant implications for literacy recommenda-
tions. A practice guide might address these and other 
developmental differences.

Linguistic Diversity
In addition, the IES practice guide (Kamil et al., 2008) 
and Baye et al.’s (2019) review differ in their treatment of 
linguistic diversity. Kamil et al. (2008) included only stud-
ies with “students whose first language was English” (p. 
5). In contrast, many studies included by Baye et al. had 
substantial proportions of English learners (ELs). In fact, 
the IES published a separate guide for teaching academic 
content to ELs in elementary and middle schools (Baker 
et al., 2014) but not high school. For context, Herrera et 
al. (2016) made no mention of the inclusion or exclusion 
of ELs. Their description of the samples in their 33 
reviewed studies included only one with significant lin-
guistic diversity (Vaughn et al. 2009). In addition, the EEF 
guide (Quigley & Coleman, 2019) makes no mention of 
ELs, nor does it cite references to studies of linguistically 
diverse populations. It seems that these documents do not 
agree about how to treat linguistically diverse students.

Yet, the evidence suggests that linguistic diversity is a 
crucial feature of schools. The population of U.K. students 
who are exposed to a language other than English at home 
and who attend state-funded secondary schools has risen 

from under 10% in 2006 to 17% in 2019 (U.K. Department 
for Education, 2019). A similar trend is true in the United 
States. Whereas absolute percentages of ELs reported by the 
IES is lower in U.S. secondary schools than in primary 
schools (approximately 7% of public high school students 
in fall 2016), that number is growing: The overall number 
of ELs in U.S. schools grew approximately 18% between 
2000 and 2016 (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2019b). Beyond merely those classified as ELs by schools, 
U.S. Census data show that 22% of U.S. residents over 5 
years old speak a language other than English at home (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2018). In sum, although the two practice 
guides (IES and EEF) offer little attention to linguistic 
diversity, the substantial and growing presence of multilin-
gual students in U.S. and U.K. schools suggests that a revised 
practice guide should directly consider how to integrate 
students’ linguistic diversity into everyday instruction.

A revised guide might make EL-specific and EL-  
unspecific recommendations for teaching with linguistic 
diversity in mind. For example, McCarty, Pappageorge, 
and Rueda-Alvarez (2018) showed how a high school serv-
ing mostly Latinx students, many of whom also spoke 
Spanish, moved toward a dialogically organized instruc-
tional model that capitalized on students’ language back-
ground and increased participation in advanced literacy 
coursework. Alternatively, Olson, Matuchniak, Chung, 
Stumpf, and Farkas’s (2016) evaluation of the Pathway 
project demonstrated that a cognitive strategies approach 
to apprenticing high school writers into communities of 
academic writing was powerfully effective for both ELs and 
their English-only classmates. A practice guide that identi-
fies how linguistic diversity can be leveraged for success 
and how good literacy instruction supports all adolescent 
learners across languages would be an asset to educators.

Learning Diversity
Baye et al. (2019) included only studies in mainstream 
English classes, whereas Kamil et al. (2008) relied on numer-
ous studies of only students with disabilities. This distinc-
tion changes each review’s vision of who an adolescent 
literacy practice guide is really for. Like Baye and colleagues, 
Herrera et al. (2016) focused on studies for general educa-
tion populations, including students with disabilities only 
when they were part of studies of inclusive mainstream 
classrooms. Considering the most contemporary practice 
guide, one of the EEF guide’s (Quigley & Coleman, 2019) 
seven recommendations is to “provide high quality inter-
ventions for struggling students” (p. 30), although the sec-
tion discussing how to do so focuses on interventions for 
any student with low literacy and offers little guidance for 
teachers of students with specific learning disabilities, even 
those with literacy-specific disabilities such as dyslexia. 
Truly, these documents vary widely in how they address 
students with disabilities.
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Yet, the reality of students with disabilities in main-
stream classrooms is undeniable. Fourteen percent of all 
U.S. public school students received special education 
services in the 2017–2018 school year, with approximately 
63% of those students spending 80% or more of their  
time in general education classes (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2019a). As models of reading inter-
vention expand in U.S. middle and high schools to meet 
the learning diversity of their students (e.g., Reed, Wexler, 
& Vaughn, 2012), a practice guide should ensure that stu-
dents with disabilities are considered thoroughly.

An updated practice guide’s recommendations might 
consider including examples of practices that benefit stu-
dents with disabilities in similar fashion to their peers with-
out disabilities, as well as students not diagnosed with 
disabilities but who may be considered struggling readers. 
This would both help general education teachers in sup-
porting students with disabilities and offer advice for 
administrators designing interventions tailored specifically 
for these students. For example, Swanson, Wanzek, Vaughn, 
Roberts, and Fall (2015) noted that multiple studies have 
demonstrated a “meaningful and positive effect for students 
with disabilities when literacy interventions are adminis-
tered in the general education social studies classroom” (p. 
439). A practice guide might offer recommendations spe-
cifically for students with disabilities by building on Vaughn 
and Wanzek’s (2014) observation that reading interventions 
for students with disabilities are often insufficiently inten-
sive or are overly focused on low-level tasks. A revised prac-
tice guide would serve educators well if it could offer literacy 
recommendations for both general and special education 
classrooms.

An Inclusive, Comprehensive Definition
Based on these documents, it seems that that no consen-
sus exists about who adolescent readers are. Table 1 sum-
marizes the four documents’ inclusion perspectives. 
Despite this lack of consensus, I propose that given the 
current grade-level structure of U.S. schools and the stan-
dards they teach to, and given the presence of ELs and 

students with disabilities in those schools, a revised prac-
tice guide should use a comprehensive definition that 
bases its recommendations on all studies of students in 
grades 6–12, including ELs and students with disabilities.

What Is a Reading Program?
Neither Kamil et al. (2008) nor Baye et al. (2019) explicitly 
defined reading or reading instruction. Kamil and col-
leagues used the term literacy in their title and frequently 
throughout their text, but also qualified this decision by 
explaining, “while fully understanding that all aspects of 
literacy are important for success in middle and high 
school, panel members decided to focus specifically on 
studies about reading, that is, studies in which reading was 
a dependent variable” (p. 5). Here, reading was not explic-
itly defined but was operationalized as a process by which 
students were measured in their performance on compre-
hension tests. In this respect, Baye and colleagues’ approach 
was similar: They did not define reading but instead opera-
tionalized it through inclusion criteria requiring standard-
ized quantitative outcomes.

This operationalization merits some attention, espe-
cially attending to how reading is assessed. For example, 
one common reading comprehension measure used by 
the studies in Baye et al.’s (2019) corpus is the Gates–
MacGinitie Reading Tests, which do not ask students to 
integrate meaning across multiple texts, critique mean-
ing, interact with multimodal texts, or read in the context 
of socially situated practices (i.e., history, science; for 
more on the theoretical implications of attending to types 
of contexts and tasks in reading, see Rouet, Britt, & Durik, 
2017). Researchers and practitioners working together 
might also notice that new comprehension measures can 
more robustly address such complexities in reading (see, 
e.g., the Global Integrated Scenario-based Assessment 
[GISA]; Sabatini, O’Reilly, Halderman, & Bruce, 2014). 
Such assessments might better demonstrate the effective-
ness of literacy interventions conducted in, for example, 
biology classrooms (e.g., Goldman et el., 2019). If prac-
tice guides and reviews do not directly define reading, it 

TABLE 1  
Summary of the Inclusion Criteria of Each Document

Document

Country and grade 
levels of students 
addressed Linguistic diversity Learning diversity

Kamil et al. (2008) U.S. grades 4–12 ELs explicitly excluded SWD included

Herrera, Truckenmiller, and Foorman (2016) U.S. grades 6–12 ELs not mentioned SWD not mentioned

Baye, Inns, Lake, and Slavin (2019) U.S. grades 6–12 ELs included SWD included only if in 
mainstream classes

Quigley and Coleman (2019) U.K. secondary schools 
(ages 10–16)

ELs not mentioned SWD included

Note. ELs = English learners; SWD = students with disabilities.
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is incumbent upon critical readers to consider the design 
of the assessments used to measure it.

The lack of a definition of reading also means that 
these documents all offer different definitions of a reading 
program. The evidence base for Kamil et al.’s (2008) prac-
tice guide includes exclusively programs that would be 
seen as traditional classroom literacy instruction. In con-
trast, although many of Baye et al.’s (2019) reviewed studies 
included many traditional programs, they also included 
whole-school reform approaches such as the Building 
Assets Reducing Risks program (Borman et al., 2017), 
which targeted literacy outcomes indirectly through 
improving socioemotional learning and teacher–student 
relationships. Similarly, Herrera and colleagues (2016) 
reviewed mostly traditional programs directly targeting lit-
eracy but also included, for example, a study of the effects 
of single-sex classrooms on reading outcomes (Belcher, 
Frey, & Yankeelov, 2006). Given the breadth of potential 
practices that might affect literacy outcomes, both directly 
and indirectly, a revision of the IES practice guide should 
carefully define what constitutes a literacy program.

What might this definition look like? In their review 
of trends in literacy research, Frankel and colleagues 
(2016) proposed a shift from reading to literacy to better 
account for, among other things, research documenting 
the situated nature of literacy development in social con-
texts and academic disciplines; the intertwined relations 
among oral language, reading, and writing development; 
and more expansive understandings of multimodal texts. 
Frankel et al. defined literacy “as the process of using 
reading, writing, and oral language to extract, construct, 
integrate, and critique meaning through interaction and 
involvement with multimodal texts in the context of 
socially situated practices” (p. 7). A revised practice guide 
might consider how an expanded definition could include 
programs focused on constructs beyond reading but 
which nevertheless have been shown to support reading 
(writing: e.g., Olson et al., 2016; disciplinary literacy: e.g., 
Goldman et al., 2019). In fact, the IES practice guide for 
teaching secondary students to write effectively (Graham 
et al., 2016) already recommends that teachers should 
“integrate writing and reading to emphasize key writing 
features” (p. 31), and many U.S. states’ literacy account-
ability measures (e.g., end-of-course English 1 exams) 
include both reading and writing tasks. A revised practice 
guide might more accurately fulfill its title of “adolescent 
literacy” by conceptualizing literacy programs more 
broadly and also defining its relation to Graham and col-
leagues’ (2016) IES practice guide for adolescent writing.

What Is Evidence?
Experimental Evidence
Both the Baye team’s (2019) synthesis and the IES practice 
guide (Kamil et al., 2008) start from similar assumptions 

about high-quality evidence: randomized controlled tri-
als and quasi-experiments with treatment assignment 
mechanisms known in advance (Campbell & Stanley, 
1963). In fact, Baye et al. used 12 inclusion criteria (dis-
cussed in the Method section), and Herrera and col-
leagues (2016) used the What Works Clearinghouse 
(2014) version 3.0 protocol, which includes random-
assignment designs and those with established base-
line  equivalence. In contras, the EEF guide (Quigley & 
Coleman, 2019) does not define evidence; its brief meth-
odological appendix merely mentions that “the review 
team conducted searches for the best available interna-
tional evidence” (p. 37). Whereas the EEF guide’s authors 
abstained from addressing the nature of evidence, the 
research teams led by Baye, Herrera, and Kamil all prized 
experimental evidence.

Research has shown how methodological factors of 
experimental designs can affect outcomes. Scammacca 
and colleagues (2007) showed that researcher-delivered 
studies tend to have higher effect sizes than teacher-
delivered studies (a finding echoed by de Boer, Donker, 
& van der Werf, 2014). In addition, recent research 
designs have shifted toward teacher-delivered studies, 
which means that Baye and colleagues (2019) had a sub-
stantial corpus of studies meeting this criteria. Although 
researcher-delivered studies have merit as incubators of 
innovative instructional design and should continue to 
be funded as a test bench for future studies, a practice 
guide should include only studies delivered by grades 
6–12 educators.

Deciding whether to include researcher-developed 
assessments is another consideration. Both de Boer et al. 
(2014) and Cheung and Slavin (2016) showed that studies 
with researcher-developed assessments tend to produce 
higher effect sizes than studies using standardized assess-
ments do. Baye and colleagues’ (2019) decision to exclude 
researcher-developed measures offers direct help to edu-
cators and policymakers making instructional decisions 
using existing assessments. In fact, though, Baye et al. 
included, against their stated criteria, two studies in which 
the measures were explicitly developed for the studies 
(Fancsali et al., 2015; Jaciw, Schellinger, Lin, Zacamy, & 
Toby, 2016). This measure, the GISA, was developed in 
conjunction with the researchers and specifically for the 
studies of Reading Apprenticeship. However, the reliabil-
ity and validity of the GISA had already been established 
elsewhere (for that and an extended discussion of the 
issue of aligning interventions and outcomes for reading 
comprehension, see O’Reilly, Weeks, Sabatini, Halderman, 
& Steinberg, 2014), so the GISA straddled the line 
between researcher-developed and standardized. It seems 
that the issue in defining acceptable evidence for a revised 
practice guide might not be merely a question of who 
designed the assessments, but rather answering these two 
questions:
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1.	 Have the assessments demonstrated sufficient reli-
ability and validity to recommend widespread use?

2.	 Is the evidence for a practice corroborated across 
multiple assessments?

These questions should be asked with a strong skepti-
cism of studies with assessments developed directly for 
their interventions. As few assessments made by research-
ers for individual studies will have previously demon-
strated extensive reliability or validity, this will be an 
appropriately high bar. Also notable, Cheung and Slavin 
(2016) highlighted concerns with studies using treatment-
inherent assessments, that is, studies whose experimental 
groups were taught content or skills not taught in the con-
trol groups, essentially a form of teaching to the test. 
Given these concerns, a preference for standardized mea-
sures not developed for specific studies, a requirement 
that all studies’ measures have demonstrated reliability 
and validity, and a rejection of treatment-inherent designs 
would be good starting points for a revised practice guide.

In considering how studies’ outcome measures are cru-
cial to determining their suitability as evidence for a prac-
tice guide, a revised guide might not only reflect existing 
and familiar accountability measures common in practice 
(e.g., state tests, Measures of Academic Progress assess-
ments, Gates–MacGinitie Reading Tests) but also translate 
innovative assessment research showing dimensions of 
adolescent literacy not yet explored by the research under-
pinning the 2008 IES practice guide. More well-developed 
and validated assessments specifically designed for adoles-
cents exist now than in 2008, such as these examples:

•	GISA (O’Reilly et al., 2014), which uses an innova-
tive approach with multiple texts and purposeful 
scenarios to assess dimensions of comprehension 
beyond typical single passages with questions

•	Reading Inventory and Scholastic Evaluation (Sab
atini et al., 2014), a standardized measure specifi-
cally designed to assess the profiles of reading 
difficulties experienced by students in grades 5–10

•	Monster, P.I. (Goodwin et al., 2020), an iPad-based 
gamified assessment of middle schoolers’ language 
skills, a crucial component of their comprehension

•	Core Academic Language Skills assessment (Uccelli 
et al., 2015) of middle schoolers’ academic language

Well-validated assessments are likely to be of value to 
all of the audiences for a practice guide, including not only 
teachers but also district- and state-level policymakers. In 
addition, some of these assessments might help target the 
skills that underlie reading comprehension, such as the 
Reading Inventory and Scholastic Evaluation targeting 
word reading, Monster, P.I. addressing language skills, and 
the Core Academic Language Skills assessment address-
ing academic language. As these and other assessments 

make their way into educational practice, a revised prac-
tice guide could advise educators not only on literacy 
instruction but also on systematic literacy assessment.

Finally, the nature of acceptable evidence should also 
consider the criteria for positive effects. Per the What 
Works Clearinghouse guidelines at the time, Kamil et al. 
(2008) required either a statistically significant effect or a 
large effect size (>0.25) and included little discussion of 
comparative effect sizes. Knowing, however, that adoles-
cent literacy effect sizes tend to be much smaller than 
those in elementary literacy (Hill, Bloom, Black, & Lipsey, 
2008) and that methodological decisions can affect the 
power to detect statistically significant effects, it makes 
sense that smaller effect sizes and those that might not 
reach certain p-values are likely practically meaningful 
for adolescent literacy, especially on standardized mea-
sures. In fact, only four of the 69 studies in Baye et al.’s 
(2019) corpus had effect sizes above 0.25, suggesting the 
difficulty of producing large effect sizes. A revised prac-
tice guide would do well to consider the value of effect 
sizes that might not have reached significance but still 
represent practical success and improvement over typical 
instructional practice (Lipsey et al., 2012).

Methodological Lenses
Educators want to know what works in adolescent literacy, 
and certainly experimental and quasi-experimental evi-
dence helps answer that question. A revised IES practice 
guide would likely need to hew to the current What Works 
Clearinghouse standards to ground its recommendations, 
and experimental evidence has been prized by most prac-
tice guides. If, however, an expanded definition of literacy 
(Frankel et al., 2016) includes attention to socially situated 
literacy practices, research through additional method-
ological lenses on literacy might illustrate not only what 
works but also how it works and what kinds of relation-
ships and social structures are needed to support changes 
in literacy instructional practice. These questions might be 
better answered by relying on design-based or formative 
experiments, and a revised practice guide might rely on 
both. For example, whereas disciplinary literacy in history 
has a growing experimental evidence base (Reisman, 
2012), qualitative research has examined the adaptive pro-
cess of teachers integrating disciplinary literacy into their 
instruction (Athanases & de Oliveira, 2014; Dobbs, 
Ippolito, & Charner-Laird, 2016). Qualitative research and 
teachers’ implementation stories could provide texture to a 
practice guide speaking to an educator audience.

Comparing the Evidence Bases
Inspired by Baye and colleagues’ (2019) review, I investi-
gated the IES practice guide’s (Kamil et al., 2008) underly-
ing evidence. I wanted to know whether its evidence 
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would have met today’s standards. To do so, I tracked 
down the 34 studies that Kamil and colleagues (2008) 
defined as rigorous designs (randomized controlled trials 
and quasi-experiments as defined earlier, which included 
master’s theses, dissertations, and white papers), and I 
coded whether each study would meet each or all of the 12 
inclusion criteria established by Baye et al. To verify my 
coding, a research assistant double-coded 50% of the stud-
ies across all 12 criteria, relying only on evidence directly 
presented in the reports. Initial agreement was above 95%, 
and we agreed on a final set of results, which I share here. 
As a check against whether my results were too author 
specific, I also examined whether any of the 34 studies 
from Kamil et al.’s practice guide was cited in the two other 
contemporary documents: Herrera and colleagues’ (2016) 
systematic review and the EEF practice guide (Quigley & 
Coleman, 2019). The results are presented in Tables 2–4.

Who Were the Underlying  
Studies’ Adolescents?
My findings are organized in three tables according to the 
12 criteria set out by Baye et al. (2019). Table 2 shows the 
two criteria that defined adolescent study participants. 

Criteria 1 and 2 show that a substantial proportion of 
studies in the IES practice guide were conducted in fourth 
or fifth grade and in special education settings: 44% for 
each, although those were not necessarily the same stud-
ies. In fact, of the IES practice guide’s 34 studies, only one 
took place in a typically developing high school setting 
with an outcome measure of reading (Barron & Melnick, 
1973, a white paper studying vocabulary acquisition in a 
biology class). The evidence base underpinning Kamil et 
al.’s (2008) practice guide clearly skewed toward younger 
and special education populations, whereas the studies 
that Baye et al. (2019) reviewed were markedly older and 
more general education populations.

How Did the Underlying  
Studies Define Reading?
When comparing how Kamil et al.’s (2008) practice 
guide and Baye et al.’s (2019) research synthesis defined 
reading on the four criteria shown in Table 3, strong 
similarities are apparent. Criteria 4–6 show nearly com-
plete agreement. In addition, for criterion 6, although 
Kamil et al. explicitly focused on quantitative measures 
of reading, they included two studies whose only 

TABLE 2   
Who Were the Adolescents Studied?

Criterion 
number Baye et al.’s (2019) criterion

Number of Kamil et al.’s 
(2008) 34 reviewed studies 

meeting the criterion Percentage

1 Studies evaluated reading programs for middle and high schools 
(grades 6–12).

19 56

2 Students who qualified for special education services but attended 
mainstream English or reading classes were included.

19 56

TABLE 3  
What Experimental Designs About Reading Were Included?

Criterion 
number Baye et al.’s (2019) criterion

Number of Kamil et al.’s 
(2008) 34 reviewed studies 

meeting the criterion Percentage

3 Studies could have taken place in any country, but the report had 
to be available in English. In practice, all included programs took 
place in the United States or the United Kingdom.

34 100

4 Studies compared students with a given reading program with 
those taught in an alternative or business-as-usual control group.

32 94

5 Studies used random assignment to experimental and control 
conditions, or quasi-experimental methods in which treatment 
assignments were specified in advance.

32 94

6 Studies’ dependent measures had to be quantitative measures of 
reading performance.

32 94

7 Studies had to be carried out after 1990, but for technological 
approaches, Baye et al. used a start date of 2000 because of the 
significant advances in technology since then.

24 71
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outcome measures were of writing  (Applebee, Langer, 
Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003; Reznitskaya et al., 2001). 
Examining criterion 7 in Table 3 through a historical 
lens, over two thirds of Kamil et al.’s studies were pub-
lished between 1990 and 2008, which were within Baye 
et al.’s cutoff dates of 1990–2019 and thus chronologi-
cally eligible. However, Baye et al., who assessed over 
15,000 potential studies in their literature search, found 
only two includable studies from before 2010 (both 
reported by Stevens & Durkin, 1992). This suggests that 
the evidence base turned over nearly completely in only 
a decade.

What Were the Underlying Studies’ 
Methodological Differences?
Table 4 shows that many studies cited by Kamil et al. 
(2008) did not pass the specific methodological criteria 
set out by Baye et al. (2019). Criteria 9–12 shows that a 
substantial proportion of the studies were delivered by 
researchers, used researcher-designed assessments, lasted 
for shorter durations, and had small sample sizes. In fact, 
the average sample size of the studies in Kamil et al. was 
91 students, but for Baye et al., the average was 2,059 
students—over 22 times larger.

Finally, no studies cited by Kamil et al. (2008) met all 
of the inclusion criteria of Baye et al. (2019). One study, 
though, would have met all of them (Nelson & Stage, 
2007), but it was conducted with third and fifth graders 
and so was excluded only on criterion 1. The other 33 
studies would all have been excluded by two or more 
criteria. It is also worth mentioning that none of the 34 

studies included in Kamil et al.’s practice guide were 
included in either the 33 studies in Herrera and col-
leagues’ (2016) systematic review or any of the 66 works 
cited in the EEF practice guide (Quigley & Coleman, 
2019).

What Do These Findings Mean?
These findings demonstrate that the evidence base on 
adolescent reading has shifted drastically in just a decade. 
Although based on similar research designs and concep-
tualizing reading in similar fashions (cf. Table 2), the 
studies that constitute the best experimental evidence 
today are far larger and far more methodologically rigor-
ous (cf. Table 3). In fact, only a single study of the 34 cited 
in Kamil et al.’s (2008) practice guide met the method-
ological criteria for Baye et al.’s (2019) synthesis, and none 
were included in two other contemporary documents 
(Herrera et al., 2016; Quigley & Coleman, 2019).

Developmentally, it is clear that by including fourth and 
fifth graders, Kamil et al.’s (2008) practice guide included 
many more studies than if Kamil et al. had they set their 
lower age boundary to sixth grade, potentially basing their 
recommendations on younger readers who would not be 
considered adolescent by many U.S. middle schools or by 
the Common Core. This is not to fault those authors; they 
were working with the best available evidence then. It is 
striking, however, that the recommendations for wide-
spread adolescent literacy practice from one of the most 
authoritative voices in U.S. education (i.e., the IES) relied on 
an evidence base that, at the time, included only a single 

TABLE 4  
What Methodological Factors Changed?

Criterion 
number Baye et al.’s (2019) criterion

Number of Kamil et al.’s (2008) 
34 reviewed studies meeting  

the criterion Percentage

8 Studies had to provide pretest data. Those with experimental–
control differences equivalent to an effect size of 0.25 or 
more on pretests were excluded. Pretest equivalence had 
to be acceptable both initially and based on pretests for the 
final sample, after attrition. Differential attrition from pre- to 
posttest had to be less than 15%.

Pretests: 26 77

Attrition: 12 35

9 Treatments had to be delivered by ordinary teachers, not 
by researchers, because effect sizes are inflated when 
researchers deliver the treatment (Scammacca et al., 2007).

18 53

10 Assessments made by developers or researchers were 
excluded, as such measures have been found to greatly 
overstate program impacts.

13 38

11 Studies had to have a minimum duration of 12 weeks to make 
it more likely that effective programs could be replicated over 
extended periods.

8 24

12 Studies had to have at least two teachers and 30 students in 
each treatment group.

14 41
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study from mainstream high school classes and excluded 
any studies with ELs (or even bilingual students). 
Conversely, only a decade later and despite much more rig-
orous inclusion criteria, Baye et al. (2019) found 30 studies 
conducted in mainstream high school classes and numer-
ous studies featuring linguistically diverse students.

It is noteworthy that the IES practice guide’s evidence 
base skewed strongly toward younger students in 2008. 
Although Kamil et al.’s (2008) assertion that students in 
fourth grade and up tend to have achieved proficiency in 
word identification and are thus more similar to high 
school students than early elementary students is consistent 
with current research (e.g., Foorman et al., 2018), differ-
ences may still exist between fourth graders and high school 
students that would be consequential for reading instruc-
tion. Sabatini, Wang, and O’Reilly (2019) found that as 
many as 17% of U.S. fourth graders have inadequate word 
identification skills, suggesting that a decision to bound an 
adolescent literacy practice guide at sixth grade should also 
consider that there may be a significant number of students 
who have not mastered word identification. In addition, 
given the current grade structure of the majority of U.S. 
middle schools beginning in sixth grade (National Middle 
School Association, 2003), such a practice guide might best 
serve the developmental and social concerns for middle 
and high school students that are consequential for literacy 
instruction in the upper grades.

Implications for Practice Guides
The purpose of this commentary is to call for the revision 
of the IES practice guide to reflect a more inclusive defini-
tion of adolescent literacy and incorporate the expanded 
breadth and rigor of the research of the last decade. 
Perhaps a more inclusive definition will challenge future 
practice guide writers, but they will also have an expanded 
evidence base available to them. The structure for a 
revised guide might take many forms, one way a revision 
might address inclusion is by making a set of general rec-
ommendations and also including, for each recommen-
dation, evidence-based instructional adaptations for ELs 
and students with disabilities.

Making these recommendations will be difficult. It 
may be that insufficient research exists to provide evidence-
based instructional adaptations for all recommendations 
and all subgroups of students, and different student popu-
lations may have different amounts and types of evidence 
(i.e., more single-subject designs for special education). 
Still, acknowledging the limitations of the existing research 
and basing the strength of the recommendations on differ-
ent amounts and kinds of empirical evidence is also a fun-
damental task for the authors of a revised practice guide.  
In fact, the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) invites 

educators to consider studies’ sample characteristics before 
determining whether those studies constitute acceptable 
evidence for particular settings and students (U.S. Depart
ment of Education, 2016). A revised practice guide would 
help educators do so, truly translating research into prac-
tices adaptable to the diversity and complexity of adoles-
cent literacy.

To explore how a new practice guide might extend the 
existing version, I review here each of the five recommen-
dations in Kamil et al.’s (2008) practice guide in light of 
more recent findings. Although a revised practice guide 
would likely reexamine the structure and number of rec-
ommendations based on the expanded research (e.g., the 
EEF guide has seven), I hew to the existing recommenda-
tions to most directly show how, in only a decade, mean-
ingful research findings have reshaped adolescent literacy 
recommendations. Certainly, this is not an exhaustive list 
of the implications of new research for a future practice 
guide, as that list would be the work of a new committee, 
but this is a starting point.

Kamil et al.’s (2008)  
Five Recommendations
Provide Explicit Vocabulary Instruction
The first recommendation of Kamil et al. (2008) was to 
provide direct and explicit vocabulary instruction, even 
though the authors noted that “only a small number of the 
studies on explicit vocabulary instruction…found mean-
ingful increases in students’ reading comprehension” (p. 
13). In fact, of the four studies that Baye et al. (2019) cate-
gorized as vocabulary focused, none found significant 
effects on comprehension, and Wright and Cervetti’s 
(2017) RRQ review of 36 vocabulary interventions’ impact 
on comprehension found “very limited evidence that 
direct teaching of word meanings, even long-term, multi-
faceted interventions of large numbers of words, can 
improve generalized comprehension” (p. 203). Whereas 
this work questions the assumption that direct vocabulary 
instruction improves comprehension, it may also be weak-
nesses in prior instructional approaches to vocabulary. For 
example, McKeown, Crosson, Moore, and Beck’s (2018) 
Robust Academic Vocabulary Encounters intervention 
included attention to polysemy and morphology, neither 
of which were included in Kamil et al.’s (2008) recommen-
dations, and also found improved comprehension out-
comes. Similarly, Jones and colleagues’ (2019) evaluation 
of the Word Generation academic vocabulary intervention 
in high-poverty schools found notable effects on both 
proximal measures of academic vocabulary and smaller 
effects on comprehension. These recent results suggest 
that the last decade of vocabulary research has much to 
add to a new practice guide.
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Provide Direct and Explicit  
Comprehension Strategy Instruction
This second recommendation is interesting because Baye 
et al. (2019) specifically cited Kamil et al. (2008) to explain 
the importance of strategy instruction as an underlying 
principle in many programs. Baye et al. also noted that of 
their 69 included studies, “all qualifying programs in this 
review incorporated metacognitive strategies to a signifi-
cant degree” (p. 139), indicating that Kamil et al.’s recom-
mendation may have been more widely adopted now 
than 10 years ago (although to what degree is unclear). A 
revised practice guide, then, might better serve practitio-
ners by offering more specific recommendations. What 
might the last decade of research on comprehension strat-
egies have to offer educators?

Provide Opportunities  
for Extended Discussion of  
Text Meaning and Interpretation
Kamil et al. (2008) specified that this third recommendation 
was only supported by a moderate level of evidence (the 
first two were considered strong). Interestingly, discussion 
was not a stand-alone category in Baye et al.’s (2019) classifi-
cation of reading programs. However, programs across sev-
eral of their categories, including small-group tutoring, 
whole-school organizational approaches, writing-focused 
approaches, and group/personalization rotation approaches, 
all mention discussion as an important program compo-
nent. Therefore, the contemporary research base affirms 
and extends the value of discussion, suggesting that the evi-
dence level may be more than moderate for this practice. In 
fact, an updated practice guide might rely on new research 
(e.g., Murphy et al., 2018) to help teachers learn how to con-
duct discussions to maximize literacy growth.

Increase Student Motivation 
and Engagement in Literacy Learning
As with the third recommendation, Kamil et al. (2008) 
judged the evidence for this fourth recommendation to 
be moderate. Interestingly, Baye et al. (2019) found that 
“programs with positive outcomes tended to emphasize 
student motivation, student-to-student and student-  
to-teacher relationships, and socioemotional learning 
(Guthrie, 2015)” (p. 156). These recommendations are 
similar to those in Kamil et al. but particularly emphasize 
relationship building and socioemotional dimensions of 
learning, neither of which was explicitly prioritized by 
Kamil et al. Although few would argue against a focus on 
student motivation and engagement, an updated practice 
guide for middle and high school teachers might link 
motivation and engagement to the social and emotional 
lives of adolescents and potentially differentiate these rec-
ommendations for younger and older adolescents.

Make Available Intensive 
and Individualized Interventions  
for Struggling Readers That Can  
Be Provided by Trained Specialists
Although Kamil et al. (2008) found the evidence for this 
practice to be strong, it is unclear just how they were con-
ceptualizing individualized. Studies testing individualiza-
tion should assign students not to one standard treatment 
or control but rather to individualized or nonindividualized 
instruction (for an elementary-age example, see Connor, 
Morrison, Fishman, Schatschneider, & Underwood, 2007). 
None of the studies in Kamil et al. did this. This is not to say 
that individualized interventions are not effective for strug-
gling adolescent readers, only that Kamil et al.’s evidence 
base did not permit this conclusion in 2008. Fortunately, 
Baye et al.’s (2019) improved research base offered better 
evidence. They documented the effectiveness of tutoring 
programs and personalization approaches, both on their 
own and in conjunction with group activities. Conversely, 
Baye et al. found no positive effects for programs of inten-
sive nonindividualized group approaches designed to catch 
up students on decoding and word identification skills typi-
cally learned before adolescence, although many students 
have not (Sabatini et al., 2019). Overall, these findings sug-
gest that an updated practice guide might address how 
interventions (including those targeting word identifica-
tion) can be individualized to serve struggling adolescent 
readers.

Technology, Disciplinary Literacy,  
and Writing
Beyond their five recommendations, Kamil et al. (2008) 
addressed three other topics. They noted that at that time, 
there was insufficient research to make any claims about 
the use of technology in reading instruction. Interestingly, 
Baye et al.’s (2019) review examined technology as a cross-
cutting factor among their 69-study corpus by identifying 
the 23 programs that included technology in some manner 
(with varying intensity and types of technology use) and 
comparing them with the 46 programs that did not use 
technology at all, finding no consistent benefit to programs 
incorporating technology. Thus, despite strong growth in 
the use of technology in reading instruction in the last 
decade and enormous advances in software design and 
programming, Kamil et al.’s recommendation rings true 
today: Technology can be part of good adolescent reading 
instruction, but it appears to carry no inherent benefit vis-
ible across programs. Still, Baye et al.’s assessment only 
addressed standardized reading outcomes, and remember-
ing Frankel and colleagues’ (2016) expanded definition of 
literacy, a practice guide might also address how, in the last 
decade, literacy research has explored the nature of reading 
in digital environments (Coiro, 2020), multimodal text 
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composition (Smith, Pacheco, & Khorosheva, 2020), and 
the social and collaborative features of new literacies (Leu, 
Kinzer, Coiro, Castek, & Henry, 2017).

Beyond technology, Kamil et al. (2008) noted the 
emergence of research on disciplinary literacy but 
asserted that “the formal evidence base for these methods 
is not yet sufficiently developed” (p. 8). That has since 
changed. Now, reading programs prioritizing disciplinary 
content have been experimentally tested (see, e.g., Project 
READi: Goldman et al., 2019; Reading Like a Historian: 
Reisman, 2012; Reading Apprenticeship: Greenleaf et al., 
2011). An updated practice guide for adolescent literacy 
should explicitly address the implications of this growing 
research base.

Similarly, although Kamil et al. (2008) did not address 
links between reading and writing, meta-analyses have 
demonstrated positive effects on comprehension from both 
writing interventions alone (Graham & Hebert, 2011) and 
programs balancing reading and writing instruction 
(Graham et al., 2018). Although writing is occasionally 
mentioned in Kamil et al.’s recommendations, and in fact a 
stand-alone IES practice guide addresses how to improve 
secondary writing (Graham et al., 2016), sufficient research 
about the intersections of reading and writing for adoles-
cents now exists and should inform a revised practice guide.

Conclusions and Future Directions
Synthesizing the complex findings of education research 
into recommendations for practice is no small task. In 
fact, the International Reading Association’s (2012; now 
the International Literacy Association) position statement 
on adolescent literacy, which was the work of the associa-
tion’s Adolescent Literacy Committees and Adolescent 
Literacy Task Force, declared, “Never before have we had 
so much knowledge about adolescent literacy” (p. 3). 
Given the breadth of new evidence in 2020, that declara-
tion should be sounded even more vigorously. Because 
the investment in and demand for evidence-based literacy 
practices shows little sign of abating, both the IES and the 
International Literacy Association might consider estab-
lishing standing committees that monitor research on 
adolescent literacy and update practice recommenda-
tions. These committees would be well positioned to 
expand on the historical strengths of literacy research and 
incorporate current findings.

Because these committees will work at the leading 
edge of research and must consider the complexities of 
adolescent literacy and the nuances of research design, 
some disagreement about definitions and inclusion crite-
ria is inevitable. Honoring the diversity and heterogeneity 
of adolescents’ literacy learning is daunting. Still, this can-
not absolve researchers from the necessary task of making 
practice recommendations and updating those from over 
a decade ago. The composition of a standing committee 

would benefit from multiple methodological and content 
perspectives, expertise in linguistic and learning diversity, 
and the participation of grades 6–12 teachers.

Such a standing committee might make use of not only 
more recent reviews, such as Baye and colleagues (2019) 
and Herrera and colleagues (2016), but also contemporary 
online databases of research reviews. These databases 
include the What Works Clearinghouse (https://ies.
ed.gov/ncee/wwc/) and the Evidence for ESSA website 
(https://www.evide​ncefo​ressa.org/) produced by the Center 
for Research and Reform in Education at Johns Hopkins 
University. In addition, the EEF is creating a similar data-
base expected to be completed by 2021. These databases, 
although likely insufficient on their own, would help a 
standing committee keep pace with the explosive growth of 
research. Such a model is not unlike those used in medicine. 
Just as the American Academy of Pediatrics, for example, 
publishes regularly updated recommendations to guide par-
ents’ decisions about screen use, child nutrition, and car 
seats, so too might our flagship educational organizations 
provide a similar service to teachers. Ultimately, educators 
equipped with an up-to-date adolescent literacy practice 
guide will be stronger partners in helping adolescents 
become more literate world citizens.

NOTES
No data were collected from any study participants for this article. I 
would like to thank the following people: Marcia Barhnart, Roger 
Howard, and Rachel Daniels, as well as my colleagues at the Ohio 
Department of Education, for inspiring this work, and Liz Litzinger for 
her coding assistance.
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