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Administrators and teachers in secondary
schools throughout the United States have come
to realize the impact that insufficient reading,
writing, and math skills have on the ability of ado-
lescents to acquire the information included in the
core curriculum. This attention is largely the result
of state initiatives to set standards and measure the
attainment of these standards through standards-
based tests. Whole schools are the focus of ac-
countability, and principals are being held directly
accountable for the leadership they provide in
helping change curriculum and instruction to in-
crease test scores. Test scores are more public
than ever, and administrators are evaluated and
rewarded (or punished) based on how well their
school performs compared to other schools and
how much progress they are making on tests given
to measure achievement towards meeting stan-
dards.

This is a new journey for high schools, junior
high schools, and many middle schools that his-
torically have focused on content acquisition
rather than the foundational skills and strategies
required to enable content acquisition. Almost no
efforts haven been made to help faculty develop
school-wide approaches to attacking the literacy
problem at the secondary level. However, for the
past 15 years, a major research emphasis of the
University of Kansas Center for Research on
Learning (KU-CRL) has been to design and test
was to effectively implement effective school-
wide literacy instruction in secondary schools.
The resultant outcome of this work has been the
development of a framework, the Content Liter-
acy Continuum (CLC), for thinking about ways to
effectively leverage the talents of secondary
school faculty to improve outcomes for adoles-
cents (including those with disabilities) and to or-
ganize instruction in a way that the intensity of
instruction will increase as the deficits that certain
subgroups of students demonstrate become evi-
dent.

The Content Literacy Continuum has been a
very useful mechanism for incorporating the vari-
ous interventions embodied within the Strategic
Instruction Model (SIM) that have been developed

by the KU-CRL over the past 25 years. However,
as a framework, the CLC is sufficiently compre-
hensive in scope to accommodate any research-
validated intervention that has been validated with
adolescent populations. In short, the CLC is a tool
for enabling teachers and administrators (from
both general and special education) to evaluate the
literacy instruction and/or services that are cur-
rently being offered within a school and to formu-
late an action plan for improving the quality of
services provided that will result in dramatically
improved literacy outcomes for all students, espe-
cially those at risk, in a school.

The CLC is grounded in five basic notions
about adolescent literacy:

1. The purpose of literacy is to increase the
learning of critical content. Literacy cannot be
developed separately from the core secondary cur-
riculum. Students learn skills because they need
them to meet the demands that they face; the skills
become relevant because they enable students to
do authentic tasks. Simultaneously, direct and
regular application of skills in critical content
provides the practice and exploration that plant
literacy skills permanently in learner knowledge
banks.

2. Content literacy requires fluent decod-
ing. Students can be expected to use basic skills to
learn critical content only after they have begun to
read words fluently. Although some strategies
provide a bridge between decoding and compre-
hension (for example, the Word Identification
Strategy), provisions must be put in place to en-
sure that all secondary students are fluent word
readers. For many students, this must being with
work on decoding words. Students reading below
a fourth-grade reading level need to be placed in
intensive research-based reading programs, such
as The Corrective Reading Program (Decoding),
published by SRA, to profit from the secondary
core curriculum.

3. Common strategies should be taught and
reinforced across all teachers. The steps of
strategies such as Paraphrasing, Self-Questioning,
Word Identification, and Visual Imagery validated
through KU-CRL research should be learned by



all secondary teachers. The steps of the strategies
are then taught in different ways, at different
times, by different teachers. The key, however, is
that all teachers create a culture within a building
where a common set of strategies are valued, dis-
cussed, and nurtured, albeit differently, across all
teachers. Therefore, when a teacher asks a student
to paraphrase, the expectations and criteria for sat-
isfactory performance is consistently applied
across courses.

4. Responsive and systematic instruction is
provided on a continuum of intensity. The tasks
associated with successfully teaching strategies
and then ensuring successful content applications
require planning and negotiation. The responsi-
bilities of the general education teacher, support
teachers, paraeducators, parents, peers, etc., must
be carefully defined to ensure that instruction is
provided along a continuum of intensity. When
students are provided with instruction in a strategy
during large group instruction in the core curricu-
lum, that instruction must be consistent with the
goals of the subject area. Provisions must be made
for when group instruction is insufficient. Instruc-
tion that is more sensitive to student needs or
more systematic in the process of applying the
strategy may be required. Other, more intense
learning experiences may be
needed to provide more support and to lead the
student to mastery.

5. Students master critical content regard-
less of literary competence. Finally, and most
importantly, secondary teachers must make a ma-
jor shift in their thinking about curriculum design
and delivery. This shift requires that teachers
move away from simply covering the available
content. Curriculum design should focus on orga-
nizing curriculum experiences around the socially
compelling critical content and then developing
plans and teaching routines that ensure that all
students (for whom the core general education
curriculum has been judged to be appropriate)
master that content regardless of skill levels. This
is an important requirement for improving content
literacy because it ensures that students acquire
the background knowledge required if the curricu-
lum is truly a core curriculum that has high social
costs if it is not acquired.

Students should not be further handicapped by
not ensuring access to the critical content by re-
quiring that they use the very skills we know they

do not have to acquire that content. In essence,
this outcome should be the standard by which
core-curriculum teachers and their methods
should be evaluated.

There are five levels of services associated
with the CLC (See Figure 1 below). These five
levels are based on keeping content as a central
focus in literacy efforts, defining roles and re-
sponsibilities, providing a continuum of instruc-
tional intensity for ensuring success for a wide
range of students, and providing a framework for
integrating a variety of literacy improvement ef-
forts. Each of these levels are described below and
represent a framework for organizing secondary
reform around the goals of improved literacy.

Level 1: Enhanced Content Instruction

What students do: All students learn critical
content required in the core curriculum re-
gardless of literacy levels.

What teachers do: Teachers ensure mastery
of critical core content for all students regard-
less of literacy levels by leveraging the prin-
ciples of universal design to use explicit
teaching routines. Teachers ensure that all
students acquire the vocabulary and back-
ground knowledge required for basic literacy
associated with comprehension and commu-
nication through class-wide accommodations,
individual accommodations, or technology.
Further, they respond to complex content lit-
eracy demands that require strategic manipu-
lation and use of content information such as
categorizing, developing analogies, compar-
ing, questioning, or evaluating.

What it looks like: The history teacher intro-
duces a unit on “Causes of the Civil War” by
co-constructing with students a Unit Organ-
izer, a graphic organizer used to depict the
critical content demands of the unit. The or-
ganizer is used throughout the unit to link stu-
dent prior knowledge to the new unit and to
prompt basic learning strategies such as para-
phrasing and self-questioning. The Concept
Mastery Routine is used to help students ex-
plore important concepts such as “sectional-
ism.” Other routines provide the foundations
for students to learn how to respond to more



complex literacy demands that often require
inquiry into critical questions and construction
of explanations.

Professional competence: Teachers respon-
sible for ensuring content mastery must select
the critical content, learn how to enhance that
content for mastery, and then implement these
enhancements through the use of explicit and
sustained teaching routines. Special service
providers must help core curriculum teachers
provide this type of instruction. This facili-
tates a mindset in which instruction is deliv-
ered in ways that students acquire content in-
formation as well as active approaches to
learning and responding.

Level 2: Embedded Strategy Instruction

What students do: Students are introduced to
and learn to use a set of powerful learning
strategies for increasing literacy across their
core curriculum classes and apply them to
learn the critical content.

What teachers do: Teachers directly teach
and then embed the use of selected learning
strategies that match the specific demands re-
quired to learn critical content in core cur-
riculum courses. For students receiving more
intensive strategy instruction (Level 3), teach-
ers assist hem in generalizing strategy use to
core curriculum courses. Teachers use direct
explanation, modeling, and group practice to
teach the strategy and then prompt student ap-
plication and practice in content-area assign-
ments throughout the school year. Instruction
in strategies is embedded across a number of
instructional settings, including settings where
tutoring is provided.

What it looks like: For example, at the be-
ginning of the year, the history teacher ex-
plains that being able to paraphrase the history
text is important because paraphrasing is re-
quired to write reports, answer questions, and
discuss ideas. The teachers shares the steps of
the The Paraphrasing Strategy (e.g., RAP)
with students and models how to paraphrase
history text to complete different types of
learning tasks. Class activities and assign-

ments are designed to require students to
paraphrase text and use information. Both
oral and written information is paraphrased.
Paraphrased responses may take an oral or
written format. Graphic organizers (e.g., The
Unit Organizer) that have been introduced as
part of Level 1 (see above) are used to model
and prompt paraphrasing of critical chunks of
content. The teacher continually evaluates
and provides feedback to encourage high
quality paraphrasing throughout the year. The
teacher explains that all teachers in the school
will be using, modeling, and prompting RAP.

Professional competence: Teachers adopt a
mindset that is important to embed instruction
in learning strategies within content-area in-
struction. Content teachers learn a shortened
form of an instructional sequence for selected
learning strategies (e.g., Paraphrasing, Self-
Questioning, etc.) that they can use to provide
class-wide instruction. Teachers assist in the
generalization of strategies that may emerge
from Level 1 instructional routines; these
emerging strategies may guide students in
strategic approaches to content literacy de-
mands such as making comparisons, catego-
rizing, or questioning.

Level 3: Intensive Strategy Instruction

What students do: Students who need more
intensive instruction to ensure that they mas-
ter the strategies presented across the courses
offered by core curriculum teachers receive
more support to learn them through special-
ized, more direct, more intense instruction de-
livered by support personnel.

What teachers do: Special education teach-
ers and support personnel provide more inten-
sive instruction via supplemental instruction
sessions delivered in the general education
classroom, in a pullout program, through the
offering of a separate course, or through be-
yond-school programs.

What it looks like: For example, the history
teacher notices that some students in the class
are struggling with paraphrasing.  Support
personnel develop a plant to reintroduce the



steps of The Paraphrasing Strategy (RAP) to
this group of students. The special education
teacher provides additional models and prac-
tice in paraphrasing text. The support person-
nel may guide the student through paraphras-
ing paragraph-by paragraph, gradually en-
couraging students to paraphrase more inde-
pendently. Explicit feedback and additional
practice are provided. Support personnel may
work daily for 15-20 minutes a day for three
or four weeks until the student gains the con-
fidence and masters applying the strategy. As
the strategy is learned, the student sees the
strategy being required in his history class and
other classes and gets the message that this is
a valued skill that is worth learning.

Professional competence: Special education
and other support personnel learn how to pro-
vide intensive and explicit instruction, prac-
tice, and feedback in specific learning strate-
gies and the process of strategic tutoring that
shows students how to apply strategies as they
complete assignments.

Level 4: Basic Skill Instruction

What students do: Students develop the
foundational decoding, fluency, and compre-
hension skills through specialized, direct, and
intensive instruction in reading. Intensive in-
struction in listening, speaking, and writing
can also be part of these services. Services
may be delivered in a pullout program,
through the offering of a separate course, or
through beyond-school programs.

What teachers do: Special education teach-
ers, reading specialists, and speech-language
pathologists team to develop intensive and
coordinated instructional experiences de-
signed to address sever literacy deficits. Spe-
cial education teachers and reading specialists
will most likely deliver these services. They
also assist content teachers in making appro-
priate modifications in content instruction to
accommodate severe literacy deficits.

What it looks like: For example, some stu-
dents appear to have significant difficulty
comprehending because they do not have suf-

ficient decoding kills or they have language
problems. Some times, these problems are
identified before strategy instruction begins
and sometimes the problems emerge during
strategy instruction. The staff as a team de-
velops options for courses and support ser-
vices that directly address deficits that cannot
be addressed through less intensive efforts.
However, the students can still participated in
the history class because the teacher is pre-
senting content in ways that take into consid-
eration poor reading strategies. Intensive re-
search-based programs such as The Corrective
Reading Program are typically chosen as the
curriculum to develop these types of services.

Professional competence: Special education
teachers and reading specialists learn re-
search-bases approaches to implementing
programs that develop foundational literacy
skills and strategies to students with disabili-
ties

Level 5: Therapeutic Intervention

What students do: Students with underlying
disorders learn the linguistic, related cogni-
tive, metalinguistic, and metacongnive under-
pinnings they need to acquire content literacy
skills and strategies.

What teachers do: Speech-language pa-
thologists deliver curriculum-relevant lan-
guage therapy in collaboration with special
education and other support personnel who
are teaching literacy. Speech-language pa-
thologists collaborate with special education
teachers to assist content teachers in making
appropriate modifications or accommodations
in content instruction to address the needs of
students with language disorders. Speech-
language pathologists work with special edu-
cation teachers to assist students with lan-
guage disorders to acquire learning strategies.

What it looks like: For example, students
identified as language impaired may have dif-
ficulty learning The Paraphrasing Strategy
even when it is taught by learning strategists
in a language-sensitive fashion. They may
need clinical intervention delivered by indi-



viduals who can address the linguistic and
metalinguistic underpinnings of the Para-
phrasing Strategy (RAP) and the academic
content.

Professional competence: Speech-language
pathologists learn curriculum-relevant ap-
proaches to language therapy that interface

with other intensive intervention provided to
students. Speech-language pathologist and
special education teachers learn to collaborate
to provide coordinated and integrated ser-
vices.

*Adapted from: Lenz, K. & Ehren (1999) The strategic content literacy initiative: Focusing on reading in secondary
schools. Stratenotes, 8.1. (Published by the University of Kansas Center for Research on Learning. www.kucrl.org)

A Continuum of Literacy Instruction (Figure 1)

Level 1: Enhance content instruction (mastery of critical content for all
regardless of literacy levels)

Level 2: Embedded strategy instruction (routinely weave strategies
within and across classes using large group instructional methods)

Level 3: Intensive strategy instruction (mastery of specific strategies
using intensive-explicit instructional sequences)

Level 4: Intensive basic skill instruction (mastery of entry level
literacy skills at the 4th grade level)

Level 5: Therapeutic intervention (mastery of language underpinnings

of curriculum content and learning strategies)

Tutoring:

Strategic Tutoring (extending instructional time

through before or after school tutoring)
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