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The following article first appeared in the WORD newsletter and was written by Dixie Massey.

_________

Research in Adolescent Literacy

At the present time, the Carnegie Foundation (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004), the National Council for the Teachers of English (NCTE, 2004), and the National Reading Conference commissioned report (Alvermann, 2001) have all issued position statements regarding adolescent literacy. All note the gravity of the situation facing our nation’s adolescents. Biancarosa and Snow (2004) wrote that while the educators and government officials have been focused on improving reading education, attention (and funding) has been given almost exclusively to early literacy. What is neglected in these early literacy initiatives is reading comprehension, learning while reading, and reading in the content areas. Current estimates suggest that as many as eight million young people between fourth and twelfth grade struggle to read at grade level and nearly 70 percent of students entering ninth grade can be identified as reading below grade level (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004). 

It is not that the transitional and adolescent readers cannot decode words. In fact, thanks to a heavy background in phonics, many of these students are excellent word callers. What researchers and teachers note is that our middle and high school students are struggling to read with comprehension. While the identification of the issue is relatively simple, remedying the problem is not so easily classified. As Biancarosa and Snow (2004) wrote, 

Ensuring adequate ongoing literacy development for all students in the middle and high school years is a more challenging task than ensuring excellent reading education in the primary grades, for two reasons: first, secondary school literacy skills are more complex, more embedded in subject matters, and more multiply determined; second, adolescents are not as universally motivated to read better or as interested in school-based reading as kindergartners. (2)

Within the instruction for all adolescent readers is the special attention that must be given to struggling readers. “Adolescents who struggle to read in subject area classrooms deserve instruction that is developmentally, culturally, and linguistically responsive to their needs” (Alvermann, 2001, p. 12). Alvermann suggested that such instruction cannot occur with the traditional transmission model of teaching, where instruction is teacher-centered and students are passive.  
Biancarosa and Snow (2004) suggested that while we do know what tools work for certain types of struggling readers, we lack an overall strategy coordinating these tools for students at risk of academic failure. The need then, is to act on what we already know about adolescent literacy, to continue to build the knowledge base, and dissemination, evaluation, and comparison of interventions that work.
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