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Recently, there has been evidence that poli-
cymakers and advocates of high school
reform are taking seriously the problems of
adolescent literacy and are turning their
attention to supporting research-based
efforts to improve it. This attention is part-
nered with an emphasis on students suc-
cessfully completing more rigorous second-
ary core content courses, meeting standards
as measured on state assessments, increas-
ing the success of students with disabilities
in the general education curriculum, and
addressing the needs of an  increasing num-
ber of English language learners in class-
rooms. 

Considering these forces, researchers at
the University of Kansas Center for Research
on Learning and the University of Oregon
joined to conduct a series of research studies
under an umbrella project called the
Institute for Academic Access. The studies
have focused on how to increase the success
of high school students with disabilities
enrolled in rigorous academic courses. As
this arena was studied, several factors
emerged as important to consider in devel-
oping secondary literacy initiatives: 

1. Requirements for teachers to ensure that
all students meet these standards have

put pressure on teachers to teach more
content faster. This has led to an instruc-
tional focus of breadth of coverage, rather
than depth of understanding. Conse-
quently, students are required to be more
independent and self-sufficient learners,
leaving students who have limited literacy
skills and strategies unable to acquire the
content and, as a result, meet standards. 

2. Because many students do not have the lit-
eracy skills and strategies necessary to
meet these standards, core curriculum
teachers must face the challenge of com-
pensating for the lack of these skills and
strategies to ensure mastery of critical con-
tent, regardless of literacy levels. 

3. Attention to the connected development
of increasingly complex vocabulary and
background knowledge is needed if com-
prehension is to improve and students
are expected to benefit from instruction
in grade-appropriate comprehension
strategies. 

4. Students must have authentic and suc-
cessful experiences using newly acquired
literacy skills and strategies in core cur-
riculum courses to solve problems and
meet high school course demands if they

are to become motivated to develop liter-
acy skills. 

5. Direct instruction, teacher modeling, and
practice in literacy strategies must
become authentically embedded in the
teaching practices of all secondary teach-
ers so that students will have sufficient
opportunities to practice and generalize
these skills and strategies.

6. Secondary core curriculum teachers can
promote literacy by planning and focus-
ing on critical content and critical com-
prehension strategies so that instruction
is targeted and mastery is achieved for all
learners. 

7. Even when instruction, modeling, and
practice is provided across secondary
courses, many poor readers will need
additional intensive instruction and prac-
tice in these strategies if they are to mas-
ter and use them effectively.

8. Students who do not comprehend well,
but who have developed fluent word
recognition skills through the 4th grade
level need opportunities for direct, sys-
tematic, and intensive instruction in
learning strategies that are appropriate for
handling both expository and narrative
text. 

The Content Literacy Continuum: A School Reform
Framework for Improving Adolescent 

Literacy for All Students 
B. Keith Lenz, Barbara J. Ehren, and Donald D. Deshler

OSEP Research Institutes: Bridging Research and Practice
In this column, Bridging Research and
Practice, three of the federally funded special
education research institutes report to you,
the practitioner, on their progress in areas
that will be particularly helpful to you in
working with your students. The U.S. Office
of Special Education Programs (OSEP) has
funded these three research institutes to
study specific curricular and instructional
interventions that will accelerate the learning
of students with disabilities in curricular
areas:

Center on Accelerating Student Learning
(CASL)  focuses on accelerating reading,
math, and writing development in Grades 
K-3. The Directors of CASL are Lynn and

Doug Fuchs of Vanderbilt University.
Principal Investigators include Joanna
Williams at Columbia University and Steve
Graham and Karen Harris at Vanderbilt
University.

Research Institute to Accelerate Content
Learning Through High Support for
Students With Disabilities in Grades 4-8
(REACH) is examining interventions that
reflect high expectations, content, and sup-
port for students. The Director of REACH is
Catherine Cobb Morocco at Education
Development Center in Newton, MA.
Research partners include the University of
Michigan (Annemarie Palincsar and Shirley
Magnusson), the University of Delaware

(Ralph Ferretti, Charles MacArthur, and
Cynthia Okolo), and the University of Puget
Sound (John Woodward).

The Institute for Academic Access (IAA) is
conducting research to develop instructional
methods and materials to provide students
with authentic access to the high school gen-
eral curriculum.  The Institute Directors are
Don Deshler and Jean Schumaker of the
University of Kansas, Lawrence. Research
partners include the University of Oregon
and school districts in Kansas, California,
Washington, and Oregon.

This issue features the CASL. 
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9. Opportunities for direct, systematic,
intensive instruction in sound-symbol
correspondence, word automaticity and
fluency are needed to address the word
recognition skills for those adolescents
who are reading below the 4th grade
level. 

Collectively, these factors challenge sec-
ondary schools to make a dramatic shift in
the way they organize and deliver instruc-
tion, if both content and literacy goals are to
be realized. In short, these factors require
secondary educators who are seriously con-
cerned about improving the performance of
all students to make literacy a central part of
its school improvement and reform agenda. 

Meeting the Challenge

For the past 15 years, a major research
emphasis of the University of Kansas Center
for Research on Learning (KUCRL) has been
to design and test effective schoolwide liter-
acy instruction in secondary schools. The
outcome of this work has been the develop-
ment of a framework called, the Content
Literacy Continuum (CLC; Lenz & Ehren,
1999).  This structure provides a vehicle for
(a) considering the factors that influence the
success of secondary literacy efforts, (b)
leveraging the talents of secondary school
faculty, and  (c) organizing instruction to
increase in intensity, as the deficits that cer-
tain subgroups of students demonstrate
become evident.

The CLC has been used to guide the use
of interventions in the Strategic Instruction
Model (SIM) developed by the KUCRL over
the past 27 years. However, as a framework,
the CLC is sufficiently comprehensive in
scope to accommodate any research-validat-
ed intervention that has been validated with
adolescent populations. In short, the CLC is
a tool for enabling all secondary teachers
and administrators to participate in the
development and evaluation of a literacy ini-
tiative that is consistent with the goals of
secondary education for all students that
will also dramatically improve literacy out-
comes for those who are at risk of academic
failure.

The five levels or types of instruction
associated with the CLC are presented and
described in Figure 1. These five levels are
based on keeping content as a central focus
in literacy efforts, defining roles and respon-
sibilities of all school level educators, pro-
viding a continuum of instructional intensi-
ty for ensuring success for a wide range of
students, and providing a framework for
integrating a variety of literacy improvement
efforts. Each of these levels collectively rep-
resent a framework for organizing secondary

reform around the goals of improved litera-
cy.  It is important to note that secondary
educators must work collaboratively to syn-
chronize instruction across the five levels to
ensure the success of a schoolwide literacy
effort.

The CLC Adoption and
Implementation Process

Adopting the CLC requires a focused school-
wide effort. A school interested in putting
the CLC in place needs to take stock of the
literacy and content mastery performance of
students, as well as the existing efforts to
meet the literacy needs. Faculty should con-
sider the efforts already underway fit into
each of the five CLC levels  and learn how to
integrate SIM and other necessary compo-
nents into current practices. Initial adoption
takes place over a 3- to 5- year period as
school staff work through activities associat-
ed with the phases of planning, implement-
ing, and sustaining a literacy improvement
initiative. A commitment for the duration of
the adoption on the part of the administra-
tion and faculty is a necessary component. A
hallmark of the entire adoption process is
that it is co-constructed with school leaders,
resulting in a growth partnership.  

Intensive, ongoing professional develop-
ment in SIM, including SMARTER Planning
(Lenz, Bulgren, Kissam, & Taymans, 2004);
Content Enhancement Routines (e.g., Lenz,
1994); the Learning Strategies Curriculum
(e.g., Lenz, Schumaker, Deshler, & Beals,
1984; Schumaker, Denton, & Deshler, 1984),
along with other programs and services at
levels 4 and 5 of the CLC, provide the back-
bone of the implementation effort.
Professional development is designed
according to the current standards of the
National Staff Development Council and is
rolled out in these phases:  Learn It, Do It,
Refine It, Use It. 

Conclusion

Although professional development is
required to implement the CLC, it is more
appropriate to conceptualize CLC adoption
as a school improvement initiative requiring
more than professional development.
Adopting the CLC is framed in the context of
assisting schools to meet their school
improvement goals. The current focus of
schools and school districts on meeting the
No Child Left Behind requirements regard-
ing Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) typically
enhances the motivation of schools to target
improvement efforts on behalf of ALL learn-
ers, including those from subgroups, such as
students with disabilities. Serious attention
must be paid to tapping into or creating the

infrastructures to promote individual and
systemic change, including data-based deci-
sion making, effective leadership activities,
and the creation of professional learning
communities. 

Making the commitment to improve lit-
eracy in secondary schools is at the very
heart of school reform efforts. Many teachers
and administrators in secondary schools sys-
tematically discriminate against those who
do not have the literacy skills to meet course
demands and those teachers and staff
involved in advocating for or providing liter-
acy services. Positioning literacy improve-
ment efforts as a sidebar to other goals in
secondary education has lessened the
importance of secondary schools in prepar-
ing our children to compete in society and
has consistently and systematically left mil-
lions of students behind. Adopting a school-
wide approach to literacy in which every
teacher is committed, involved, and champi-
oning coordinated literacy improvement
efforts is the way we can make our second-
ary schools count for all students. 
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