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Many Middle School Students 
Struggle with Reading

NAEP Basic
• locate information in a text 
• identify main idea
• identify theme
• identify author’s purpose
• make simple inferences
• interpret meaning of a 

word as it is used in text



Performance is Lower for Some Groups

8th Graders Who 
Receive Free or 
Reduced Lunch



Performance is Lower for Some Groups

8th Graders With 
Disabilities



Performance is Lower for Some Groups

8th Graders Who Are 
English Learners



What Works for Students at the 
Secondary Level?



School-wide Literacy Models

Provide students access to content through 
text reading across the content areas with co-

occurring literacy instruction...and supplemental 
intervention for students who need more support.



Guidance from the Institute of Education Sciences

U.S. Department of 
Education

Institute of Education 
Sciences

Research arm of the 
U.S. DOE

Independent and 
Non-Partisan

Mission: Provide 
scientific evidence on 

which to ground 
education practice.



IES Recommendations Based on Strong or Moderate 
Scientific Evidence

Provide explicit vocabulary instruction. 

Provide explicit comprehension 
strategy instruction

Provide opportunities for extended 
discussion of text meaning and interpretation

Increase student motivation and 
engagement in literacy learning.

Strong

Strong

Strong

Moderate

Moderate

Explicit 
Instruction

Opportunities 
to Respond and 

Practice

Corrective 
Feedback

“They always tell us to get the main idea but no one ever 
shows us—how do you [actually] get the main idea?” 

Make available intensive interventions for 
struggling readers. 



Guidance from the Institute of Education Sciences

U.S. Department of 
Education

Institute of Education 
Sciences

Research arm of the 
U.S. DOE

Independent and 
Non-Partisan

Mission: Provide 
scientific evidence on 

which to ground 
education practice.



IES Recommendations Based on Strong or Moderate Scientific Evidence: 
Providing Reading Interventions for Students in Grades 4-9 (2022)

Build students decoding skills so they can 
read complex multisyllabic words

Provide fluency-building activities to help 
students read effortlessly

Routinely use a set of comprehension-
building practices to help students make 

sense of text

Provide students with opportunities to 
practice making sense of stretch text.

Strong

Strong

Strong

Moderate

Explicit 
Instruction

Opportunities 
to Respond and 

Practice

Corrective 
Feedback



Connection Between Tiers of Support

Tier 3

Tier 2

Tier 1



Example: Connection Between Tiers

Science

Social Studies

ELA

1
1
1

Tiers 2/3Topics & 
Texts

Evidence-Based Vocabulary and Comprehension Practices
(Possibly Some Word Study Practices)

Tier 1



School-Wide Literacy Models Provide for Struggling 
Readers in an Efficient Way

Science

Social Studies

ELA

1
1
1
5 Reading/SPED



Practice and School-Level 
Considerations: Lessons Learned 
from PACT Plus



Unit Based
8th grade U.S. HistoryPACT

Institute of 
Education Sciences

Comprehension
Canopy

Essential 
Words

Critical Reading
Team-based 

Learning (TBL) 
Comprehension 

Checks

TBL Knowledge 
Application

Vaughn et al., 2013

Phase I: PACT



PACT Efficacy

Middle School Students

PACT BAU

Content Knowledge
Content Area Reading Comprehension

General Reading Comprehension

>
Vaughn et al., 2013



PACT Efficacy

Middle School Students

PACT BAU

Content Knowledge
Content Area Reading Comprehension

>
Vaughn et al., 2015



PACT Efficacy

Students with Disabilities

PACT BAU

Content Knowledge
Content Area Reading Comprehension

>
Swanson et al., 2015



PACT Efficacy

English Learners

PACT BAU

Content Knowledge
Content Area Reading Comprehension

>
Vaughn et al., 2017



PACT Efficacy

English Learners with Disabilities

PACT BAU

Content Knowledge
Content Area Reading Comprehension

>
Wanzek et al., 2016



Phase II Transition to PACT Plus: SW-PACT

Science

Social Studies

ELA

1
1
1
5 Reading/SPED



The PACT Plus School Wide Model

PACT Plus
Students Every student in grades 6, 7, and 8 

receives PACT instruction in:
Science
Social Studies
English Language Arts

Every student assigned to a reading 
intervention class receives an 
additional dose of PACT

Teachers All teachers receive initial and follow up professional development 

All teachers receive coaching support to meet a goal of highest possible 
alignment with PACT.



SW-PACT Instructional Practices

Comprehension Canopy
5 minutes

Essential Words
5 minutes

Critical Reading
30 minutes

PACT is curriculum and text independent

Covers key concepts Is comprehensible Promotes student 
engagement

 Typically expository
texts

 Supports lesson or
unit objective

 Links to content
standards

 Average instructional
level

 Few unknown words
 Clearly organized

 Manageable length
(e.g., 4 sections)

 Worthy of a good
discussion



SW-PACT Instructional Practices

Comprehension 
Canopy

5 minutes

Essential Words

5 minutes

Critical Reading

30 minutes

• Introduce topic with 
motivational 
springboard 

• Provide necessary 
background 
information

• Select 1-2 words 
essential to 
understanding text

• Use a routine to 
teach the essential 
word

• Introduce purpose 
for reading

• Facilitate partner 
reading + discussion 
questions for each 
section of text

• Discuss culminating 
question



IES Recommendations Based on Strong or Moderate 
Scientific Evidence

Provide explicit vocabulary instruction. 

Provide explicit comprehension 
strategy instruction

Provide opportunities for extended 
discussion of text meaning and interpretation

Increase student motivation and 
engagement in literacy learning.

Make available intensive interventions for 
struggling readers. 

Strong

Strong

Strong

Moderate

Moderate

Explicit 
Instruction

Opportunities 
to Respond and 

Practice

Corrective 
Feedback



Building Background Knowledge: 
Diverse Student Population

“Some students have had experience with snow and winter storms; 
others have not. Some students have seen governments collapse; 
others have not. Some students have been taught multiplication facts; 
others have not. Some students have been to every museum in the 
community; others have not. Some students have access at home to 
new media texts, while others must depend on schools and libraries for 
internet access.”

— Fisher, Frey & Lapp, 2012



Turn and Talk

Think about a typical classroom of students in your school.
What is the background knowledge of the kids in that classroom? How 
does it vary? Why?



SW-PACT Instructional Practices

Comprehension 
Canopy

5 minutes

Essential Words

5 minutes

Critical Reading

30 minutes

• Introduce topic with 
motivational 
springboard 

• Provide essential 
background 
information

• Select 1-2 words 
essential to 
understanding text

• Use a routine to 
teach the essential 
word

• Introduce purpose 
for reading

• Facilitate partner 
reading + discussion 
questions for each 
section of text

• Discuss culminating 
question



The Importance of Essential Words

Provide explicit vocabulary instruction. 

Provide explicit comprehension 
strategy instruction

Provide opportunities for extended 
discussion of text meaning and interpretation

Increase student motivation and 
engagement in literacy learning.

Make available intensive interventions for 
struggling readers. 

Strong

Strong

Strong

Moderate

Moderate

Explicit 
Instruction

Opportunities 
to Respond and 

Practice

Corrective 
Feedback



What are essential words?

Words, terms, or concepts that: 
• are critical for understanding the content 
• connect to other important ideas

Understanding essential words 
supports reading comprehension 
and content knowledge.



Essential Words Introductory Routine
Science Social Studies English Language Arts



Essential Word Components

Images should only be used when they clearly 
represent the essential word.
Examples and non-examples should only be used 
when they clarify the boundaries of a word (i.e., 
what an essential word does and does not mean).



Why One Word at a Time?

Activist

social 
change

political 
change

advocate

promoter

4 ways 
activists 

work

How 
activism 

relates to 
their life



SW-PACT Instructional Practices

Comprehension 
Canopy

5 minutes

Essential Words

5 minutes

Critical Reading

30 minutes

• Introduce topic with 
motivational 
springboard 

• Provide essential 
background 
information

• Select 1-2 words 
essential to 
understanding text

• Use a routine to 
teach the essential 
word

• Introduce purpose 
for reading

• Facilitate partner 
reading + discussion 
questions for each 
section of text

• Discuss culminating 
question



IES Recommendations Based on Strong or Moderate 
Scientific Evidence

Provide explicit vocabulary instruction. 

Provide explicit comprehension 
strategy instruction

Provide opportunities for extended 
discussion of text meaning and interpretation

Increase student motivation and 
engagement in literacy learning.

Make available intensive interventions for 
struggling readers. 

Strong

Strong

Strong

Moderate

Moderate

Explicit 
Instruction

Opportunities 
to Respond and 

Practice

Corrective 
Feedback



• Engage students in reading text
• Reading routine to facilitate 

comprehension
• Student discussion about text

Critical Reading 
of Text



Implementation Summary

• Not enough supplemental intervention classes; the ones that did exist 
were using a program so we were limited with what support we could 
provide in these classes

• Focused on Tier 1 content-area classes
• Poor implementation overall
• If implementing, it wasn’t always with high levels of fidelity…teacher 

levels of skill and will varied

BUT one school had some high 
implementers….



Lessons Learned: 
A Model of Sustainability of Evidence-Based Tier 1 Literacy Practices  

Perception that 
practices have a 
simple, routine-
like format that 

allows for 
customization

Routine 
Implementation

Multiple 
opportunities 
for teachers to 

observe student 
success

Continued 
implementation

Sustainability 
within 

classrooms

Wexler et al. (2022)

School-Level Supports: Prioritization of Practices and Ensuring Effectiveness

PACT Plus



IES: 
To evaluate SW-PACT + AIM 
Coaching under rigorous research 
conditions—with a focus on promise 
of effectiveness

(Wexler, Swanson, & Roberts)

OSEP: 
To implement SW-PACT+AIM Coaching 
with scaffolded research team support 
and evaluate SW-PACT + AIM 
Coaching under routine conditions—
with a focus on feasibility + social 
validity

(Wexler, Reutebuch, & Scammacca)

Phase III: AIM Coaching

2020



The SW-PACT Practices: How Did 
We Make Adaptations Based on 
Lessons Learned from PACT Plus?



1. We added Get the Gist Routine

Comprehension 
Canopy

5 minutes

Essential Words

5 minutes

Critical Reading

30 minutes

• Introduce topic with 
motivational 
springboard 

• Provide necessary 
background 
information

• Select 1-2 words 
essential to 
understanding text

• Use a routine to 
teach the essential 
word

• Introduce purpose 
for reading

• Facilitate Partner 
Reading + Get the 
Gist

• Discuss culminating 
question



Get the Gist

Collaborative Strategic Reading (Vaughn et al., 2011)
Strategy to identify the gist of a section of text

Strategy to identify the most important information about a 
section of text

Gist Main or central 
idea

Most important 
information



Critical Reading Structure

Answer the Culminating Question

Practice Get the Gist

Model Get the Gist

Teach (or Review) Get the Gist

Introduce the Passage



Teach (or Review) Get the Gist

1. Answer: Who or what is this section 
mostly about?

2. Answer: What is the most important 
information about the who or what?

3. Write a gist statement.



Gist Pointers



Model Get the Gist
The Venus flytrap is an insect-eating plant that lives mostly on the East Coast. 
Found primarily in swampy parts of the United States, like North and South 
Carolina, the Venus flytrap has colorful pink and green hues. Like most other 
plants, Venus flytraps get some nutrients from the soil, but since swampy 
areas tend to have soil that is nutrient-poor, it is hard for the plant to get 
nutrients from there. As a result, the flytrap has evolved to not only rely on 
the soil to survive. The Venus flytrap is a carnivorous plant because it catches 
insects and eats them to get the nutrients that it can’t get from the soil. 

Venus flytrap



2. We Added Weekly Implementation Options
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Minute  Monday  Tuesday  Wednesday  Thursday  Friday  
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PACT Implementation Across the Week
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Minute  Monday  Tuesday  Wednesday  Thursday  Friday  
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10  Essential  Words      


15  CR Section 1      
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3. We Acknowledged a Need for Customization

• We want teachers to implement these practices, but we want the 
practices themselves to still be perceived as ‘adaptable’.

• What are the active ingredients (non-negotiables)? What are 
negotiables?



Fidelity Matters: PACT Study 

Fidelity

Co
nt

en
t K

no
w

le
dg

e

Vaughn et al., 2015



Tension Between Fidelity and Students’ Needs

Fidelity Students’ 
Needs



Why is fidelity always seen as the New Four-Letter Word?

2021



Fidelity Accounting for Students’ Needs

Fidelity Students’ 
Needs

Fidelity
and

Students’ 
Needs



SW-PACT Flexibility

Practice Non-Negotiables Negotiables – when 
appropriate

Comprehension Canopy Provides background 
information necessary to 
comprehend the text

Uses springboard format 
other than visual; Facilitates 
turn and talk with small 
groups vs pairs

Essential Words Teaches 1-2 words Does not use EW organizer; 
Does not include non-
example (if appropriate)

Critical Reading Facilitates Get the Gist for 
each section of text

Does not use graphic 
organizer and/or gist 
pointers



Negotiables/Non-Negotiables Encourage Differentiation

Tier 3

Tier 2

Tier 1
Moving to ‘covert’ practices sooner (e.g., 

less use of modeling, gist pointers, graphic 
organizer)

Using ‘overt’ practices (e.g., 
more modeling, gist pointers, 

sentence level gist)



How Were We Responsive Based 
on Lessons Learned about 
School-Level Supports?



A Model of Sustainability of Evidence-Based Tier 1 Literacy Practices  

Perception that 
practices have a 
simple, routine-
like format that 

allows for 
customization

Routine 
Implementation

Multiple 
opportunities 
for teachers to 

observe student 
success

Continued 
implementation

Sustainability 
within 

classrooms

Wexler et al. (2022)

School-Level Supports: Prioritization of Practices and Ensuring Effectiveness

PACT Plus



Aim Coaching



Teachers 
Need Ongoing 

PD

Lack of 
Coaches

Stretched 
Thin

Lack of 
Guidance

Coaching model that 
tailors activities to 

teachers’ needs in a 
way that maximizes 
coaching time and 

allows for 
customization of the 

coaching model

+

Identifying a Need



Premise Supporting AIM Coaching

• Teachers have differing: 
• pre-service experiences 
• in-service experiences
• instructional strengths
• instructional needs 

• We use Multi-Tiered Systems of Supports to address student needs. 
• individualized 
• time efficient

• Can we apply this idea to literacy coaching?



AIM Coaching

Coaching model that school-based instructional leaders can use to provide 
teachers with differentiated coaching support



AIM Coaching Model



Plan

Support

Reflect

Stage 1

Check In

Collaborative 
Effort

Fidelity



Progress Monitoring



Stage 2

Video Self-
Reflection

Increased Dosage

Peer Observations



Allowable Customization

• Team of coaches vs one coach
• Fidelity

• Overriding skill/will levels
• Stage 2

• Menu of activities
• Group vs individual sessions
• Virtual options
• Allow for variation in SW-PACT implementation to avoid saturation



Resources to Support 
Implementation



Website and Sample Lessons

aimcoaching.org
Model Lessons
online modules

**More coming soon!



Pronoun Scaffolds

Mini-Lesson
• 10-15 minutes to review pronouns
• Contains the following:

• Teach and Model
• Guided Practice
• Independent Practice
• Worksheet with practice 

sentences and paragraphs  



Criteria for Success Checklists

Comprehension Canopy
Essential Words
Critical Reading



Final Reflection



Final Reflection

1. Is there an expectation that all teachers are literacy teachers in your 
school(s)?

2. Do you have an adopted set of evidence-based vocabulary and 
comprehension practices teachers can implement across content areas? 
Have you thought about the active ingredients of these practices?

3. Do some students receive more intensive, supplemental support? [If you 
can’t provide supplemental intervention to all the students who need it, 
return to #2: Strengthen Tier 1]

4. Is there a close connection between practices/content used in Tiers 1-3?
5. Do you have a school-level supports in place for your teachers? Ongoing 

coaching using a systematic approach that maximizes coach time?



Thank you!
jawexler@umd.edu
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