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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 2 

Abstract 

This paper explores the effectiveness of a comprehensive approach to literacy instruction that 

integrates both the science and art of reading for adolescents. Drawing on a range of research and 

educational practices, this paper emphasizes the importance of merging explicit, structured 

instruction in the foundations of reading with student choice, engagement, and collaborative 

learning opportunities. Scaffolding comprehension and vocabulary development, integrating 

technology and multimodal literacy, and prioritizing professional development and teacher 

preparation programs are also discussed. A case study of a middle school language arts teacher 

and her student illustrates the practical implications of a comprehensive approach to literacy 

instruction. The findings suggest that a comprehensive approach to literacy instruction can 

enhance students’ reading skills and overall engagement, leading to improved academic 

outcomes. By empowering educators to address the complexities of reading, the comprehensive 

approach to literacy instruction fosters a new generation of skilled, passionate readers. 

Keywords: comprehensive approach, literacy instruction, science-based instruction, art-

based instruction 
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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 3 

A Comprehensive Literacy Approach: Integrating the Science and Art of Reading for 

Adolescents 

Picture a bustling, vibrant classroom where adolescent students eagerly engage with a 

variety of literacy activities. Some students are practicing advanced phonics skills and 

morphological awareness with structured, multisensory materials, while others are immersed in 

discussions about a shared text or collaborating on a research project. The teacher moves 

among the students, providing explicit instruction, modeling metacognitive strategies, and 

encouraging collaborative learning. This dynamic environment exemplifies a comprehensive 

literacy approach, one that combines the best practices from both the science and the art of 

reading instruction, specifically tailored to the unique needs of adolescents. 

A comprehensive literacy approach acknowledges the importance of evidence-based, 

structured instruction in the foundational skills of reading (i.e., phonemic awareness, phonics, 

fluency, comprehension, and vocabulary; National Reading Panel, 2000) while simultaneously 

emphasizing the value of student choice, collaborative work, and authentic reading experiences 

(Duke & Cartwright, 2021; Paige et al., 2021). By integrating both bottom-up and top-down 

methods, a comprehensive approach aims to provide a well-rounded and inclusive learning 

environment that meets the diverse needs of all students, particularly during the crucial 

adolescent years when literacy demands increase (Tatum, 2022). 

Recent debates in literacy education have often pitted the bottom-up, so-called “science-

based” structured literacy methods against the top-down, constructivist approaches, leading to a 

polarized landscape where educators may feel pressured to choose one side over the other in the 

latest iteration of the Reading Wars (Willen, 2022). The term “balanced literacy” has been used 

in the past to describe a middle ground (Tompkins, 2016), but it has been criticized for not 
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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 4 

always achieving a true balance between the two approaches (Schwartz, 2020). In response, I 

propose the term “comprehensive literacy” to emphasize the need for a truly balanced approach 

that thoughtfully incorporates evidence-based practices from both sides of the debate—an 

approach I believe is best aligned with the science and art of teaching reading (Paige et al., 2021; 

Young et al., 2022). 

I also object to the coopting of the label “science of reading” to only refer to the 

structured literacy approach. Instead, I argue for a broader understanding of what constitutes the 

science of reading, one that draws on research from cognitive and behavioral psychology, 

neuroscience, and linguistics to inform effective literacy instruction (Johns, 2023). While it 

emphasizes the importance of foundational skills such as phonemic awareness, phonics, and 

fluency, it also recognizes the role of meaning-making, comprehension, and motivation in 

reading (Duke & Cartwright, 2021). Thus, the science of reading incorporates strategies that 

align with both structured literacy and balanced literacy approaches. By adopting a 

comprehensive literacy approach that draws on best practices from both sides of the debate, I 

believe educators can help all students become proficient readers and lifelong learners (Farran & 

Griffin, 2022). 

This article will delve into the historical background and key principles of both bottom-

up and top-down approaches to literacy instruction. By examining the effects of these approaches 

on adolescent student achievement and their applications in the classroom, I aim to highlight the 

need for a comprehensive approach that draws from the best of both worlds. Adolescents are 

uniquely situated to benefit from such an approach, which recognizes the importance of both 

foundational skills and meaning-making in reading. Through the lens of a brief case study 

featuring Ella, a seventh-grade student, and her teacher Ms. Bennett, I will demonstrate the 
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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 5 

potential benefits of adopting a comprehensive literacy approach that integrates both the science 

and art of reading instruction. The ultimate goal is to equip educators with the knowledge and 

tools they need to make informed decisions and meet the unique needs of their adolescent 

students. 

Although this paper does not conduct an original empirical investigation, it explores a 

range of scholarly work and educational practices to inform its recommendations. The 

suggestions I make here primarily stem from a comprehensive review and synthesis of extant 

research. The recommendations I make represent my interpretations and proposed synthesis of 

the diverse array of research findings and pedagogical principles. While I advocate for a 

comprehensive approach, I acknowledge there are other viewpoints regarding reading instruction 

for adolescents. These may emphasize different aspects of literacy instruction or propose 

different methods of integrating the science and art of reading. The comprehensive literacy 

approach presented here is one among many possible ways to consider and address the complex, 

multifaceted nature of adolescent literacy development. 

2.0 Theoretical Foundations 

Understanding the science and art of teaching reading for adolescents requires a brief 

examination of the theoretical foundations that underlie both bottom-up and top-down 

approaches to literacy instruction. In this section, I will explore the origins, key principles, and 

primary proponents of these approaches, highlighting their complementary nature in providing a 

truly comprehensive and effective literacy instruction for adolescents. 

2.1 Bottom-Up Approach 

The bottom-up approach to reading is grounded in the notion that reading is a process of 

decoding and recognizing words in a linear fashion, starting from individual letters and sounds to 
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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 6 

form larger units of meaning (Tracey & Morrow, 2017). This approach emphasizes the 

importance of phonics, decoding, and automaticity in reading. Key proponents of this approach 

have developed various models and theories to further explain and support the bottom-up 

perspective, including the Gough and Tunmer’s (1986) Simple View of Reading, the LaBerge 

and Samuels’ (1974) Automatic Processing Model, and Ehri’s (1995) work on orthographic 

mapping. 

The Simple View of Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986) posits that reading 

comprehension is the product of two core components: decoding and linguistic comprehension. 

Decoding involves the ability to recognize written words and convert them into their spoken 

counterparts, while linguistic comprehension is the understanding of spoken language. 

According to the Simple View of Reading, both decoding and linguistic comprehension must be 

developed and integrated for a reader to effectively comprehend text. This theory highlights the 

importance of mastering foundational skills such as phonics and decoding in the early stages of 

reading development. 

Researchers should as LaBerge and Samuels (1974) emphasize the importance of 

automaticity in reading and suggests that reading comprehension is hindered when a reader’s 

cognitive resources are devoted to lower-level processes, such as decoding or recognizing words. 

When these basic processes become automatic, a reader can allocate more cognitive resources to 

higher-level processes, like understanding the meaning and structure of the text. This model 

underscores the importance of developing fluency and automaticity in word recognition to 

facilitate reading comprehension. 

Ehri’s (1995) work on orthographic mapping has also contributed significantly to the 

understanding of word recognition in the bottom-up approach. Orthographic mapping is the 
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process by which readers form connections between the visual representation of words 

(orthography), their pronunciation (phonology), and their meaning (semantics). This process 

enables readers to quickly and accurately recognize words in print, which is crucial for reading 

fluency and comprehension. Ehri’s research has demonstrated the importance of explicit and 

systematic phonics instruction to help learners develop this essential skill. 

These models and theories laid the foundation for science-based instruction methods that 

have been widely embraced in the field of literacy education today. Studies have shown that 

these methods are effective in addressing the literacy needs of readers across grade levels and 

abilities (Spear-Swerling, 2022), as they emphasize the importance of mastering foundational 

skills before progressing to more complex reading tasks (Duke & Cartwright, 2021). By focusing 

on the development of decoding, automaticity, and orthographic mapping, the bottom-up 

approach provides learners with the essential building blocks needed for successful reading 

comprehension. 

2.2 Top-Down Approach 

In contrast to the bottom-up approach, the top-down approach posits that reading is a 

meaning-driven process, in which readers use their prior knowledge and experiences to construct 

meaning from texts (Goodman, 1967). This approach is supported by theories such as 

Goodman’s (1967) Whole Language Theory, which emphasizes the integration of reading, 

writing, listening, and speaking in authentic literacy contexts, and Rosenblatt’s (1978/1994, 

1993) Transactional Theory, which argues that meaning is constructed through the unique 

interaction between the reader and the text (Palmer, 1981). For adolescents, the top-down 

approach can help them develop critical thinking skills, engage in deeper discussions, and make 

personal connections to the texts they encounter (Tatum, 2022). 
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Goodman’s (1967) Whole Language Theory emphasizes the integration of reading, 

writing, listening, and speaking in authentic literacy contexts. Instead of focusing solely on 

isolated skills, such as phonics or grammar, the Whole Language Theory posits that literacy 

development is best fostered through meaningful, purposeful activities that encompass all aspects 

of language use. Goodman’s theory encourages educators to create literacy-rich environments 

where learners can engage in authentic tasks, such as reading for pleasure, writing stories, or 

discussing texts with peers. 

Transactional Theory (Rosenblatt, 1978/1994) posits that meaning is created through the 

unique interaction between the reader and the text, with both the reader and the text contributing 

to the construction of meaning. This theory highlights the importance of the reader’s background 

knowledge, personal experiences, and emotions in shaping their understanding of the text. 

According to Rosenblatt, the process of reading is not just about decoding symbols; it is an 

active and dynamic engagement between the reader and the text, leading to a rich and 

personalized interpretation. 

For adolescents, the top-down approach has numerous benefits. It helps them develop 

critical thinking skills by encouraging them to question, analyze, and evaluate the texts they read 

(Tatum, 2022). It also fosters deeper discussions and personal connections to the texts, as 

students are encouraged to draw on their own experiences and perspectives when interpreting 

and responding to the material (Boardman et al., 2018). By focusing on meaning-making and the 

active role of the reader, the top-down approach provides a more holistic and engaging 

framework for literacy instruction. 

2.3 Integrating Both Approaches 
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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 9 

Both bottom-up and top-down approaches offer valuable insights into the complex 

process of reading and have significantly contributed to our understanding of effective literacy 

instruction for adolescents. While the bottom-up approach highlights the importance of explicit 

and structured instruction in foundational reading skills, the top-down approach reminds us that 

reading is also an art, requiring teachers to consider student choice, collaborative work, and the 

individual’s unique interaction with texts in the context of adolescent learning (Paige et al., 

2021). 

In order to provide the most effective literacy instruction for adolescents, educators 

should draw from the strengths of both approaches, creating a holistic and flexible framework 

that incorporates the science of teaching reading with the art of fostering meaning-making and 

engagement (Young et al., 2022). This integrated approach, which I refer to as a comprehensive 

approach to literacy instruction, is essential to meet the diverse needs of adolescent students and 

to prepare them for the complexities and challenges of real-world literacy experiences. As 

adolescents navigate the transition from learning to read to reading to learn, a comprehensive 

literacy approach ensures that they receive the support they need to develop the necessary skills, 

strategies, and habits that will serve them well in their academic pursuits and beyond 

(Alvermann, 2022). By integrating both bottom-up and top-down approaches, educators can 

create a literacy environment that truly addresses the diverse and evolving needs of adolescent 

learners. 

3.0 Approach Best Suited for Adolescents 

The comprehensive literacy approach serves as a vital tool in addressing the distinct 

challenges and opportunities adolescents face in their literacy development journey. This method 

not only enables them to become proficient readers and critical thinkers but also fosters a 
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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 10 

lifelong love for learning. The following key factors illustrate why the comprehensive literacy 

approach is ideally suited for adolescents: their crucial developmental stage, escalating literacy 

demands, diverse backgrounds and skill levels, motivation and engagement, and preparation for 

future academic and professional pursuits. By offering a well-rounded, targeted, and flexible 

literacy education, the comprehensive literacy approach effectively nurtures adolescents’ growth, 

development, and success in an ever-evolving world. 

3.1 Developmental Stage 

Adolescents undergo a crucial developmental stage as they transition from learning to 

read to reading to learn, marked by an increasing need for higher-order thinking skills (Chall, 

1983). The comprehensive literacy approach addresses these unique developmental needs by 

offering targeted instruction in advanced reading skills, emphasizing the development of 

metacognitive strategies, and promoting higher-order thinking. By teaching adolescents to 

decode complex vocabulary, analyze textual structures, and make connections between ideas, 

this approach equips them with the skills and strategies necessary to successfully navigate the 

increasingly complex world of literacy. Furthermore, the comprehensive literacy approach 

encourages adolescents to question, evaluate, and reflect on the ideas presented in texts, 

cultivating their ability to think critically, solve problems, and engage in creative and innovative 

thinking (Duke & Carlisle, 2011). This instructional framework, sensitive to the developmental 

stage of adolescents, helps them become effective, independent learners. 

3.2 Increasing Literacy Demands 

As adolescents advance through school, they encounter increasingly complex literacy 

demands across various content areas, including science, social studies, and mathematics 

(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). The comprehensive literacy approach effectively supports 
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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 11 

students during this stage by integrating foundational skills and teaching strategies tailored to 

understanding discipline-specific language and structures. This approach enables adolescents to 

decode subject-specific vocabulary, discern text structures, and interpret various representations 

of information, such as graphs, charts, and equations (Lee & Spratley, 2010). By incorporating 

disciplinary literacy instruction, the comprehensive literacy approach empowers students to 

actively engage with and comprehend complex texts, fostering deeper learning and mastery of 

essential concepts in their respective disciplines (Lee et al., 2021). 

3.3 Diverse Backgrounds and Skill Levels 

Adolescents’ diverse backgrounds and varying literacy skill levels, which encompass 

struggling readers and English learners, present unique challenges for educators (Hock et al., 

2017). The comprehensive literacy approach effectively meets the needs of all students by 

providing targeted support and differentiated instruction tailored to individual strengths and 

weaknesses (Smale-Jacobse et al., 2019). Through scaffolding techniques, educators can address 

the specific needs of struggling readers and English learners, enhancing their comprehension and 

fluency. Simultaneously, the approach offers enrichment and extension opportunities for students 

who are ready for more advanced challenges, promoting their continued growth and 

development (Leko & Handy, 2019). By implementing a comprehensive literacy approach that 

accommodates diverse backgrounds and skill levels, educators can foster an inclusive learning 

environment that supports every adolescent’s path toward literacy proficiency and success. 

3.4 Motivation and Engagement 

Adolescents’ motivation and engagement in reading play a critical role in their ongoing 

growth and success in literacy (Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000). The comprehensive literacy approach 

fosters a positive reading environment that stimulates adolescents to become active, engaged 
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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 12 

learners by incorporating elements such as student choice, collaborative work, and authentic 

reading experiences (Gambrell, 2011). Offering students the autonomy to select reading 

materials that align with their interests increases their intrinsic motivation and personal 

investment in the learning process (Gambrell, 2011). Additionally, collaborative work 

opportunities enable students to construct meaning and share perspectives with their peers, which 

in turn facilitates deeper understanding and promotes social learning (Krishnan et al., 2018). 

Authentic reading experiences, which connect literacy tasks to real-world situations, further 

enhance adolescents’ motivation and engagement by demonstrating the relevance and practical 

application of their learning (Duke et al., 2006). By implementing a comprehensive literacy 

approach that emphasizes motivation and engagement, educators can support adolescents in 

developing a lasting appreciation for reading and a solid foundation for future literacy success. 

3.5 College and Career Readiness 

A comprehensive literacy approach plays a vital role in equipping adolescents with the 

skills they need to thrive in college, careers, and beyond (Conley, 2017). By delivering a well-

rounded literacy education that encompasses both the science and art of reading instruction, 

educators can ensure that their students are prepared to meet the diverse demands of post-

secondary education and the workforce (Marchand-Martella et al., 2013). This approach 

emphasizes the development of advanced literacy skills, such as critical thinking, effective 

communication, problem-solving, and collaboration, which are essential for success in the 21st-

century global economy (Conley, 2017; Schoenbach et al., 2023). Furthermore, the 

comprehensive literacy approach nurtures students’ adaptability, creativity, and metacognitive 

skills, empowering them to become independent learners capable of managing new challenges in 

a rapidly changing world. By implementing a comprehensive literacy approach that holistically 
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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 13 

addresses the multifaceted needs of adolescents, educators lay the foundation for their students’ 

long-term success in college and career pursuits. 

To summarize this section, the comprehensive literacy approach is exceptionally well-

suited for adolescents as it effectively addresses their unique developmental needs during the 

critical transition from learning to read to reading to learn (Chall, 1983), supports their increasing 

literacy demands across various disciplines (Lee & Spratley, 2010; Shanahan & Shanahan, 

2008), and accommodates the diverse backgrounds and skill levels present within this age group 

(Hock et al., 2017). Moreover, this approach fosters motivation and engagement by incorporating 

student choice, collaborative work, and authentic reading experiences (Gambrell, 2011), while 

simultaneously preparing adolescents for success in college, careers, and beyond through the 

development of essential 21st-century skills (Conley, 2017). By implementing a comprehensive 

literacy approach that holistically addresses the multifaceted needs of adolescents, educators can 

effectively nurture proficient readers, critical thinkers, and lifelong learners who are well-

prepared to navigate the complex demands of their future endeavors. 

4.0 Comprehensive Approach in Practice 

To instill a lifelong love of literature and effectively teach adolescents to read, educators 

must balance structured literacy approaches with the art of engagement and meaning-making in 

the classroom. In this section, I will explore practical strategies and techniques that integrate the 

bottom-up and top-down approaches, emphasizing the crucial role of combining the science of 

teaching reading with the art of fostering engagement and meaning-making for adolescent 

learners. 

4.1 Explicit, Structured Instruction in the Foundations of Reading 
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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 14 

Research has consistently shown that explicit and systematic instruction in the 

foundational skills of reading is critical for developing adolescents’ reading abilities (National 

Reading Panel, 2000). These skills include phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 

comprehension, and vocabulary instruction. Teachers can implement structured literacy 

programs that emphasize evidence-based practices to ensure that students receive the necessary 

foundation to become proficient readers (Moats, 2020). Targeted interventions that address 

specific areas of weakness can lead to significant improvements in reading proficiency among 

adolescents (Vaughn et al., 2010). For instance, Vaughn et al. (2010) found that when teachers 

implemented targeted interventions to address specific areas of reading difficulty for middle 

school students, there were significant improvements in reading proficiency compared to 

students who received typical classroom instruction. These findings highlight the importance of 

addressing students’ individual needs and providing explicit instruction in the foundational skills 

of reading to improve reading outcomes for adolescents. 

4.2 Scaffolding Comprehension and Vocabulary Development 

Supporting adolescents’ comprehension and vocabulary development is crucial for their 

literacy success, and educators can utilize a range of evidence-based instructional techniques to 

achieve this. Activating prior knowledge, modeling metacognitive strategies, and employing 

graphic organizers help foster students’ comprehension and facilitate vocabulary expansion 

(Oakhill et al., 2019). For instance, teachers can encourage students to brainstorm or discuss 

related topics before delving into new texts, allowing them to better comprehend and retain the 

material (Cappello & Walker, 2021). Additionally, the “think-aloud” method involves teachers 

verbalizing their thought processes while reading complex texts, thereby demonstrating how to 

make connections, ask questions, and visualize the content (Oster, 2001). This approach provides 
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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 15 

adolescents with insights into effective reading strategies and encourages them to apply these 

techniques to their own reading (McKeown & Gentilucci, 2007). 

Graphic organizers, such as concept maps, Venn diagrams, and flowcharts, help students 

organize information, clarify relationships between concepts, and identify key vocabulary words, 

thereby enhancing their understanding of the material (Hendrix & Griffin, 2017). Additionally, 

engaging students in discussions that promote higher-order thinking can further improve 

comprehension and expand vocabulary (Cappello & Walker, 2021; Pierce & Gilles, 2021). 

Teachers can employ strategies such as the Socratic method, reciprocal teaching, or literature 

circles to facilitate meaningful dialogue, encouraging students to analyze, synthesize, and 

evaluate text while simultaneously fostering vocabulary development and application (Chisholm 

& Cook, 2021). Scaffolding comprehension and vocabulary development for adolescents 

involves implementing a variety of instructional techniques that not only enhance students’ 

understanding of complex texts but also contribute to their overall academic growth and success. 

4.3 Promoting Student Choice and Engagement 

Promoting student choice and engagement in the classroom is essential for fostering 

adolescents’ reading motivation and achievement. Providing opportunities for students to choose 

their reading materials based on their interests and reading levels can significantly increase their 

enthusiasm for reading and lead to better reading outcomes (Gambrell, 2011). By offering a 

diverse range of texts that reflect students’ interests, identities, and experiences, educators can 

further enhance their motivation to read and create a more inclusive learning environment 

(Daniels, 2002). 

Integrating collaborative activities, such as literature circles or book clubs, encourages 

teamwork and deepens understanding of the text while supporting the development of critical 
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thinking skills (Chisholm & Cook, 2021). These group activities allow students to actively 

participate in discussions, share insights, and learn from their peers, which can contribute to a 

more engaging and enriching reading experience (Paige et al., 2021). Prioritizing student choice 

and engagement in the classroom can lead to improved motivation, a more inclusive learning 

environment, and greater reading achievement for adolescents. 

4.4 Integrating Technology and Multimodal Literacy 

Integrating technology and multimodal literacy in the classroom can significantly 

enhance adolescents’ literacy experiences and provide additional support for diverse learners 

(Dalton & Grisham, 2011). Assistive technology tools, such as text-to-speech or speech-to-text 

software, can help struggling readers and writers access grade-level texts, leveling the playing 

field for all students (Perelmutter et al., 2017). Furthermore, incorporating various forms of 

digital media, like digital storytelling, podcasts, or multimedia presentations, allows students to 

engage with the text and express their understanding through alternative means, which can lead 

to more meaningful and personalized learning experiences (Bianchi-Pennington, 2018; Cappello 

& Walker, 2021). 

These multimodal approaches to literacy are particularly relevant for adolescents as they 

navigate an increasingly digital world (Cappello & Walker, 2021; Howell & Dyches, 2022). By 

incorporating technology and digital resources in the classroom, educators can not only support 

diverse learners but also help students develop essential digital literacy skills (Buchholz, 2020). 

This prepares them for future academic and professional pursuits in a world that relies heavily on 

digital communication and information sharing. The integration of technology and multimodal 

literacy in the classroom can significantly enrich adolescents’ learning experiences and better 

equip them for success in a digital age. 
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4.5 Collaborative Learning Opportunities 

Creating a collaborative learning environment promotes meaningful interactions among 

adolescents and allows them to learn from one another. Teachers can facilitate this through 

activities such as paired or small-group reading, peer-assisted learning strategies (Fuchs et al., 

2021), and cooperative learning structures (Chisholm & Cook, 2021). Collaborative learning 

opportunities encourage students to engage in rich conversations about texts, deepening their 

comprehension and building a sense of community within the classroom (Paige et al., 2021). For 

adolescents, these collaborative experiences not only support their literacy development but also 

foster social and emotional learning, helping them develop essential communication, problem-

solving, and interpersonal skills (Willis, 2007). 

By integrating these strategies and techniques, educators can effectively merge the 

science and art of literacy instruction for adolescents. This comprehensive approach ensures that 

students develop strong foundational reading skills while also engaging in meaningful, enjoyable 

learning experiences that foster a lifelong love of reading. Focusing on the unique needs and 

interests of adolescents, as well as supporting their social and emotional growth, creates a 

comprehensive literacy environment that empowers students to thrive academically and 

personally. 

5.0 Comprehensive Approach in Action: A Case Study  

To better understand the practical implications of a comprehensive approach to literacy 

instruction for adolescents, let us examine the experience of Ms. Bennett, a middle school 

English language arts teacher, and her student, Ella (pseudonyms used to protect privacy). This 

brief case study narrative illustrates how Ms. Bennett skillfully integrated science-based and art-
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COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO LITERACY INSTRUCTION 18 

based strategies to create a meaningful and engaging comprehensive literacy learning experience 

for her students. 

5.1 Background and Context  

Ms. Bennett taught a diverse group of seventh-grade students in a suburban middle 

school. Ella was an avid reader who loved fiction but often struggled with comprehension and 

fluency, especially when reading nonfiction texts. Ella also experienced difficulty in connecting 

with her peers and participating in class discussions. Ms. Bennett recognized the need to provide 

targeted instruction in foundational reading skills while also fostering a love for reading, 

encouraging student choice, and supporting Ella’s social and emotional development. 

5.2 Science-Based Instruction: Strengthening Foundational Skills 

At the beginning of the school year, Ms. Bennett assessed her students’ reading skills 

using the Qualitative Reading Inventory (QRI) and the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early 

Literacy Skills (DIBELS). Ella scored below grade level in fluency and comprehension, with a 

reading rate of 90 words per minute (WPM) and 60% comprehension on grade-level passages. 

To address these needs, Ms. Bennett provided explicit, systematic instruction in fluency and 

comprehension strategies (Duke & Cartwright, 2021). She implemented a repeated reading 

program, where students practiced reading short passages multiple times, and timed readings to 

monitor progress (Fuchs et al., 2021; Lee & Yoon, 2017; Powell & Gadke, 2018). Over time, 

Ella’s reading rate increased to 130 WPM. Ms. Bennett modeled fluent reading with prosody 

during read-aloud sessions and facilitated partner reading activities (Rasinski, 2003). To support 

comprehension, Ms. Bennett introduced graphic organizers, such as story maps and Venn 

diagrams, and guided Ella in applying strategies like summarizing, questioning, and predicting to 

increasingly complex texts, such as The Giver by Lois Lowry and Hidden Figures by Margot 
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Lee Shetterly. As a result, Ella’s comprehension scores improved to 85% on grade-level 

passages. 

5.3 Art-Based Instruction: Encouraging Engagement and Social-Emotional Development  

Ms. Bennett recognized the importance of fostering a love for reading and providing 

opportunities for students to explore their interests, as well as supporting their social and 

emotional development during adolescence. To promote engagement, she incorporated diverse, 

high-quality literature from various genres into her curriculum, such as Brown Girl Dreaming by 

Jacqueline Woodson, The Outsiders by S. E. Hinton, and A Long Walk to Water by Linda Sue 

Park (Beach et al., 2021; Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000). She also encouraged students to choose 

their own books for independent reading, respecting their preferences and motivating them to 

read more (Gambrell, 2011). 

To further support engagement, choice, and social-emotional development, Ms. Bennett 

designed collaborative activities that allowed students to discuss and analyze texts with their 

peers. For example, she implemented literature circles, in which students took on different roles, 

such as discussion leader, illustrator, and summarizer, and explored various aspects of the texts 

they were reading (Chisholm & Cook, 2021). This approach provided opportunities for students 

to develop critical thinking skills, express their opinions, and connect with their peers through 

meaningful discussions about the books they were reading. Moreover, it facilitated the 

development of social skills, empathy, and a sense of belonging, which are particularly important 

during adolescence (Daniels, 2002). 

5.4 Outcomes: Ella’s Growth and Success 

By combining science-based and art-based strategies, Ms. Bennett effectively supported 

Ella’s growth as a reader and facilitated her social and emotional development. Through explicit 
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instruction in fluency and comprehension strategies, as noted, Ella’s reading rate improved 

significantly from 90 WPM to 130 WPM, and her comprehension scores on grade-level passages 

increased from 60% to 85%. Moreover, the opportunities for choice and collaboration in Ms. 

Bennett’s classroom allowed Ella to develop a deeper love for reading, a greater sense of 

ownership over her learning, and stronger connections with her peers. 

Furthermore, Ella became more confident in participating in class discussions and 

expressing her thoughts and ideas, which was evident through her active involvement in 

literature circles and other group activities. Her ability to collaborate and empathize with her 

classmates improved, as she took on various roles within the group and contributed 

constructively to discussions. This growth in social skills contributed to a positive classroom 

environment and fostered a sense of belonging among her peers. Overall, Ella’s academic, social, 

and emotional growth was evident, and her engagement with literacy increased substantially. 

6.0 Implications for Educators and Researchers 

Here I will discuss the practical implications of adopting a comprehensive approach to 

adolescent literacy instruction, focusing on classroom instruction, professional development, 

teacher preparation, and future research directions. This discussion aims to provide insights and 

guidance for educators and researchers as they work toward creating more effective and 

engaging literacy programs for their students. 

6.1 Practical Implications for Classroom Instruction 

A comprehensive approach to adolescent literacy instruction not only benefits students 

like Ella but also has broader implications for the field of education. By integrating the science 

and art of reading instruction, educators can create inclusive and engaging classrooms that cater 

to diverse learning needs (Paige et al., 2021). This approach highlights the importance of 
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combining explicit, structured instruction in foundational reading skills with opportunities for 

students to exercise choice, engage with rich literature, and collaborate with peers in meaningful 

learning experiences. 

For classroom teachers, adopting a comprehensive approach may involve reevaluating 

and adjusting their instructional practices, as well as carefully selecting and using high-quality 

resources to support both the science and art aspects of reading instruction (Duke & Cartwright, 

2021). Furthermore, teachers should be mindful of the need to differentiate their instruction to 

meet the individual needs of each student, as one size does not fit all when it comes to teaching 

literacy (Fuchs et al., 2021). 

6.2 Professional Development and Teacher Preparation 

The implementation of a comprehensive approach to adolescent literacy instruction also 

has implications for professional development and teacher preparation programs. Teachers need 

ongoing support to deepen their understanding of the complex interplay between the science and 

art of reading instruction and to develop the skills necessary to implement this approach 

effectively (Tracey & Morrow, 2017). Professional development opportunities should focus on 

both the theoretical underpinnings and the practical applications of a comprehensive approach, 

providing teachers with the tools they need to successfully integrate these components in their 

classrooms (Cappello & Walker, 2021).  

Professional development workshops could offer hands-on training in using explicit, 

systematic instruction for teaching foundational reading skills, such as phonemic awareness, 

phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. Teachers could be introduced to various 

instructional strategies, such as multisensory techniques, repeated reading, and guided reading 

(Lee & Yoon, 2017), along with methods for monitoring student progress and providing targeted 
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feedback. Similarly, professional development sessions could emphasize the art of reading 

instruction, showcasing strategies for fostering student engagement, choice, and collaboration. 

Teachers could learn about implementing literature circles, using diverse and high-quality texts, 

and creating project-based learning experiences that encourage students to explore their interests 

and connect with their peers. Workshops could also provide guidance on integrating technology 

and multimodal literacy into the curriculum, such as incorporating digital storytelling, e-books, 

and interactive websites to enhance the reading experience and support diverse learners. 

Teacher preparation programs should also emphasize the importance of a comprehensive 

approach to adolescent literacy instruction from the outset, ensuring that preservice educators are 

equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills to teach literacy effectively. This includes 

coursework and field experiences that expose teacher candidates to evidence-based practices in 

both the science and art of reading instruction, as well as opportunities to reflect on and refine 

their teaching practices throughout their careers (Dalton & Grisham, 2011). For example, an 

undergraduate literacy course utilizing a textbook such as Artfully Teaching the Science of 

Reading by Chase Young, David Paige, and Tim Rasinski (2022) could provide a strong 

foundation for preservice educators. This course could cover topics such as explicit phonics 

instruction, fluency development, and comprehension strategies, as well as fostering student 

engagement, promoting choice, and integrating technology and multimodal literacy. In addition, 

field experiences that allow teacher candidates to observe and practice implementing 

comprehensive literacy instruction in real-world classroom settings could further support their 

development (Davidson & Koppenhaver, 2017). These experiences may involve working with 

diverse student populations, collaborating with mentor teachers, and engaging in ongoing 

reflection and feedback processes to refine their instructional approaches. By enhancing teacher 
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preparation programs with these components, we can better prepare preservice educators to 

effectively implement a comprehensive approach to adolescent literacy instruction, ultimately 

benefiting their future students and fostering a lifelong love for reading. 

6.3 Directions for Future Research 

While the comprehensive approach to adolescent literacy instruction presented in this 

paper draws on a solid foundation of research, there is still much to learn about how best to 

integrate the science and art of reading instruction to maximize student outcomes. Future 

research should continue to investigate the effectiveness of this approach, particularly with 

diverse student populations and in various educational contexts (Fuchs et al., 2021). Moreover, 

researchers should examine the most effective ways to support teachers in adopting and 

implementing a comprehensive approach to adolescent literacy instruction, including the role of 

professional development and teacher preparation programs. Additionally, as technology 

continues to evolve and shape the landscape of education, future research should explore the 

ways in which digital tools and multimodal literacy can be incorporated into a comprehensive 

approach to reading instruction, enhancing both the science and art components of teaching 

reading (Dalton & Grisham, 2011). By continually refining our understanding of the 

comprehensive approach to adolescent literacy instruction, we can better support the 

development of skilled, motivated, and engaged readers in our classrooms. 

7.0 Concluding Thoughts 

Throughout this paper, I have delved into the advantages of a comprehensive approach to 

literacy instruction for adolescents, emphasizing the integration of both the science and the art of 

reading. Adolescents are uniquely situated to benefit from this approach due to their growing 

cognitive abilities, evolving social and emotional needs, and increasing capacity for critical 
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thinking and personal expression. By combining evidence-based strategies for foundational skills 

instruction with opportunities for student choice, engagement, and collaboration, this approach 

aims to create inclusive and engaging learning environments tailored to the distinct needs of 

adolescents. 

The case study of Ella and Ms. Bennett serves as a prime example of the potential impact 

of the comprehensive approach in an adolescent context. By skillfully incorporating both 

science- and art-based strategies, Ms. Bennett was able to create a supportive and engaging 

classroom environment where Ella thrived, significantly improving her reading performance and 

fostering a lifelong love for reading. 

For educators, embracing a comprehensive approach requires a willingness to reevaluate 

instructional practices and differentiate instruction to meet the unique needs of each adolescent 

student. This necessitates emphasizing the importance of a comprehensive approach in 

professional development and teacher preparation programs, ensuring that educators receive the 

ongoing support they need to effectively implement this approach with adolescent learners. 

As we continue to refine our understanding of the comprehensive approach to adolescent 

literacy instruction, it is crucial to stay receptive to new research findings and make ongoing 

improvements to our instructional practices. By adopting and refining this approach, educators 

can empower their adolescent students to become skilled, motivated, and passionate readers, 

equipping them for success in the classroom and beyond.  
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