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Introduction
The literacy needs of secondary students are complex and multifaceted. While many students
struggle with reading and comprehension, the underlying causes of these difficulties vary
widely. According to the Simple View of Reading, literacy challenges often stem from two key
areas: decoding and language comprehension. Students may experience difficulties in one or
both areas, making it essential for educators to adopt a flexible, data-driven approach to
literacy support.

The diverse profiles of struggling readers pose a significant challenge to secondary schools who
are tasked with reducing literacy gaps to ensure that students can access curriculum content.
Additionally, external factors such as socio-economic barriers, learning difficulties like dyslexia,
or language barriers for EAL (English as an Additional Language) students further complicate
the literacy landscape.

Given this diversity, a one-size-fits-all approach is insufficient. A comprehensive literacy
strategy must cater to both decoding and comprehension needs, ensuring that all students,
regardless of their starting point, have the opportunity to succeed academically. In this paper,
we explore practical strategies for supporting struggling readers at the secondary level,
highlighting the importance of data-driven, adaptive teaching methods, and the integration of
technology to provide personalised learning experiences for every student.

© LexiaUK 2025 www.lexiauk.co.uk

2

Literacy For All: Tackling Literacy
Gaps for Secondary Students 

https://www.lexiauk.co.uk/science-of-reading-powerup/


The Challenge: Diverse Literacy Gaps
in Secondary Education
The literacy needs of secondary students are varied and complex. Many students face significant
reading and comprehension challenges that impede their academic success and personal growth.
According to the Simple View of Reading (Hoover & Gough, 1990), literacy difficulties can arise from
weaknesses in both decoding and language comprehension. However, the factors contributing to these
difficulties are far from uniform.
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Key Profiles of Struggling Readers:
The Simple View of Reading suggests that reading comprehension results from two key components:
decoding (the ability to recognise words and convert written symbols into sounds) and language
comprehension (the ability to understand and make meaning from language). Some students may
experience difficulties in one area, while others may face challenges in both. Below are key profiles of
struggling readers in secondary schools: 

Students with Specific Learning Difficulties (Dyslexia): These students often experience deficits in
decoding, particularly in word recognition and phonemic awareness. This leads to slower reading
and difficulty in accessing more complex texts, impacting overall comprehension. These challenges
typically result in a gap between their ability to decode words and their ability to understand those
words in context.

English as an Additional Language (EAL) Students: EAL learners may have strengths in decoding but
struggle with language comprehension due to unfamiliarity with vocabulary, idiomatic expressions,
and cultural references. These difficulties can hinder their ability to make meaning from texts, even if
they can read the words fluently.

Generally Struggling Readers: These students may have gaps in both decoding and comprehension.
For some, foundational skills such as phonemic awareness and word recognition are not fully
developed, which impacts their reading fluency. For others, difficulties lie in making sense of the text
once they’ve decoded the words, especially when faced with complex academic language and
abstract concepts.

Socio-Economic Barriers: Students from disadvantaged backgrounds may face both decoding and
comprehension challenges. Limited access to literacy support at home or in the community can
prevent these students from developing critical skills in either area. These gaps are often
compounded by other barriers such as lack of resources or educational support.

These varied profiles of struggling readers highlight the need for a complete literacy approach that
supports both decoding and comprehension. By addressing the full spectrum of literacy challenges,
schools can ensure that every student has the tools to succeed.



1. Adaptive Teaching: Effective literacy instruction requires tailoring lessons to the varied abilities of
students. This may involve adjusting the complexity of texts, offering different levels of scaffolding,
and employing multisensory teaching methods to cater to differing learning styles. In secondary
schools, differentiated instruction might also include setting varied reading tasks based on ability
levels, using modified resources for students with learning difficulties, and offering alternative ways to
demonstrate understanding (e.g., oral presentations or visual summaries).

2. Personalised Learning: To ensure students make progress, literacy instruction should be tailored to
their unique strengths and weaknesses. Personalised learning allows students to focus on the skills
they need to develop, whether that’s phonics, vocabulary, or comprehension.
Technology plays a key role in this, as adaptive literacy tools can provide targeted instruction and
real-time feedback, ensuring interventions are specific and data-driven.
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Implementing A Comprehensive
Approach to Literacy Support

Key Strategies for Supporting Struggling Readers:

The literacy needs of secondary students are varied and complex. Many students face significant
reading and comprehension challenges that impede their academic success and personal growth.
According to the Simple View of Reading (Hoover & Gough, 1990), literacy difficulties can arise from
weaknesses in both decoding and language comprehension. However, the factors contributing to
these difficulties are far from uniform.

Adaptive platforms adjust to each
student’s needs, providing personalised
support at scale.

Automated progress tracking helps
teachers identify students requiring
additional support.

On-demand literacy practice reduces
the need for constant teacher oversight,
freeing up time for targeted support.

How technology enhances
intervention:

3. Scalable Intervention with Technology: While
traditional small-group and one-to-one instruction
are highly effective, they can be time-consuming
and resource-intensive.

 Technology can significantly expand the scope of
literacy intervention by enabling educators to
support more students without increasing workload. 

By integrating technology-driven interventions,
schools can reach more students while maintaining
high-quality, individualised support.
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Key Strategies for Supporting Struggling Readers:

4. Ongoing Assessment and Feedback: Regular assessments, both formal and informal, help
educators track student progress and identify areas where intervention is needed. By using data to
guide instruction, educators can ensure that their interventions are both effective and timely.
Secondary schools can use a combination of:

Formative assessments (quizzes, comprehension checks) to monitor understanding in real-
time.

Progress tracking tools to identify struggling readers early and adjust instruction.

Student self-assessment to encourage metacognitive awareness and independent
learning.

Data-driven instruction improves outcomes, ensuring that interventions address the right areas at
the right time.

5. Disciplinary Literacy: Strong literacy skills are essential not just in English lessons but in every
subject. Disciplinary literacy focuses on teaching students how to read, write, and think within
different academic disciplines.

Key strategies include:

Explicit vocabulary instruction: Teaching subject-specific terminology (e.g. scientific
vocabulary, historical terms).

Morphology instruction: Helping students decode complex words by understanding Greek
and Latin roots (e.g., "poly" in polygon, polymer, polysyllabic).

Reading strategies tailored to subjects: Training students to navigate different text
structures, such as graphs in science or primary sources in history.

By embedding disciplinary literacy, schools empower students to engage with texts across the
curriculum, improving comprehension and academic performance.



Data-Driven Intervention: Personalised
Learning in Action
Using data to inform instructional decisions allows educators to focus their efforts where they are most
needed. By regularly monitoring student progress, teachers can identify specific areas where students
may be struggling and adjust their approaches accordingly. This data-driven approach enables:

Targeted support that directly addresses individual literacy gaps, ensuring students receive the help
they need to progress.

Adaptive teaching that adjusts the level of support and challenge based on each student's unique
needs, allowing for flexible, responsive teaching that caters to the pace and progress of every learner.

Evidence-based strategies that ensure interventions are grounded in proven methods, effectively
supporting students with additional learning needs.

By integrating data into everyday teaching practices, educators can make more informed decisions,
providing timely, focused interventions that improve literacy outcomes for all students.
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Lexia PowerUp Literacy provides a comprehensive, research-
proven solution that addresses the full spectrum of literacy
needs in secondary students. The program combines
adaptive technology with proven teaching strategies,
offering a personalised learning experience that grows with
each student’s unique needs.

Key Features:

Adaptive Technology: Adjusts to each student’s ability,
ensuring targeted support without requiring additional
staff time.

Real-time Data Insights: Enables teachers to make
informed decisions, ensuring interventions are timely
and effective.

Inclusive and Engaging Design: Combines research-
based instruction with interactive, gamified elements to
maintain student motivation—particularly for reluctant
readers.

By integrating PowerUp into a comprehensive literacy
strategy, schools can provide high-impact, personalised
literacy support that helps students develop the skills they
need to succeed across the curriculum.

Lexia PowerUp Literacy: A Comprehensive
and Adaptive Approach 



A Path Forward for Secondary Literacy
Addressing the literacy gaps of secondary students requires a comprehensive, adaptive, and
inclusive approach. By using Lexia PowerUp Literacy, SENCOs and school leaders can provide
personalised learning experiences that meet the diverse needs of their students. This not only helps
to close literacy gaps but also empowers students to achieve greater success academically and
personally.

Take the next step in supporting your students’ literacy development. Schedule a no-obligation
consultation with our dedicated Literacy Software Consultants to explore how Lexia PowerUp Literacy
can help your school achieve measurable progress in literacy.
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Request a Consultation

0191 482 8498

info@lexiauk.co.uk

www.lexiauk.co.uk

https://www.lexiauk.co.uk/free-trial

