
Building Reading Skills in Middle and High School

Many Voices Literature Series and Student Achievement 

There is no more important educational building block than a 
student’s ability to read. Research conducted by a variety of groups—
including the National Academy of Sciences’ National Research 
Council, the National Reading Panel, and the Alliance for Excellent 
Education—clearly demonstrates the teaching and learning practices 
necessary to empower students with the reading proficiency they 
need to succeed.

To date, much of the research on effective literacy instruction 
has focused on early literacy and foundational instructional building 
blocks, focusing on the specific components necessary to transform 
every starting student into a proficient reader. These building blocks, 
which serve as the foundation for both federal and state student 
reading achievement standards, include

• �phonemic awareness—the ability to manipulate the sounds that 
make up spoken language

• �phonics—the understanding that there are relationships 
between letters and sounds

• �fluency—the ability to read with accuracy, speed, and 
expression

• �vocabulary—the understanding of the meaning of the words in 
a language

• �reading comprehension—the ability to enhance understanding 
and enjoyment of what they read

This focus, though, has left many asking what the research states on  
transforming middle grade students into strong, confident readers.

In its Reading Next study, the Alliance for Excellent Education 
built upon the early grades reading research to identify those learning 
components necessary to build successful adolescent readers. The 
landmark study moved beyond the five core instructional practices 
needed to build reading skills, focusing on

• direct, explicit comprehension instruction
• effective instructional principles embedded in content
• motivation and self-directed learning
• text-based collaborative learning
• strategic tutoring
• diverse texts
• intensive writing
• technology component
• ongoing formative assessment of students

Since the release of the Reading Next study in 2004, independent 
third-party data has further validated the Alliance’s findings, articulating  
that research-based, effective adolescent literacy programs require

• emphasis on reading comprehension strategies
• �collaborative learning that provides student-focused learning 

opportunities
• �strong emphasis on writing and the development of writing skills
• effective assessment of student progress and achievement

“American youth need strong literacy skills to succeed in school and in life.”
—Reading Next

“To meet the demands of life in the 21st century, today’s adolescents  
must develop and use sophisticated literacy skills.”

—National Institute for Literacy
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Many Voices Literature Series

Perfection Learning’s Many Voices Literature Series is based on 
decades of scientific research on adolescent literacy and embodies 
the recommendations of Reading Next and subsequent reading 
research efforts focused on middle grades instruction. Introduced 
to schools in 2002, Many Voices provides a series of anthologies for 
middle and high school classrooms, empowering educators with 
classroom content that is age, reading level, and subject matter 
appropriate. Building on both fundamental early reading skills and 
the strategies necessary to transform middle and high school students 
into proficient readers, Many Voices is a research-based approach to 
reading and critical thinking for virtually all students.

The Perfection Learning program provides classrooms with a 
wide variety of genres, including fiction, nonfiction, poetry, drama, 
fables, cultural folktales, and legends. Unlike traditional anthologies 
where less than 50 percent of the text is reading selections, nearly 80 
percent of Many Voices is actual content. This emphasis on relevant 
and interesting selections provides a flexible anthology designed to 
develop real and measureable student reading and learning skills.

Emphasize Reading Comprehension

 “Comprehension is critically important to the 
development of children’s reading skills and 

therefore to the ability to obtain and education.”
—National Reading Panel

For reading instruction to have lasting impact, it must emphasize 
direct and explicit comprehension skill acquisition. Through 
comprehension instruction, readers are able to understand what 
they read, while gaining the strategies and processes necessary 
to achieve, both in English/Language Arts classrooms as well as in  
other academic subjects.

With middle and high school students, it is particularly 
important for research-based instructional programs to focus on 
a range of learning strategies, including questioning, predicting, 
clarifying, connecting, summarizing, and evaluating. These 
strategies—articulated by the National Reading Panel and endorsed 
in subsequent reading research studies—are core to the instructional 
design of a scientifically-based research program and are key to the 
academic success of classroom instruction.

Comprehensive instructional programs such as Perfection 
Learning’s Many Voices equip teachers with the materials, approaches, 
and professional development to ensure that these strategies and a 
strong emphasis on comprehension skill acquisition are integrated 
into the daily instructional process. Each Teaching and Assessment 
Resource contains direct instruction of active reading skills for both 
fiction and nonfiction selections. Students practice and apply the 
skills of predicting, questioning, clarifying, connecting, summarizing, 
and evaluating. Students then use these essential skills as they read 
and connect with the selections in the text.

The research base also demonstrates that programs such as  
Many Voices, which embed instructional principles in content-area 
texts, enhance reading comprehension skills by providing instruction 
and practice in both reading and writing tied to specific subject 
matter. By focusing on instructional strands such as literary genres, 
literary themes, and historical eras, successful educators can 
strengthen reading comprehension while cultivating student interest 
in other academic subjects measured as part of the state assessment. 



Establish Collaborative,  
Student-Focused Learning

 “As students progress through the grades,  
they become increasingly ‘tuned out,’  
and building student choices into the  

school day is an important way to  
reawaken student engagement.”

—Reading Next

In recent years, researchers have identified more and more 
data on the importance of collaborative learning and the value of 
student-student and student-teacher interaction as part of the learning 
process. This is particularly true in adolescent literacy instruction, 
where student interaction serves as a motivator and an internal 
progress monitoring system.

Research suggests that there are three primary options for 
incorporating text-based collaborative learning in the classroom.

• �Teaching the entire text with all students reading each 
selection and discussing their reactions in small or large groups

• �Teaching part of the text in a shorter time frame by assigning 
students to read essential selections and share their findings

• �Incorporating the text into a novel study, using titles at a 
variety of reading levels so students can read a book that is 
accessible to them and share their findings with students who 
have read other titles

Successful middle grades programs also empower the classroom 
teacher to tailor classroom discussions and dialogues to specific  
student interests. Rather than following a scripted set of study questions,  
research-based programs such as Many Voices enhance the 
collaborative learning process by allowing students to relate specific 
readings to cluster questions as they read. The selection and unit 
questions in the Many Voices student texts allow students to think 
critically about the reading and share their thoughts with their 
peers. Teachers continue to monitor progress and provide individual 
instruction while boosting student engagement and interest in 
particular lessons.

This collaborative process naturally leads to a learning 
continuum that provides clear student motivation and self-
directed learning. Working together, students build motivation 
to read and learn, gaining the instruction and support needed 
for independent learning tasks they will face throughout 
their lives. The thematic organization of the Many Voices program 
encompasses issues that are highly relevant to young people, such as  
identity, family, friends, school, community, and neighborhood. 
The relevant issues provide additional motivation to read and share 
their ideas with their peers. Many Voices offers educators a unique 
instructional design that motivates students through highly relevant 
and intriguing selections while providing ongoing self-synthesis of 
what is learned. Such an approach is recommended in the Reading Next  
study.

Focus on Writing

 “Writing is essential to success in school  
and the workplace. Yet writing is a skill  

that cannot be learned on the spot;  
it is complex and challenging.”

—National Writing Project

While early grades reading research, such as that put forward 
by the National Reading Panel, focused on the core skills needed to 
become reading proficient, middle and high school literacy research 
correctly emphasizes the importance of writing as part of the literacy 
process. Not only does writing provide a practical application of 
core reading skills (including vocabulary and comprehension), but it 
provides all students with the kinds of skills necessary to succeed in 
secondary and postsecondary education, as well as the workplace.

In the middle and high school classroom, research-based 
instructional programs often end each unit of study with a writing 
component, asking students to respond to a particular question, 
integrating their reading comprehension skills with their writing 
ability. At the end of each unit in the Many Voices program, students 
are given writing prompts that require them to respond to intertextual 
questions as they compare and contrast, generalize and draw 
conclusions, and evaluate. 

In addition, each Teaching and Assessment Resource offers full 
writing workshops that focus on writing about literature, writing to 
inform and explain, and writing to persuade. 

According to Bloom’s Taxonomy, this approach—which is a core 
component of Perfection Learning’s Many Voices program—is one 
of the highest levels of thinking. By utilizing this approach, every 
successful student is both a reader and a writer. 
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Utilize Effective Assessment Strategies

 “Both the teacher and the student use  
formative assessment results to make decisions 

about what actions to take to promote  
further learning. It is an ongoing,  

dynamic process that involves far more than 
frequent testing, and measurement of  

student learning is just one of its components.”
—Stephen Chappuis and Jan Chappuis, Educational Leadership 

(December 2007/January 2008)

Even the strongest of research models requires clear and 
ongoing student assessment. In today’s era of state tests and 
Adequate Yearly Progress, it is no longer sufficient for schools to 
simply assess students once at the end of the year. Instead, current 
research protocols call for ongoing formative assessments that can 
track student progress and can be used by educators to offer specific 
interventions or added assistance to those students in need.

The Many Voices program allows teachers to utilize informal 
assessments of student achievement as part of the daily classroom 
learning experience. Through regular discussion questions, selection 
and vocabulary quizzes, writing activities, and section-by-section 
discussion questions, teachers can gain the data they need to track 
student progress and achievement. These strategies, along with 
carefully-crafted writing rubrics, empower teachers to conduct the 
ongoing formative assessments required by the U.S. Department of 
Education and most state education offices.

Instructional partners such as Perfection Learning have been 
at the forefront when it comes to integrating ongoing formative 
assessments into the instructional process, and programs such as 
Many Voices provide a range of informal assessment options designed 
to meet the needs of specific teachers, classrooms, and school districts.

Conclusion

For middle and high school grades literacy programs to be effective,  
they must focus on the core instructional strategies proven to work 
with adolescent learners. Through research identified by the  
Alliance for Excellent Education, the National Reading Panel, the 
National Research Council, and many others, we know that a high- 
quality adolescent literacy program includes: 1) an emphasis on reading 
comprehension strategies; 2) collaborative learning that provides 
student-focused learning opportunities; 3) a strong emphasis on writing 
and the development of writing skills; and 4) effective assessment of 
student progress and achievement.

Through its Many Voices Literature Series, Perfection Learning 
provides school and school districts with the literature, instructional 
approaches, and support necessary to build literary development skills  
in young adults. Built on the latest research and what is proven 
effective in literacy instruction, Many Voices serves as a strong 
classroom-based tool to boost student reading achievement in middle 
and high school classrooms throughout the United States.
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