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Taken for Granted : Applying Reading Instructional Methods to Literacy Programs 

Introduction 

We take much in our lives for granted: warm meals, roofs over heads, clothes on backs, and a 

great deal more. But there is something else – far more important than material or capital goods – 

without which we find it difficult to imagine life. To live without this would make every day a 

constant struggle, yet many of us who have it are not always grateful to be so lucky. Often, we 

move through life without thinking twice about our ability to read. 

Literacy, which is taken for granted by so many Americans, does not come as easily to 

others. In 1993, the U.S. Department of Education released the National Adult Literacy Survey 

(NALS), which used test items resembling everyday tasks to determine American adults‟ literacy 

skills. The NALS‟s results that year ascertained roughly “90 million adults in the country have 

„extremely limited‟ or „limited‟ reading and quantitative skills,” of which approximately 44 

million adults read at the lowest possible level (ProLiteracy America, 2003, p. 3). A decade later, 

the National Center for Education Statistics (2003) released the results of the U.S. National 

Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL); the survey determined that previous results had dropped 

to roughly 63 million Americans having the most basic literacy skills and approximately 30 

million Americans suffering with below basic literacy skills. 

While literacy remains a problem in modern American society, plenty of research discussing 

the best methods and principles of teaching literacy exists. It is difficult, though, to sift through 

that much research, and many studies do not compare their findings to findings from other 

studies. Some studies, for example, outline the different instructional methods used in most 

literacy programs but do not explain how those instructional methods may be more effective to 

teach specific learning goals and objectives or for the different types of students enrolled in adult 
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education programs. It is this researcher‟s goal to apply the strengths of instructional methods to 

these findings to potentially better serve those who seek help from literacy programs. 

Compilation of Reading Instruction Findings  

Instruction Methods 

An important part of any form of teaching is the manner in which you teach. No two teachers 

teach in exactly the same ways, just as no two students learn in exactly the same ways. 

Therefore, there are multiple methods of instruction for teachers to include in teaching strategies, 

and it is strongly encouraged that two or more of them be used in conjunction with one another. 

The five most common strategies are expanded upon here. 

Explicit instruction. 

As the name suggests, everything is made explicitly clear in explicit instruction. The teacher 

shares with his or her class whatever  goals, objectives, and expectations they may for the 

students, and a teacher might also plan activities that build on any prior or background 

knowledge the students may have. In this method, it is also imperative to explain how each 

specific learning activity ties into larger goals the students might have. Also key to this 

instruction method are leaving nothing to chance, properly addressing everything included in a 

specific task, and modeling how the task is ideally done (McShane, 2005, pp. 128 – 129).   

Strategy instruction. 

The most important element of strategy instruction is, understandably, teaching strategy. This 

particular instruction method does not teach merely content but “teach learners how to learn 

effectively, by applying principles, rules, or multi-step processes to solve problems or 

accomplish learning tasks” (McShane, 2005, p. 129). While using this instruction method, 
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teachers are encouraged to demonstrate how each strategy might work and to encourage learners 

to use strategies (McShane, 2005, p. 129).  

Scaffolded instruction. 

Much as a scaffold supports a skyscraper until its support is no longer needed, a teacher 

using a scaffolded instruction method helps a student and gradually removes their support when 

the student is ready. Scaffolded instruction is frequently characterized by teacher-provided 

encouragement, reminders, and clues; in scaffolded instruction, teachers are frequently 

considered guides because they offer some shape and support to the learning but the learners still 

maintain a sense of independence (McShane, 2005, p. 129). 

Intensive instruction or active engagement. 

According to McShane (2005), the two most elements of intensive instruction are time and 

active learning (p. 129). Teachers employing intensive instruction should make sure to provide 

plenty of time for learners to complete each learning task so that students simply have more time 

to become engaged in activities; similarly, intensive instruction also requires that teachers keep 

students focused on a particular task ((McShane, 2005, p. 129). 

Structured or systematic instruction. 

Structured instruction predictably offers some structure to learning material. According to the 

National Adolescents and Adults with Learning Disabilities (ALLD) Center, in this instruction 

method, teachers are encouraged to break information into “manageable pieces” (as cited in 

McShane, 2005, p. 129) and then use a sequence to teach those chunks of information. This 

method helps students avoid information overloads that might teach them nothing. 
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Learning Standards for Adult Education Programs 

In 1997, the University of the State of New York and the New York State Education 

Department collaborated to develop a set of learning standards for adult education programs. 

These learning standards are similar to the learning standards set for adolescent students, but 

these have been revised to integrate adult student goals and abilities. The adult education 

curriculum was divided into two categories of education: English Language Arts (ELA) and 

Mathematics (USNY and NY State Education Dept., 1997, p. 1). The learning standards in the 

ELA curriculum were divided into three major sections – Listening and Speaking, Reading, and 

Writing; the Reading section was divided further into five main goals as discussed below. 

Additionally, suggestions on an instruction method are typically provided for objectives only, as 

multiple objectives within a single goal may be best taught in different instruction methods. 

However, some goals and all their objectives may be supported by a single instruction method; 

these are noted when applicable. 

All goals and objectives are quoted directly from the University of the State of New York 

and  the New York State Education Department (1997) (pp. 43 – 49). 

Goal #1: Learners will prepare for reading by activating prior knowledge and drawing 

upon personal experience.  

Objective A: Learners will set personal goals for reading. 

Objective A would best be fulfilled through the use of the explicit instruction method. The 

explicit instruction method draws the most from learners‟ personal background knowledge and 

can ensure that the learner‟s goals will be made with that information in mind. Also, a teacher 

can personalize the learning activities to better suit the learner‟s personal goals and to better 

draw on the learner‟s prior and background knowledge. 
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Objective B: Learners will use pre-reading strategies. 

The teaching of pre-reading strategies will understandably be best taught with a strategy 

instruction method. Using this method, teachers will not be teaching content but rather tools like 

principles or rules to help the learning process. Teachers can model which pre-reading strategies 

to use appropriately, and in turn, they can question and cue learners on when to use those 

strategies.  

Goal #2: Learners will read and construct meaning from text using a variety of 

materials related to own purposes. 

All objectives in Goal #2 can be best taught using strategy instruction methods, so it is safe to 

state that the overall goal can also be best accomplished using a strategy instruction method. The 

strategies and skills listed in the objectives are not content-based and therefore will be better 

taught when a teacher demonstrates how to best use them. 

Objective A: Learners will develop reading comprehension strategies. 

Objective B: Learners will use a variety of strategies, when needed, to identify 

unfamiliar words and to construct meaning. 

Objective C: Learners will use critical thinking and decision-making skills when 

reading. 

Goal #3: Learners will apply reading skills in contexts of home, work, education, 

community, personal affairs, and pleasure. 

Objective A: Learners will read in order to accomplish specific tasks. 

This objective is best taught with an explicit instruction method because the specific tasks 

can be tailored to an individual learner‟s prior experiences and background knowledge. Then the 
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teacher can make more personal connections between activities and the learner‟s specific goal(s) 

to better encourage the learning process.  

Objective B: Learners will determine if purpose for reading has been satisfied. 

This objective is not necessarily one that needs to be taught using a specific instruction 

method, as it serves as more of a self-analysis objective for the learner. But this objective may be 

best fulfilled through a written or oral survey administered to the learner during their time in the 

education program or prior to their departure. 

Objective C: Learners will apply strategies. 

This objective does not also require an instruction method. However, this could be 

determined with an occasional “exam” where the teacher sits down with the learner to determine 

the progress made on applying strategies.  

Goal #4: Learners will develop and expand learning strategies. 

The whole of Goal #4 is best if a strategy instruction method is used. Justifiably, a solid 

strategy instruction method would provide learners with the proper strategies and the knowledge 

to best know how and when to apply those strategies.  

Objective A: Learners will enhance study strategies. 

Objective B: Learners will check own comprehension and change strategy when text 

does not make sense. 

Goal #5: Learners will utilize critical thinking skills in reading for school, work, and 

pleasure. 

Objective A: Learners will develop and expand interpretive and analytical skills. 

Unlike many of the previous objectives and goals, this objective is best if taught using a 

structured instruction method. Interpretive and analytical skills might seem overwhelming all at 
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once, should be broken into smaller divisions of similar skills, and then taught in a progression 

that lets each new skill build upon the previous ones. 

Most Effective Instruction Methods for Types of Adult Literacy Program Students 

In 2007, Comings and his research team examined the presence of persistence in students 

involved in adult education programs. As a part of their study, they determined that there are five 

different categories of students in adult education programs: long-term, mandatory, short-term, 

try-out, and intermittent students. Each of these categories of students can, of course, be better 

taught by one or more instructional methods, as is expanded below. 

Long-term students. 

According to Comings (2007), these students typically remain in an education program for 

extended periods of time because they find the program to be an enjoyable experience (pp. 36 – 

37). They also “usually do not express specific goals, but, rather, talk of education as an end in 

itself” (Comings, 2007, p.36). Because they consider both the program and an education to be 

enjoyable, they are more likely to continue participating in a particular program until they come 

to consider the staff family members (Comings, 2007, p. 37). 

Long-term students can actually benefit the most from a combination of two instructional 

methods – scaffolded and structured. Because long-term students frequently make close 

relationships with the program‟s staff, encouragement for the learner would flow naturally 

without seeming forced by or required of the teacher, which otherwise might have impeded the 

learner‟s progress. A structured instructional method would also benefit a long-term student 

because information and skills could be broken into fairly small parts to be learned over a longer 

period of time; as a result, each small chunk of information can be a focus of multiple “class 

periods” to ensure that it is well understood before moving on to the next chunk of information. 
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Mandatory students. 

As their name suggests, mandatory students only participate in adult education programs 

because their participation is required; they typically have regular participation, but they have 

goals similar or, in many cases, identical to “those of the agency that is mandating their 

attendance” (Comings, 2007, p. 37). Comings (2007) determined that while their program 

participation remains constant and is frequently long-term, many of them remain in their 

program only until attendance is no longer required and then simply stop participating (p. 37). 

With students who are required to participate in adult education programs, the most useful 

instructional method to use is the explicit instructional method. Building goals and learning 

activities based off a mandatory student‟s own background and interests may encourage the 

learner to remain in the program even after their attendance is no longer required. Additionally, 

the clear explanations of the teacher‟s goals, activities, and expectations may also encourage a 

mandatory learner to remain in a program; if goals and expectations are not made clear from the 

beginning, the learner may feel frustrated and leave the program because of that frustration when 

they  have the option to leave.  

Short-term students. 

These students frequently participate in adult education programs for short periods of time, 

and they usually enroll in a program for a specific goal like passing the GED test or some other 

test required for work placement. Some short-term students find that their needs are met by the 

original program in which they enroll, while others discover that participation in one program 

may lead them to enroll in a different program that better suits their specific goals or needs 

(Comings, 2007, p. 38). 
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Because short-term students enroll in programs to accomplish specific goals, they will 

benefit  most from explicit, strategy, and intensive instructional methods. The specific goals of a 

short-term learner are best addressed under the explicit instructional method, in which a teacher  

can design learning activities to help fulfill those goals. A strategy instructional method will also 

be helpful for a short-term learner because learning non-content-based strategies may not 

necessarily take as long as learning content and may also be more helpful if the learner is seeking 

help for a test such as the GED or a job certification. Intensive instructional methods will also 

benefit short-time students because maintaining focus on a particular objective or activity will 

help reduce the amount of time the learner requires to prepare for their specific goal. 

Try-out students. 

Students categorized as try-out students show the initiative to enroll in an adult education 

program but do not make a commitment to participate in that program. These students frequently 

wind up enrolling in programs and fail to make the commitment because they have met failure 

before in their education, so it is advised to counsel these learners before they are accepted into 

an adult education program (Comings, 2007, p. 39). 

After they have been counseled to come up with plans addressing their personal issues with 

program commitment, try-out students will best be benefited through the use of the scaffolded 

instructional method. Many try-out students may suffer from low self-esteem when it comes to 

their level of education, so the encouragement and guidance offered in a scaffolded instructional 

method will help to boost their confidence while in the program.  

Intermittent students. 

Intermittent students are learners who maintain connections to their particular program while 

sporadically attending program services. The regular attendance rate of this categorization of 



Taken for Granted     11 

 

learners is frequently limited due to personal factors for each learner, but these difficulties can be 

overcome if teachers and learner work together to combine both service attendance and self-

study into a reasonable learning experience (Comings, 2007, pp. 39 – 40). 

Because intermittent students are not always able to attend  program services, it is important 

to make the most of the few times they are able to attend. This can be best accomplished through 

the use of scaffolded and explicit instructional methods. The encouragement and guidance that 

are vital components of scaffolded instruction may provoke the student to work harder during 

those few participation opportunities; similarly, the personalized content and clear definitions of 

goals and expectations within explicit instruction will also help the learner focus more on what is 

pertinent to their specific goals. 
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