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In spite of this history, a growing number of 
research studies over the last two decades 
make a strong case for Structured Literacy in-
struction for students with IDD (e.g., Allor et al., 
2020; Bakken et al., 2021). Although policies and 
curricula focused on the science of reading de-
scribe universal instruction and may mention 
students with specific learning disabilities, 
such as dyslexia (Ward-Lonergan & Duthie, 
2018), the implications for students with IDD 
are often less clear. 

Reading methods coursework in teacher 
preparation programs often fails to address the 
needs of students with IDD (Lindström, Shelton, 
et al., 2024), and many teachers report feeling 
unprepared to teach reading to students with 
IDD (Conner et al., 2022). Recent research indi-
cates that even teachers of students with IDD 
may benefit from strengthening their knowl-
edge and self-efficacy pertaining to reading 
instruction (e.g., Conner et al., 2022; Lindström, 

McFadden, et al., 2024). In this article, we out-
line five essential pieces of knowledge for ed-
ucators looking to address the reading needs 
of students with IDD: content, delivery, adapta-
tions, presumption of learner competence, and 
collaboration.

Essential Knowledge for Educators

Structured Literacy Content
The expectations of what effective reading in-
struction is for students with IDD have great-
ly changed over the last two decades. Histori-
cally, students in this population were taught 
with a limited focus on sight word instruction. 
However, throughout the last twenty years of 
research, multi-component instruction that 
includes decoding words and developing lan-
guage comprehension skills has shifted in-
structional expectations to better align with 
the principles of Structured Literacy (Afacan et 
al., 2018; Allor et al., 2020; Browder et al., 2008). 
In support of the use of code-based instruction 
(i.e., phonological awareness, phonics, and flu-
ency), much of the current research typically 
focuses on foundational reading skills to build 
fluent word recognition (Allor et al., 2020; Ser-
mier Dessemontet et al., 2019). However, as stu-
dents with IDD progress through each grade 
level and have greater access to more texts and 
different text structures, comprehension be-
comes a necessary skill for academic success 
and fostering independence in and out of the 
classroom. Current systematic reviews (Joseph 
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Changing Course: Large Scale Implementation 
of the Science of Reading

I’ve always put children’s well-being at the 
center of my work and knew that without the 
ability to read, many children endure inequi-
ties throughout their education and the rest 
of their lives. However, I soon realized I had a 
lot to learn before I would know enough about 
the science of reading (a vast body of scien-
tifically-based reading research), Structured 
Literacy, and scientifically-based reading sys-
tems to understand what changes needed to 
be made to truly impact our district’s read-
ing proficiency trajectory. What I share here 
are my thoughts, observations, and lessons 
learned from 18 years of reading advocacy as a 
school board member and parent. I hope ad-
vocacy has become more straightforward now 
that (a) the science of reading is getting broad 
media coverage, (b) there are many more on-
line resources for educators and parents, and 
(c) reading advocacy groups have helped to
get science of reading bills passed through
their legislatures.

This article addresses the following topics:
1. The limitations superintendents and

school board members work under that
make it tricky for them to directly change 
how reading is taught.

2. What superintendents and board mem-
bers need to know and the most difficult
acknowledgment they must make be-
fore significant changes can happen.

3. Suggestions for how a science of read-
ing advocate might go about requesting
change.

What Makes it Difficult for Boards and 
Superintendents to Effect Change?
Public (but not private) school boards must 
follow open meeting laws that ensure taxpay-
ers are informed of all official board business. 
These laws do not prohibit school board mem-
bers from meeting in small groups with the 
superintendent or community members, but 
all board meetings with a quorum present (i.e., 
four members of a seven-member board) must 
be posted and held in a place accessible to the 
public. 

There are a few considerations school 
boards should think through before making 
demands to change to a scientifically-based 
reading system.

1. Manage criticism. Too much criticism
of a district’s reading results at pub-
lic school board meetings can lead to a
loss of community trust in the district
and demoralize educators (who are do-
ing their best with what they have been
taught). It is important for board mem-
bers to challenge their superintendents
to honestly consider that their reading
data outcomes may be related to how
reading instruction is implemented in
the district. Challenging them in their
office rather than in a public meeting is
a better option, at least initially; private
meetings allow for more frank discus-
sions, avoid making district staff feel em-
barrassed, and diminish the superinten-
dents’ need to save face publicly.

A School Board Member’s Insights
by Brenda Warren

Low literacy profoundly impacts the health and well-being of children and the adults they will
become. It was that understanding that motivated me as a new school board member in 

2004 to do whatever I could to improve how we taught reading in our district. What surprised 
me most was that there did not seem to be a sense of urgency concerning our unacceptable 
reading data. As a pediatrician, I was accustomed to the sense of urgency one experiences in an 
emergency room when a patient with a dire situation rolls in. Everyone has a critical role to play 
and works urgently, systematically, and calmly to diagnose the condition and care for the patient. 
Why can’t we do that with reading difficulties?
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et al., 2023; Shelton et al., 2019) indicate strong 
response among students with IDD to strat-
egy-based interventions (e.g., summarizing, 
predicting, questioning), from early elementa-
ry school through secondary school. Through 
systematic (e.g., clear scope and sequence) and 
explicit (e.g., scaffolding, gradual release of re-
sponsibility) instruction of these skills, students 
with IDD can have increased opportunities to 
build independence as readers and greater ac-
cess to grade-level curriculum. Figure 1 shows 
a sample lesson structure for decoding that in-
corporates building the student’s background 
knowledge of the skill they are going to learn, 
follows a systematic and explicit format of mod-
eling and practicing the concept, and presents 
ways to scaffold the content to the skill.

Structured Literacy Delivery
Complementary to knowing what to teach is 
knowing how to teach it. Instructional plan-
ning should be anchored in two primary goals: 
(a) supporting access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although students with IDD 
often have difficulties in accessing the gener-
al education curriculum, following the tenets 
of systematic and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students making progress 
in their learning. Planning instruction for these 
students includes an emphasis on the recom-
mended components from the National Read-
ing Panel (NRP, 2000) including phonemic 
awareness, phonics, comprehension, vocabu-
lary, and fluency instruction. However, to meet 
their needs more effectively, the focus shifts to 

small, sequential steps that are informed by 
measurable and meaningful goals. 

When planning reading instruction for 
students with IDD, educators should focus 
on small, sequential steps that progress from 
simple concepts (e.g., recall questioning) to 
more complex skills (e.g., inferencing). Instruc-
tion should include explicit teacher modeling, 
multiple exposures to the skill, and cumula-
tive review. Educators should also provide op-
portunities for frequent student response and 
immediate, corrective feedback when needed. 
Lastly, continued opportunities to generalize 
skills across content areas and learning envi-
ronments help support students to make con-
nections to what they have learned and build 
stronger retrieval of learned skills in a variety of 
contexts. Figure 1 illustrates how to plan con-
tent and delivery together through a guided, 
scripted plan. After the completion of the CVC 
decoding task, one way to generalize would be 
to use highlighted tape on the target words 
in text across content areas. This cue supports 
word recognition and provides an additional 
opportunity to decode the word within text.

Adaptations to Facilitate Access
With a strong foundation of Structured Litera-
cy content and delivery in place, teachers are 
well positioned to make reading instruction ac-
cessible and responsive to students’ strengths 
and needs. In this section, we highlight some 
of the needs that can be addressed through 
thoughtful adaptations to the delivery of read-
ing instruction. 

Communication. Many students with IDD  
receive speech and language services to 
achieve communication goals on their individ-
ualized education programs (IEPs), and up to 
82% of students with extensive support needs 
use symbolic communication and/or augmen-
tative and alternative communication (AAC) 
devices to express themselves and participate 
in classroom instruction (Erickson & Geist, 
2016). Partnering with a speech-language pa-
thologist (SLP) to better understand students’ 

Partnering with a speech-
language pathologist (SLP) to 
better understand students’ 
communication needs can 
ensure greater access for 
students during reading 
instruction.

Complementary to knowing 
what to teach is knowing how to 
teach it. Instructional planning 
should be anchored in two 
primary goals: (a) supporting 
access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although 
students with IDD often have 
difficulties in accessing the 
general education curriculum, 
following the tenets of systematic 
and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students 
making progress in their 
learning.
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PLAN 

Component: Decoding 
Instructional Goal: Blending CVC words 
beginning with a continuous sound

TARGET WORDS 
mat 
red  
sun 
rug 
sad

DEMONSTRATE 
I do!

Teacher: We are going to blend sounds. When we blend sounds, we 
put them together.  

Before we blend our words, let’s review some of our letter sounds.  

Review letter sounds needed for the lesson: a, d, e, g, m, n, r, s, t, u

BUILD & REVIEW

Teach and model the new skill.  

Using magnetic tiles, create the word mat. 
Watch me point to each letter while I make each sound.  
Model: /mmm/ /aaa/ /t/ 
Now I start at the beginning of the word and blend the sounds 
together. Model: /mmmaaaat/ 
Last I put it all together. Mat!

Let’s try some more words! 
Using magnetic tiles with the target word list, create the word sad. 
Put your finger under the first letter. Sound? /sss/ 
Move to the next letter. Sound? /aaa/ 
Move to the last letter. Sound? /d/ 
Slide your finger slowly under all the letters while you make the sounds. 
Teacher & Student: /sssaaad/ 
What’s the word? Sad! 
Let’s try one more together.  

Follow the same routine as above for two other target words.

GUIDED PRACTICE 
We do!

If student needs continued 
support with blending sounds 
together, consider trying VC 

words with two sounds  
(e.g., it, in, at) before moving 

back to CVC words.

Provide independent practice with the rest of the words on the target list. 

Your turn! Give the student the magnet tiles to create next target word. 
After you make the word, go back to the first letter and slowly say all 
of the sounds. Next blend the sounds. Last, say the whole word!

INDEPENDENT 
PRACTICE 

You do!

Scaffold and/or correct errors. 
Provide immediate, specific, 

corrective feedback.

Figure 1

Structured Literacy Content and Delivery for Students With IDD

14-20_Lindstrom_Feature.indd   214-20_Lindstrom_Feature.indd   2 4/28/25   1:32 PM4/28/25   1:32 PM

15MAY/JUNE 2025
16 The Reading League Journal

et al., 2023; Shelton et al., 2019) indicate strong 
response among students with IDD to strat-
egy-based interventions (e.g., summarizing, 
predicting, questioning), from early elementa-
ry school through secondary school. Through 
systematic (e.g., clear scope and sequence) and 
explicit (e.g., scaffolding, gradual release of re-
sponsibility) instruction of these skills, students 
with IDD can have increased opportunities to 
build independence as readers and greater ac-
cess to grade-level curriculum. Figure 1 shows 
a sample lesson structure for decoding that in-
corporates building the student’s background 
knowledge of the skill they are going to learn, 
follows a systematic and explicit format of mod-
eling and practicing the concept, and presents 
ways to scaffold the content to the skill.

Structured Literacy Delivery
Complementary to knowing what to teach is 
knowing how to teach it. Instructional plan-
ning should be anchored in two primary goals: 
(a) supporting access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although students with IDD 
often have difficulties in accessing the gener-
al education curriculum, following the tenets 
of systematic and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students making progress 
in their learning. Planning instruction for these 
students includes an emphasis on the recom-
mended components from the National Read-
ing Panel (NRP, 2000) including phonemic 
awareness, phonics, comprehension, vocabu-
lary, and fluency instruction. However, to meet 
their needs more effectively, the focus shifts to 

small, sequential steps that are informed by 
measurable and meaningful goals. 

When planning reading instruction for 
students with IDD, educators should focus 
on small, sequential steps that progress from 
simple concepts (e.g., recall questioning) to 
more complex skills (e.g., inferencing). Instruc-
tion should include explicit teacher modeling, 
multiple exposures to the skill, and cumula-
tive review. Educators should also provide op-
portunities for frequent student response and 
immediate, corrective feedback when needed. 
Lastly, continued opportunities to generalize 
skills across content areas and learning envi-
ronments help support students to make con-
nections to what they have learned and build 
stronger retrieval of learned skills in a variety of 
contexts. Figure 1 illustrates how to plan con-
tent and delivery together through a guided, 
scripted plan. After the completion of the CVC 
decoding task, one way to generalize would be 
to use highlighted tape on the target words 
in text across content areas. This cue supports 
word recognition and provides an additional 
opportunity to decode the word within text.

Adaptations to Facilitate Access
With a strong foundation of Structured Litera-
cy content and delivery in place, teachers are 
well positioned to make reading instruction ac-
cessible and responsive to students’ strengths 
and needs. In this section, we highlight some 
of the needs that can be addressed through 
thoughtful adaptations to the delivery of read-
ing instruction. 

Communication. Many students with IDD  
receive speech and language services to 
achieve communication goals on their individ-
ualized education programs (IEPs), and up to 
82% of students with extensive support needs 
use symbolic communication and/or augmen-
tative and alternative communication (AAC) 
devices to express themselves and participate 
in classroom instruction (Erickson & Geist, 
2016). Partnering with a speech-language pa-
thologist (SLP) to better understand students’ 

Partnering with a speech-
language pathologist (SLP) to 
better understand students’ 
communication needs can 
ensure greater access for 
students during reading 
instruction.

Complementary to knowing 
what to teach is knowing how to 
teach it. Instructional planning 
should be anchored in two 
primary goals: (a) supporting 
access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although 
students with IDD often have 
difficulties in accessing the 
general education curriculum, 
following the tenets of systematic 
and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students 
making progress in their 
learning.

14-20_Lindstrom_Feature.indd   314-20_Lindstrom_Feature.indd   3 4/28/25   1:32 PM4/28/25   1:32 PM

16 The Reading League Journal

et al., 2023; Shelton et al., 2019) indicate strong 
response among students with IDD to strat-
egy-based interventions (e.g., summarizing, 
predicting, questioning), from early elementa-
ry school through secondary school. Through 
systematic (e.g., clear scope and sequence) and 
explicit (e.g., scaffolding, gradual release of re-
sponsibility) instruction of these skills, students 
with IDD can have increased opportunities to 
build independence as readers and greater ac-
cess to grade-level curriculum. Figure 1 shows 
a sample lesson structure for decoding that in-
corporates building the student’s background 
knowledge of the skill they are going to learn, 
follows a systematic and explicit format of mod-
eling and practicing the concept, and presents 
ways to scaffold the content to the skill.

Structured Literacy Delivery
Complementary to knowing what to teach is 
knowing how to teach it. Instructional plan-
ning should be anchored in two primary goals: 
(a) supporting access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although students with IDD 
often have difficulties in accessing the gener-
al education curriculum, following the tenets 
of systematic and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students making progress 
in their learning. Planning instruction for these 
students includes an emphasis on the recom-
mended components from the National Read-
ing Panel (NRP, 2000) including phonemic 
awareness, phonics, comprehension, vocabu-
lary, and fluency instruction. However, to meet 
their needs more effectively, the focus shifts to 

small, sequential steps that are informed by 
measurable and meaningful goals. 

When planning reading instruction for 
students with IDD, educators should focus 
on small, sequential steps that progress from 
simple concepts (e.g., recall questioning) to 
more complex skills (e.g., inferencing). Instruc-
tion should include explicit teacher modeling, 
multiple exposures to the skill, and cumula-
tive review. Educators should also provide op-
portunities for frequent student response and 
immediate, corrective feedback when needed. 
Lastly, continued opportunities to generalize 
skills across content areas and learning envi-
ronments help support students to make con-
nections to what they have learned and build 
stronger retrieval of learned skills in a variety of 
contexts. Figure 1 illustrates how to plan con-
tent and delivery together through a guided, 
scripted plan. After the completion of the CVC 
decoding task, one way to generalize would be 
to use highlighted tape on the target words 
in text across content areas. This cue supports 
word recognition and provides an additional 
opportunity to decode the word within text.

Adaptations to Facilitate Access
With a strong foundation of Structured Litera-
cy content and delivery in place, teachers are 
well positioned to make reading instruction ac-
cessible and responsive to students’ strengths 
and needs. In this section, we highlight some 
of the needs that can be addressed through 
thoughtful adaptations to the delivery of read-
ing instruction. 

Communication. Many students with IDD  
receive speech and language services to 
achieve communication goals on their individ-
ualized education programs (IEPs), and up to 
82% of students with extensive support needs 
use symbolic communication and/or augmen-
tative and alternative communication (AAC) 
devices to express themselves and participate 
in classroom instruction (Erickson & Geist, 
2016). Partnering with a speech-language pa-
thologist (SLP) to better understand students’ 

Partnering with a speech-
language pathologist (SLP) to 
better understand students’ 
communication needs can 
ensure greater access for 
students during reading 
instruction.

Complementary to knowing 
what to teach is knowing how to 
teach it. Instructional planning 
should be anchored in two 
primary goals: (a) supporting 
access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although 
students with IDD often have 
difficulties in accessing the 
general education curriculum, 
following the tenets of systematic 
and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students 
making progress in their 
learning.
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et al., 2023; Shelton et al., 2019) indicate strong 
response among students with IDD to strat-
egy-based interventions (e.g., summarizing, 
predicting, questioning), from early elementa-
ry school through secondary school. Through 
systematic (e.g., clear scope and sequence) and 
explicit (e.g., scaffolding, gradual release of re-
sponsibility) instruction of these skills, students 
with IDD can have increased opportunities to 
build independence as readers and greater ac-
cess to grade-level curriculum. Figure 1 shows 
a sample lesson structure for decoding that in-
corporates building the student’s background 
knowledge of the skill they are going to learn, 
follows a systematic and explicit format of mod-
eling and practicing the concept, and presents 
ways to scaffold the content to the skill.

Structured Literacy Delivery
Complementary to knowing what to teach is 
knowing how to teach it. Instructional plan-
ning should be anchored in two primary goals: 
(a) supporting access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although students with IDD 
often have difficulties in accessing the gener-
al education curriculum, following the tenets 
of systematic and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students making progress 
in their learning. Planning instruction for these 
students includes an emphasis on the recom-
mended components from the National Read-
ing Panel (NRP, 2000) including phonemic 
awareness, phonics, comprehension, vocabu-
lary, and fluency instruction. However, to meet 
their needs more effectively, the focus shifts to 

small, sequential steps that are informed by 
measurable and meaningful goals. 

When planning reading instruction for 
students with IDD, educators should focus 
on small, sequential steps that progress from 
simple concepts (e.g., recall questioning) to 
more complex skills (e.g., inferencing). Instruc-
tion should include explicit teacher modeling, 
multiple exposures to the skill, and cumula-
tive review. Educators should also provide op-
portunities for frequent student response and 
immediate, corrective feedback when needed. 
Lastly, continued opportunities to generalize 
skills across content areas and learning envi-
ronments help support students to make con-
nections to what they have learned and build 
stronger retrieval of learned skills in a variety of 
contexts. Figure 1 illustrates how to plan con-
tent and delivery together through a guided, 
scripted plan. After the completion of the CVC 
decoding task, one way to generalize would be 
to use highlighted tape on the target words 
in text across content areas. This cue supports 
word recognition and provides an additional 
opportunity to decode the word within text.

Adaptations to Facilitate Access
With a strong foundation of Structured Litera-
cy content and delivery in place, teachers are 
well positioned to make reading instruction ac-
cessible and responsive to students’ strengths 
and needs. In this section, we highlight some 
of the needs that can be addressed through 
thoughtful adaptations to the delivery of read-
ing instruction. 

Communication. Many students with IDD  
receive speech and language services to 
achieve communication goals on their individ-
ualized education programs (IEPs), and up to 
82% of students with extensive support needs 
use symbolic communication and/or augmen-
tative and alternative communication (AAC) 
devices to express themselves and participate 
in classroom instruction (Erickson & Geist, 
2016). Partnering with a speech-language pa-
thologist (SLP) to better understand students’ 

Partnering with a speech-
language pathologist (SLP) to 
better understand students’ 
communication needs can 
ensure greater access for 
students during reading 
instruction.

Complementary to knowing 
what to teach is knowing how to 
teach it. Instructional planning 
should be anchored in two 
primary goals: (a) supporting 
access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although 
students with IDD often have 
difficulties in accessing the 
general education curriculum, 
following the tenets of systematic 
and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students 
making progress in their 
learning.
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cess to grade-level curriculum. Figure 1 shows 
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corporates building the student’s background 
knowledge of the skill they are going to learn, 
follows a systematic and explicit format of mod-
eling and practicing the concept, and presents 
ways to scaffold the content to the skill.
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Complementary to knowing what to teach is 
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independence. Although students with IDD 
often have difficulties in accessing the gener-
al education curriculum, following the tenets 
of systematic and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students making progress 
in their learning. Planning instruction for these 
students includes an emphasis on the recom-
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ing Panel (NRP, 2000) including phonemic 
awareness, phonics, comprehension, vocabu-
lary, and fluency instruction. However, to meet 
their needs more effectively, the focus shifts to 

small, sequential steps that are informed by 
measurable and meaningful goals. 

When planning reading instruction for 
students with IDD, educators should focus 
on small, sequential steps that progress from 
simple concepts (e.g., recall questioning) to 
more complex skills (e.g., inferencing). Instruc-
tion should include explicit teacher modeling, 
multiple exposures to the skill, and cumula-
tive review. Educators should also provide op-
portunities for frequent student response and 
immediate, corrective feedback when needed. 
Lastly, continued opportunities to generalize 
skills across content areas and learning envi-
ronments help support students to make con-
nections to what they have learned and build 
stronger retrieval of learned skills in a variety of 
contexts. Figure 1 illustrates how to plan con-
tent and delivery together through a guided, 
scripted plan. After the completion of the CVC 
decoding task, one way to generalize would be 
to use highlighted tape on the target words 
in text across content areas. This cue supports 
word recognition and provides an additional 
opportunity to decode the word within text.

Adaptations to Facilitate Access
With a strong foundation of Structured Litera-
cy content and delivery in place, teachers are 
well positioned to make reading instruction ac-
cessible and responsive to students’ strengths 
and needs. In this section, we highlight some 
of the needs that can be addressed through 
thoughtful adaptations to the delivery of read-
ing instruction. 

Communication. Many students with IDD  
receive speech and language services to 
achieve communication goals on their individ-
ualized education programs (IEPs), and up to 
82% of students with extensive support needs 
use symbolic communication and/or augmen-
tative and alternative communication (AAC) 
devices to express themselves and participate 
in classroom instruction (Erickson & Geist, 
2016). Partnering with a speech-language pa-
thologist (SLP) to better understand students’ 

Partnering with a speech-
language pathologist (SLP) to 
better understand students’ 
communication needs can 
ensure greater access for 
students during reading 
instruction.

Complementary to knowing 
what to teach is knowing how to 
teach it. Instructional planning 
should be anchored in two 
primary goals: (a) supporting 
access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although 
students with IDD often have 
difficulties in accessing the 
general education curriculum, 
following the tenets of systematic 
and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students 
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et al., 2023; Shelton et al., 2019) indicate strong 
response among students with IDD to strat-
egy-based interventions (e.g., summarizing, 
predicting, questioning), from early elementa-
ry school through secondary school. Through 
systematic (e.g., clear scope and sequence) and 
explicit (e.g., scaffolding, gradual release of re-
sponsibility) instruction of these skills, students 
with IDD can have increased opportunities to 
build independence as readers and greater ac-
cess to grade-level curriculum. Figure 1 shows 
a sample lesson structure for decoding that in-
corporates building the student’s background 
knowledge of the skill they are going to learn, 
follows a systematic and explicit format of mod-
eling and practicing the concept, and presents 
ways to scaffold the content to the skill.

Structured Literacy Delivery
Complementary to knowing what to teach is 
knowing how to teach it. Instructional plan-
ning should be anchored in two primary goals: 
(a) supporting access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although students with IDD 
often have difficulties in accessing the gener-
al education curriculum, following the tenets 
of systematic and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students making progress 
in their learning. Planning instruction for these 
students includes an emphasis on the recom-
mended components from the National Read-
ing Panel (NRP, 2000) including phonemic 
awareness, phonics, comprehension, vocabu-
lary, and fluency instruction. However, to meet 
their needs more effectively, the focus shifts to 

small, sequential steps that are informed by 
measurable and meaningful goals. 

When planning reading instruction for 
students with IDD, educators should focus 
on small, sequential steps that progress from 
simple concepts (e.g., recall questioning) to 
more complex skills (e.g., inferencing). Instruc-
tion should include explicit teacher modeling, 
multiple exposures to the skill, and cumula-
tive review. Educators should also provide op-
portunities for frequent student response and 
immediate, corrective feedback when needed. 
Lastly, continued opportunities to generalize 
skills across content areas and learning envi-
ronments help support students to make con-
nections to what they have learned and build 
stronger retrieval of learned skills in a variety of 
contexts. Figure 1 illustrates how to plan con-
tent and delivery together through a guided, 
scripted plan. After the completion of the CVC 
decoding task, one way to generalize would be 
to use highlighted tape on the target words 
in text across content areas. This cue supports 
word recognition and provides an additional 
opportunity to decode the word within text.

Adaptations to Facilitate Access
With a strong foundation of Structured Litera-
cy content and delivery in place, teachers are 
well positioned to make reading instruction ac-
cessible and responsive to students’ strengths 
and needs. In this section, we highlight some 
of the needs that can be addressed through 
thoughtful adaptations to the delivery of read-
ing instruction. 

Communication. Many students with IDD  
receive speech and language services to 
achieve communication goals on their individ-
ualized education programs (IEPs), and up to 
82% of students with extensive support needs 
use symbolic communication and/or augmen-
tative and alternative communication (AAC) 
devices to express themselves and participate 
in classroom instruction (Erickson & Geist, 
2016). Partnering with a speech-language pa-
thologist (SLP) to better understand students’ 

Partnering with a speech-
language pathologist (SLP) to 
better understand students’ 
communication needs can 
ensure greater access for 
students during reading 
instruction.

Complementary to knowing 
what to teach is knowing how to 
teach it. Instructional planning 
should be anchored in two 
primary goals: (a) supporting 
access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although 
students with IDD often have 
difficulties in accessing the 
general education curriculum, 
following the tenets of systematic 
and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students 
making progress in their 
learning.
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communication needs can ensure greater ac-
cess for students during reading instruction. 
Teachers and SLPs can collaborate regarding 
articulation needs, receptive and expressive 
language supports, considerations for multi-
lingual learners with IDD, and programming 
curricular material (e.g., word lists) onto AAC 
devices. SLPs can help determine if certain pre-
requisite skills need greater attention before 
moving forward in an instructional sequence 
and identify which skills are less central.

Behavior. Students with IDD may ben-
efit from motivational and behavioral sup-
ports embedded in their reading instruction. 
Whether or not students have behavioral 
goals on their IEPs, teachers may consider us-
ing visual schedules, intermittent breaks, and 
access to preferred activities (e.g., iPad, senso-
ry area) interspersed throughout their read-
ing instruction. Behavior-specific praise (e.g., 
“Great work reading all of the words careful-
ly!”), reflecting together on progress (e.g., “I’m 
becoming a stronger reader!”), and involving 
students in tracking their progress monitor-
ing data can further support engaged, self-de-
termined learners. Although applicable to all 
students, these practices can be especially 
helpful for those experiencing frustration or 
uncertainty with the introduction of new ma-
terial and routines.

Presuming Competence
In addition to the content and pedagogical 
knowledge essential to reading instruction 
for students with IDD, it is equally critical for 
educators to maintain high expectations for 
students’ reading development. No matter 
how strong a teacher’s knowledge is of what 
and how to teach, if the teacher does not be-
lieve that a student can or should learn to read, 
meaningful progress is not likely to occur. These 
expectations can be expressed via allotment of 
reading instruction time, rigor of students’ IEP 
goals, and choices of instructional materials.

In a recent national survey, over 25% of spe-
cial education teachers working with students 
with IDD did not agree that all students can 
acquire literacy skills or should be provided 
with literacy instruction (Conner et al., 2022). 
In the same study, teachers expressing these 
views reported spending less class time on 
reading instruction than did respondents who 
held higher expectations for the reading de-
velopment of students with IDD. These find-
ings can have dire ramifications for students, 
whose performance will surely suffer with less 
access to effective instruction. However, teach-
ers who believe that reading instruction is im-

portant for students with IDD and is necessary 
for presuming competence, must also reflect 
this belief in their instructional planning and 
implementation.

When teachers understand the value and 
power of reading instruction for students with 
IDD, they must then make instructional deci-
sions that are developmentally appropriate 
and aligned with students’ short- and long-
term goals. Findings from studies analyzing 
students’ IEP documents and observations of 
classroom reading instruction have highlight-
ed the prevalence of approaches and materi-
als that are developmentally inappropriate and 
often infantilizing, especially for students with 
extensive support needs. For example, one ob-
servation study reported teachers using ear-
ly childhood storybooks (e.g., The Three Little 
Pigs) and infant toys during literacy instruction 
with fifth- and sixth-grade students with IDD 
(Kurth et al., 2024). These materials are em-
blematic of low expectations for students and 
are especially prevalent in segregated special 
education classrooms. IEP goals for students 
in the same study were vague and misaligned 
with grade standards, further indicative of low 
expectations. Students with IDD can learn to 
read with methods and materials resembling 
those of their peers. Age-appropriate materials, 
practices, and content are necessary for creat-
ing learning environments that are affirming 
and more likely to foster student growth. When 
planning reading instruction, teachers may ask 
themselves the following questions (Kasa-Hen-
drickson & Buswell, 2007):

1. How can I make this work? 
2. How can the student demonstrate un-

derstanding?
3. Are my talk (tone and topic) and materi-

als age appropriate for the student?
4. What biases or preconceptions do I need 

to revisit and/or challenge?
5. What areas do I need support or training 

in?
Our final note about presuming compe-

tence is one of encouragement and persistence, 
for teachers and students alike. Teachers who 
are familiar with Structured Literacy approach-
es for other populations of students—or those 
with experience working with students with 
IDD but who are new to Structured Literacy—
may be discouraged by how long it takes for 
a student to acquire a particular reading skill. 
Studies indicate that even with intensive inter-
vention, students with IDD may exhibit more 
gradual growth in certain reading skills than 
their peers with other disabilities (e.g., Allor et 
al., 2020). We recommend that teachers keep 
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et al., 2023; Shelton et al., 2019) indicate strong 
response among students with IDD to strat-
egy-based interventions (e.g., summarizing, 
predicting, questioning), from early elementa-
ry school through secondary school. Through 
systematic (e.g., clear scope and sequence) and 
explicit (e.g., scaffolding, gradual release of re-
sponsibility) instruction of these skills, students 
with IDD can have increased opportunities to 
build independence as readers and greater ac-
cess to grade-level curriculum. Figure 1 shows 
a sample lesson structure for decoding that in-
corporates building the student’s background 
knowledge of the skill they are going to learn, 
follows a systematic and explicit format of mod-
eling and practicing the concept, and presents 
ways to scaffold the content to the skill.

Structured Literacy Delivery
Complementary to knowing what to teach is 
knowing how to teach it. Instructional plan-
ning should be anchored in two primary goals: 
(a) supporting access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although students with IDD 
often have difficulties in accessing the gener-
al education curriculum, following the tenets 
of systematic and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students making progress 
in their learning. Planning instruction for these 
students includes an emphasis on the recom-
mended components from the National Read-
ing Panel (NRP, 2000) including phonemic 
awareness, phonics, comprehension, vocabu-
lary, and fluency instruction. However, to meet 
their needs more effectively, the focus shifts to 

small, sequential steps that are informed by 
measurable and meaningful goals. 

When planning reading instruction for 
students with IDD, educators should focus 
on small, sequential steps that progress from 
simple concepts (e.g., recall questioning) to 
more complex skills (e.g., inferencing). Instruc-
tion should include explicit teacher modeling, 
multiple exposures to the skill, and cumula-
tive review. Educators should also provide op-
portunities for frequent student response and 
immediate, corrective feedback when needed. 
Lastly, continued opportunities to generalize 
skills across content areas and learning envi-
ronments help support students to make con-
nections to what they have learned and build 
stronger retrieval of learned skills in a variety of 
contexts. Figure 1 illustrates how to plan con-
tent and delivery together through a guided, 
scripted plan. After the completion of the CVC 
decoding task, one way to generalize would be 
to use highlighted tape on the target words 
in text across content areas. This cue supports 
word recognition and provides an additional 
opportunity to decode the word within text.

Adaptations to Facilitate Access
With a strong foundation of Structured Litera-
cy content and delivery in place, teachers are 
well positioned to make reading instruction ac-
cessible and responsive to students’ strengths 
and needs. In this section, we highlight some 
of the needs that can be addressed through 
thoughtful adaptations to the delivery of read-
ing instruction. 

Communication. Many students with IDD  
receive speech and language services to 
achieve communication goals on their individ-
ualized education programs (IEPs), and up to 
82% of students with extensive support needs 
use symbolic communication and/or augmen-
tative and alternative communication (AAC) 
devices to express themselves and participate 
in classroom instruction (Erickson & Geist, 
2016). Partnering with a speech-language pa-
thologist (SLP) to better understand students’ 

Partnering with a speech-
language pathologist (SLP) to 
better understand students’ 
communication needs can 
ensure greater access for 
students during reading 
instruction.

Complementary to knowing 
what to teach is knowing how to 
teach it. Instructional planning 
should be anchored in two 
primary goals: (a) supporting 
access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although 
students with IDD often have 
difficulties in accessing the 
general education curriculum, 
following the tenets of systematic 
and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students 
making progress in their 
learning.
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et al., 2023; Shelton et al., 2019) indicate strong 
response among students with IDD to strat-
egy-based interventions (e.g., summarizing, 
predicting, questioning), from early elementa-
ry school through secondary school. Through 
systematic (e.g., clear scope and sequence) and 
explicit (e.g., scaffolding, gradual release of re-
sponsibility) instruction of these skills, students 
with IDD can have increased opportunities to 
build independence as readers and greater ac-
cess to grade-level curriculum. Figure 1 shows 
a sample lesson structure for decoding that in-
corporates building the student’s background 
knowledge of the skill they are going to learn, 
follows a systematic and explicit format of mod-
eling and practicing the concept, and presents 
ways to scaffold the content to the skill.

Structured Literacy Delivery
Complementary to knowing what to teach is 
knowing how to teach it. Instructional plan-
ning should be anchored in two primary goals: 
(a) supporting access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although students with IDD 
often have difficulties in accessing the gener-
al education curriculum, following the tenets 
of systematic and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students making progress 
in their learning. Planning instruction for these 
students includes an emphasis on the recom-
mended components from the National Read-
ing Panel (NRP, 2000) including phonemic 
awareness, phonics, comprehension, vocabu-
lary, and fluency instruction. However, to meet 
their needs more effectively, the focus shifts to 

small, sequential steps that are informed by 
measurable and meaningful goals. 

When planning reading instruction for 
students with IDD, educators should focus 
on small, sequential steps that progress from 
simple concepts (e.g., recall questioning) to 
more complex skills (e.g., inferencing). Instruc-
tion should include explicit teacher modeling, 
multiple exposures to the skill, and cumula-
tive review. Educators should also provide op-
portunities for frequent student response and 
immediate, corrective feedback when needed. 
Lastly, continued opportunities to generalize 
skills across content areas and learning envi-
ronments help support students to make con-
nections to what they have learned and build 
stronger retrieval of learned skills in a variety of 
contexts. Figure 1 illustrates how to plan con-
tent and delivery together through a guided, 
scripted plan. After the completion of the CVC 
decoding task, one way to generalize would be 
to use highlighted tape on the target words 
in text across content areas. This cue supports 
word recognition and provides an additional 
opportunity to decode the word within text.

Adaptations to Facilitate Access
With a strong foundation of Structured Litera-
cy content and delivery in place, teachers are 
well positioned to make reading instruction ac-
cessible and responsive to students’ strengths 
and needs. In this section, we highlight some 
of the needs that can be addressed through 
thoughtful adaptations to the delivery of read-
ing instruction. 

Communication. Many students with IDD  
receive speech and language services to 
achieve communication goals on their individ-
ualized education programs (IEPs), and up to 
82% of students with extensive support needs 
use symbolic communication and/or augmen-
tative and alternative communication (AAC) 
devices to express themselves and participate 
in classroom instruction (Erickson & Geist, 
2016). Partnering with a speech-language pa-
thologist (SLP) to better understand students’ 

Partnering with a speech-
language pathologist (SLP) to 
better understand students’ 
communication needs can 
ensure greater access for 
students during reading 
instruction.

Complementary to knowing 
what to teach is knowing how to 
teach it. Instructional planning 
should be anchored in two 
primary goals: (a) supporting 
access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although 
students with IDD often have 
difficulties in accessing the 
general education curriculum, 
following the tenets of systematic 
and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students 
making progress in their 
learning.
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with the program, continue to monitor prog-
ress with appropriate measures, and collabo-
rate with fellow educators to identify potential 
solutions to access barriers.

Collaboration
Supporting the reading development of stu-
dents with IDD is an inherently collaborative 
effort, engaging the expertise of various in-
dividuals in and out of the classroom. That 
is, the final essential understanding that we 
present is knowing when and how to draw on 
the knowledge and experience of others. Col-
laborating with related service providers (e.g., 
SLPs, occupational therapists), paraeducators, 
and families is necessary for navigating access 
barriers and making instruction more effective. 
Attempting this alone is not feasible.  

For successful in-school collaboration to 
occur, time and resources need to be allocated 
accordingly. School leaders organizing profes-
sional development in the science of reading 
are encouraged to (a) solicit input from teach-
ers on what barriers they have identified that 
are in need of strategizing, and (b) schedule 
time explicitly for teachers and related service 
providers to collaborate and plan for implemen-
tation that reflects individual student needs. 
Teachers may need to advocate for planning 
time and resources for adapting instruction to 
meet students’ needs. 

Although more common in early literacy 
contexts for other populations, collaboration 
between teachers and families is important 
throughout the grade span to support the 
reading development of students with IDD. 
Reading instruction is likely to be more effec-
tive when teachers engage meaningfully with 
families, sharing important information from 
the classroom and soliciting their input. Teach-
ers may share information about how families 
can support reading development at home and 
how to advocate for higher-quality instruction. 
In turn, family members often hold valuable 
expertise about student interests, goals, pref-
erences, and other information necessary for 
ensuring successful implementation. Research 
indicates that poor-quality reading instruction 
is more prevalent in classrooms where teachers 
make instructional decisions to keep students 
with IDD busy, rather than those in which they 
are considering students’ long-term, postsec-
ondary goals to guide instruction (e.g., Ruppar 
et al., 2015).

Conclusion
Teaching reading to students with IDD can be 
very rewarding, and there is a growing evidence 

base for the content and practices that are 
most effective for addressing these students’ 
varying needs. When educators are familiar 
with a curriculum and their students’ strengths 
and needs, they can systematically identify the 
barriers to address for meaningful access to oc-
cur. By maintaining high expectations and col-
laborating with other professionals and fami-
lies, teachers can implement instruction that is 
rigorous, supportive, and effective.  

Author Note
The research reported here was supported 
by the Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. 
Department of Education, through Grant 
R324B210020 to Lehigh University. The opin-
ions expressed are those of the authors and do 
not represent views of the Institute or the U.S. 
Department of Education.

Corresponding Author: Esther R. Lindström 
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6343-2538, Univer-
sity of Illinois Chicago College of Education, 
1040 W. Harrison St., Chicago, IL 60607; Email: 
elinds20@uic.edu.

References
Afacan, K., Wilkerson, K. L., & Ruppar, A. L. (2018). 

Multicomponent reading interventions for 
students with intellectual disability. Remedial 
and Special Education, 39(4), 229-242. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0741932517702444

Allor, J. H., Yovanoff, P., Otaiba, S. A., Ortiz, M. B., & 
Conner, C. (2020). Evidence for a literacy intervention 
for students with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities. Education and Training in Autism and 
Developmental Disabilities, 55(3), 290–302. 

Bakken, R. K., Næss, K. A. B., Lemons, C. J., & Hjetland, H. N. 
(2021). A systematic review and meta-analysis of reading 
and writing interventions for students with disorders 
of intellectual development. Education Sciences, 11(10), 
638-657. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11100638 

Browder, D. M., Ahlgrim-Delzell, L., Courtade, G., Gibbs, S. 
L., & Flowers, C. (2008). Evaluation of the effectiveness of 
an early literacy program for students with significant 
developmental disabilities. Exceptional Children, 75(1), 
33-52. https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290807500102 

Conner, C., G. Jones, F., Ahlgrim‐Delzell, L., Walte, S., & H. 
Allor, J. (2022). What teachers know about teaching 
reading to students with developmental disabilities: 
A survey of special educators. Journal of Policy and 
Practice in Intellectual Disabilities, 19(3), 300–310. https://
doi.org/10.1111/jppi.12406

Erickson, K. A., & Geist, L. A. (2016). The profiles of students 
with significant cognitive disabilities and complex 
communication needs. Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication, 32(3), 187-197. http://doi.org/10.1080/074
34618.2016.1213312 

Joseph, L., Ross, K., Xia, Q., Amspaugh, L. A., & Accurso, J. 
(2023). Reading comprehension instruction for students 
with intellectual disabilities: A systematic literature 
review. International Journal of Disability, Development 
and Education, 70(3), 314-339. https://doi.org/10.1080/103
4912X.2021.1892033

14-20_Lindstrom_Feature.indd   614-20_Lindstrom_Feature.indd   6 4/28/25   1:32 PM4/28/25   1:32 PM

The Reading League Journal18
16 The Reading League Journal

et al., 2023; Shelton et al., 2019) indicate strong 
response among students with IDD to strat-
egy-based interventions (e.g., summarizing, 
predicting, questioning), from early elementa-
ry school through secondary school. Through 
systematic (e.g., clear scope and sequence) and 
explicit (e.g., scaffolding, gradual release of re-
sponsibility) instruction of these skills, students 
with IDD can have increased opportunities to 
build independence as readers and greater ac-
cess to grade-level curriculum. Figure 1 shows 
a sample lesson structure for decoding that in-
corporates building the student’s background 
knowledge of the skill they are going to learn, 
follows a systematic and explicit format of mod-
eling and practicing the concept, and presents 
ways to scaffold the content to the skill.

Structured Literacy Delivery
Complementary to knowing what to teach is 
knowing how to teach it. Instructional plan-
ning should be anchored in two primary goals: 
(a) supporting access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although students with IDD 
often have difficulties in accessing the gener-
al education curriculum, following the tenets 
of systematic and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students making progress 
in their learning. Planning instruction for these 
students includes an emphasis on the recom-
mended components from the National Read-
ing Panel (NRP, 2000) including phonemic 
awareness, phonics, comprehension, vocabu-
lary, and fluency instruction. However, to meet 
their needs more effectively, the focus shifts to 

small, sequential steps that are informed by 
measurable and meaningful goals. 

When planning reading instruction for 
students with IDD, educators should focus 
on small, sequential steps that progress from 
simple concepts (e.g., recall questioning) to 
more complex skills (e.g., inferencing). Instruc-
tion should include explicit teacher modeling, 
multiple exposures to the skill, and cumula-
tive review. Educators should also provide op-
portunities for frequent student response and 
immediate, corrective feedback when needed. 
Lastly, continued opportunities to generalize 
skills across content areas and learning envi-
ronments help support students to make con-
nections to what they have learned and build 
stronger retrieval of learned skills in a variety of 
contexts. Figure 1 illustrates how to plan con-
tent and delivery together through a guided, 
scripted plan. After the completion of the CVC 
decoding task, one way to generalize would be 
to use highlighted tape on the target words 
in text across content areas. This cue supports 
word recognition and provides an additional 
opportunity to decode the word within text.

Adaptations to Facilitate Access
With a strong foundation of Structured Litera-
cy content and delivery in place, teachers are 
well positioned to make reading instruction ac-
cessible and responsive to students’ strengths 
and needs. In this section, we highlight some 
of the needs that can be addressed through 
thoughtful adaptations to the delivery of read-
ing instruction. 

Communication. Many students with IDD  
receive speech and language services to 
achieve communication goals on their individ-
ualized education programs (IEPs), and up to 
82% of students with extensive support needs 
use symbolic communication and/or augmen-
tative and alternative communication (AAC) 
devices to express themselves and participate 
in classroom instruction (Erickson & Geist, 
2016). Partnering with a speech-language pa-
thologist (SLP) to better understand students’ 

Partnering with a speech-
language pathologist (SLP) to 
better understand students’ 
communication needs can 
ensure greater access for 
students during reading 
instruction.

Complementary to knowing 
what to teach is knowing how to 
teach it. Instructional planning 
should be anchored in two 
primary goals: (a) supporting 
access to text and (b) fostering 
independence. Although 
students with IDD often have 
difficulties in accessing the 
general education curriculum, 
following the tenets of systematic 
and explicit instruction is a key 
component to these students 
making progress in their 
learning.
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