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INTRODUCTION 

DR. ANGELICA BLANCHETTE  

 
 

This special edition of the Journal of Literacy Innovation was born from seeds of possibility and 

promise. In my years of teaching a research course at Longwood University for the Reading, 

Literacy and Learning (RLL) Graduate Program, I often had students who I knew were poised to 

go further with their scholarship than what the mere 15 weeks of our semester would allow. 

After mentoring a handful of students in developing their work into manuscripts that have been 

published (or accepted as of the date this is written) in state journals, I started to wonder if I 

might be able to help create an opportunity for more exceptional graduate students to develop 

their work for publication. I approached Dr. Sean Ruday for advice on developing a process for 

manuscript submission, peer-review, revision, and publication. Dr. Ruday's years of experience 

as an author and editor made him the perfect person to turn to for advice and insight. We 

emerged from that conversation with his gracious offer to make this edition of JLI a dedicated 

issue for budding scholars from the RLL program. 

The process entailed identifying and inviting my past students of promise to engage in this 

opportunity with us. We started with 9 students and had a meeting to discuss our vision and 

unpack the steps to publication for them. As a group we discussed the publication requirements 

for JLI and how to grow their work from the research course into a full-blown manuscript. Dr. 

Ruday and I also provided the authors with a guidance document of resources and advice for 

developing their scholarship. We moved ahead with 6 determined souls. The authors developed a 

manuscript for submission and then served as peer-reviewers for each other. Dr. Ruday and I 

again provided guidance and examples of article reviews to help support their engagement with 

this step of the process. The authors were remarkably tenacious and professional from start to 

finish. They reached out to us for support as needed for everything from questions about 

formatting or use of first-person to asking for feedback on drafts along the way. Their passion 

and grit are shining in the powerful pieces this edition of JLI is bringing to you. 

Katie Evans has tackled the challenging space of middle school writing with her article 

“Improving Middle School Writing Through Self-Regulated Strategy Development Instruction.” 

She shares her insight about how self-regulated strategy development (SRSD) reaches reluctant 

writers thanks to the intersection of addressing academic and social-emotional learning 

simultaneously. This article will have you convinced that SRSD is worth trying with your own 

students starting tomorrow. 

Eleanor Goode and Allison Suchernick boldly tread into the valuable contributions from 

neuroscience in their article “Orthographic Mapping: How Teachers Can Support Word Learning 

with Emergent to Beginning Learners.” Their article digs into component areas that are 

cornerstones for developing the brain circuitry needed for effective learning, storage, and 

retrieval of words for reading and writing. The practical applications they recommend are likely 

to immediately boost the effectiveness of strong early literacy practices, especially for learners 

who may be struggling to progress at the rate you wish for them. 
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Haley Schweigert and Anna Copley were not satisfied with business as usual for their learners 

who were consistently struggling to truly access grade level text. They explain the what and why 

of different text-types, matching text to instructional purpose, and provide a roadmap for 

scaffolding struggling readers to work with and learn from complex grade-level text. They will 

leave you reflecting on the opportunity to muster more for these learners out of their small group 

instruction time. 

Alyssa Minter’s important work “Supporting Diverse Deaf Learners: Considerations and 

Intervention” provides an outstanding discussion of the factors that “influence a deaf child’s 

access to the world and the information offered within it.” This piece skillfully describes key 

research-based considerations for the support and education of children who are deaf or hard of 

hearing (DHH). In addition, Minter’s work very effectively merges research with practice, 

providing educators with evidence-based strategies, questions to consider asking when working 

with DHH students, and instructional suggestions to utilize. 
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IMPROVING MIDDLE SCHOOL WRITING THROUGH SRSD 

INSTRUCTION 

 

KATIE EVANS 

 
 

Abstract 

Teaching middle school students to write can be difficult. It’s an area that teachers are often not 

given specific professional development on, and as a result, teachers often rely on ineffective, 

implicit instruction that doesn’t work for all students. The self-regulated strategy development 

(SRSD) model for writing instruction has been shown to improve writing skills of all types of 

middle school students. Teachers are able to implement the principles of SRSD quickly, after 

only days of professional learning. This paper explores various studies on SRSD writing 

instruction, explains how to implement the strategy in your classroom, and discusses 

implications and limitations of SRSD instruction. 

Improving Middle School Writing through SRSD Instruction 

Writing is a complex, multi-faceted process that requires students to develop ideas, organize 

information, self-monitor, revise, and edit. As students enter middle school, they are expected to 

produce writing that is more advanced and uses a more complex writing style. Many students 

struggle to meet these demands and never achieve proficiency in writing (Vander Hart & Power, 

2022). In 2011, the National Assessment of Educational Progress found that only 27% of 8th 

grade students nationwide were proficient or above proficient in writing. Additionally, only 5% 

of 8th grade students with disabilities and 1% of 8th grade English language learners were at or 

above the proficient level (National Assessment of Educational Progress, 2012). Although 

writing is integral to success in college and many careers, it is often not given the same 

instructional focus as reading in elementary and secondary school (Baker et al., 2009). Less time 

is devoted to how to teach writing in teacher preparation programs than other subjects like 

reading and math (Baker et al., 2009), and teachers report that they feel less prepared to teach 

writing compared to other subjects (Fitzpatrick & McKeown, 2020). This results in implicit 

instruction that teaches writing alongside reading.  

Middle school teachers have long used the process-approach to teaching writing and have often 

relied on systems like the Writing Workshop model (Liberty & Conderman, 2018). These 

approaches are focused on engaging students in meaningful writing, scaffolding the process of 

writing, and involving students in choices about what they are writing (Liberty & Conderman, 

2018). While these approaches have been shown to produce some improvement in students’ 

written work (Liberty & Conderman, 2018), the NAEP (2012) results show that this approach to 

teaching writing is not doing enough, particularly for English learners and students with 

disabilities. In order to improve the writing abilities of all students, teachers must receive 

professional development on strategies for explicit writing instruction. The self-regulated 

strategy development (SRSD) model is one such method for explicit writing instruction that has 

proven to be effective. This paper will first provide background information on what SRSD 
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writing instruction is and how it has been effective with a variety of student groups. Then, it will 

move into how to implement SRSD instruction in a middle school classroom. Finally, it will 

explore the implications and limitations of this practice.  

Impact on Multiple Student Groups 

Multiple research studies have shown that SRSD instruction can improve the writing of many 

types of middle school students. De La Paz conducted studies in 1999 and 2002 that evaluated 

the effectiveness of SRSD instruction using students both with and without disabilities. In the 

first study, a group of 7th and 8th grade students, including some students with disabilities, were 

taught two informational writing strategies (De La Paz, 1999). In the second study, the same 

strategies were taught to a different group of 7th and 8th grade students that did not include 

students with disabilities (De La Paz & Graham, 2002). In both studies, after instruction on 

SRSD strategies, students both with and without disabilities were producing writing that was 

longer, more organized, and of a higher quality (De La Paz, 1999; De La Paz & Graham, 2002). 

Additionally, both groups of students were able to maintain these results on a maintenance-probe 

given one month later (De La Paz, 1999; De La Paz & Graham, 2002). These results demonstrate 

that SRSD instruction can produce long-lasting gains for students.  

Similar studies were conducted by Monroe and Troia in 2006 and Reid, Hagaman, and Graham 

in 2014. Monroe and Troia (2006) were evaluating some perceived weaknesses in previous 

SRSD studies, and their work focused on the effect of SRSD instruction on the entire writing 

process. In their study, a group of three 8th grade students were introduced to multiple SRSD 

strategies for writing, but they were not required to use the strategies, and they were not given 

any independent practice time (Monroe & Troia, 2006). Even so, the study still showed 

significant gains in quality scores (Monroe & Troia, 2006). The study showed the most impact 

on students’ organizational and content scores, but there were also improvements in sentence 

fluency, word choice, and conventions (Monroe & Troia, 2006). Reid, Hagaman, and Graham 

(2014) evaluated the efficacy of SRSD instruction with students with Attention-deficit/ 

hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Since ADHD causes deficits in executive functions and working 

memory, students with this diagnosis generally struggle with writing (Reid, Hagaman, & 

Graham, 2014). In the study of 27 2nd-12th grade students, all but two students showed 

significant improvement in their writing (Reid, Hagaman, & Graham, 2014).  

Implementation in the Classroom 

For instruction to be explicit, it must be purposeful, overt, and clear to students. The SRSD 

model explicitly teaches students both writing strategies and cognitive self-monitoring skills. 

SRSD instruction has proven effective in improving both the persuasive and narrative writing of 

middle school students (Liberty & Conderman, 2018). The model follows six steps: develop and 

activate background knowledge, discuss it, model it, memorize it, support it, and independent 

performance. Throughout these six steps, students are also taught the self-monitoring skills of 

self-talk and goal setting. SRSD is scaffolded and explicit instruction that teaches students the 

vocabulary needed in the writing’s genre and how to activate their background knowledge to 

develop ideas for writing (Liberty & Conderman, 2018).  

To implement SRSD writing instruction in your classroom, you will first need to select a strategy 

based on the type of writing you are teaching. See Figure 1 for examples of SRSD strategies for 

various types of writing.  
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Figure 1 

SRSD Strategies for Various Types of Writing  

(Harris et. al., 2010, as cited in Liberty & Conderman, 2018, p. 119) 

Strategy Type of Writing Steps (Mnemonic) 

TREE Opinion writing Topic sentence 

Reasons 

Examples 

Ending 

DEFENDS Persuasive writing Decide on a specific position 

Examine your reasons for this position 

Form a list of sub-points for each reason 

Expose your position in the first sentence 

(topic sentence) 

Note each reason and associated points 

Drive home position in last sentence 

Search for and correct and errors 

PLAN/WRITE General essay planning & 

writing 

Pay attention to the prompt 

List main ideas to develop your essay 

Add supporting ideas 

Number major points in the order you will use 

them 

 

Work from your plan to develop a thesis 

statement 

Remember your goals 

Include transition words for each paragraph or 

within the paragraph 

Try to use different kinds of sentences 

Enter interesting words 
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STOP/DARE General essay planning & 

writing 

Suspend judgement  

Take a side 

Organize ideas 

Plan more as you write 

 

Develop your topic sentence 

Add supporting ideas 

Reject arguments for the other side 

End with a conclusion 

WWW, What = 

2, How = 2 

Narrative writing Who is the main character and who else is in 

the story? 

When does the story take place? 

Where does the story take place? 

What does the main character do? 

What happens when they try to do it? 

How does the story end? 

How does the main character feel? 

 

I used PLAN/WRITE with my own 8th grade students to prepare for their end of middle school 

writing test. My observations were that the strategy gave students more confidence in the writing 

process. Many of my most reluctant writers asked for help less because they had a plan and 

structure to follow. Students spent more time brainstorming and organizing their ideas before 

writing, which resulted in their writing being more well-developed. They generally included 

more reasons and details in their writing and remembered elements of revision like adding 

transition words and varying their sentence length.  

Once you have selected the strategy to use with your students, you can begin the six-step 

approach. The six steps are:  

1. Develop and activate background knowledge 

2. Discuss it 

3. Model it 

4. Memorize it 
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5. Support it 

6. Independent performance (Liberty & Conderman, 2018) 

In the first step, develop and activate background knowledge, you will need to pre-teach any 

important skills and vocabulary depending on the type of writing. The students will also learn 

how to use self-statements. Self-statements are a form of self-regulation (Liberty & Conderman, 

2018). Students develop their own statements related to the writing and their own characteristics. 

For example, if a student usually works too quickly and makes silly mistakes, their self-statement 

might be: “I do my best work when I slow down and read over my writing carefully.” A student 

who gets frustrated easily might make their self-statement: “I can do this by following each step 

in the strategy and staying calm.” In this first step, the class can discuss some examples of self-

statements and how they might help students while writing. You can also expand this idea to 

outside of writing by asking students when other people use self-statements or positive 

affirmations in the real world.  

Some teachers may find the teaching of self-statements to be outside their comfort zone. 

However, it is important not to skip this step because it is key to the self-regulation that allows 

students to improve not just their writing skills, but also their motivation and attitude towards 

writing (Vander Hart & Power, 2022). In their 2022 case study, Vander Hart and Power found 

that students who had been taught with an SRSD approach were generally more engaged in the 

writing process. These students “initiated the writing task more quickly, stayed on task longer, 

demonstrated increased academic confidence, produced more creative ideas, and became more 

self-reflective about their writing” (Vander Hart & Power, 2022, p. 172). In an informal response 

after the instruction, students said, “It is really helpful the way you are explaining it,” and “I get 

this now” (Vander Hart & Power, 2022, p. 172).  

In step two, discuss it, you will introduce students to your chosen strategy. It’s important to 

describe why each part of the strategy is important and have students make a commitment to the 

process of learning the writing and self-regulation strategies (Liberty & Conderman, 2018). 

Then, students will examine a previous writing sample of theirs and evaluate their writing. You 

will need to assist with this process for students to be successful. When I implemented this step 

in my classroom, I modeled how to review previous work and evaluate it based on the strategy of 

PLAN/WRITE. Since I was implementing the strategy halfway through the year, I used a teacher 

writing sample from a previous essay for my model and then provided students with their essays 

from that assignment to use for this step. If it was the beginning of the year, I would have 

students produce a short writing sample in the chosen style (persuasive, informative, narrative) 

and then evaluate it. 

Step three is model it using a think-aloud. In this step, you will model using the strategy and 

thinking aloud to show what writers think about as they write and self-monitor  (Liberty & 

Conderman, 2018). In the think aloud, you should model having difficulties while writing and 

verbally explain how you overcome that difficulty. While you may not have experience with 

each of these difficulties, many students do. It is important to show students that writing is a 

difficult process, and when difficulties arise, you have to work through them rather than quit. 

The following are examples of different types of think alouds and examples of each: 

●  Problem definitions (What do I have to do to introduce my setting?) 
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● Attention and planning (I have to concentrate; first I need to… then…) 

● Strategy step statements (I need to remember what happens in the D step.) 

● Self-evaluation statements (Have I used all my steps? Oops, I missed one, I’d 

better add it in.) 

● Coping and self-control statements (I can handle this; I need to go slowly and take 

my time.) 

● Self-reinforcement statements (I like my ending!) (Liberty & Conderman, 2018, 

p. 121) 

The think aloud portion of the model should sound informal so students can relate to it. They 

should be able to visualize themselves thinking in the same way as they write. After the model, 

students should generate their chosen self-statements and write them down. The class can 

continue to discuss the writing strategy and brainstorm other situations they might use the 

strategy (Liberty & Conderman, 2018). 

In step four, memorize it, students memorize the mnemonic device that represents the strategy 

steps for their writing. They will need to practice saying and writing the mnemonic multiple 

times over multiple days in order to access it easily. Students should also memorize their self-

statements (Liberty & Conderman, 2018). After I taught my students the mnemonics 

PLAN/WRITE, I continued to ask everyone at various times on multiple days if they could recite 

the steps. I would ask students individually, and I would ask for volunteers to share out loud to 

the class. This allowed all students to participate. The continued recitations helped them learn the 

strategy and prevented it from becoming a one-time lesson. My continued questioning around the 

strategy also showed my students that it was important.  

Step five is students' first chance to use the strategy. However, step five is support it, so practice 

opportunities in this step should be scaffolded. Teachers should provide students with as much 

support as needed at the beginning. Some classes will start writing together with guided prompts 

and others may be ready to write in small groups. You can even provide 1:1 collaboration for 

students who need that level of support. The teacher can also guide students by asking them 

prompting questions related to the strategies, provide them opportunities to work together with 

the support of checklists, or give students “cue cards” that contain reminders for each part of the 

strategy (Liberty & Conderman, 2018). Goal setting is another important part of this step. You 

should help students make goals that are achievable but will also stretch the students’ writing 

abilities. Step five is the longest step and will last for multiple lessons as students practice the 

strategy. As students progress, these scaffolds should be removed so that students are ready for 

the last step- independent performance (Liberty & Conderman, 2018). I used a variation of 

gradual release for this step. First, we completed PLAN as a class and then they took the class’s 

plan and completed WRITE collaboratively with their table groups. In our next practice, the table 

groups did both parts together. Finally, there was a partner practice where two students were 

paired and completed both parts together. For most of step five, I posted a writing checklist 

around the room and provided a copy to their table groups. In the last partner practice, I provided 

the checklist if students asked for it.  

The last step is independent performance. In this step, students write independently and use their 

self-statements in their heads rather than out loud. Although the steps of SRSD are complete, you 
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should remind students that they can use the strategy in the future, and you might check up on if 

they remember the strategy later in the year (Liberty & Conderman, 2018). 

Extension & Implications 

SRSD instruction is innovative because of its dual focus on students’ academic and social-

emotional learning. While the teacher is modeling writing, they are also modeling how to self-

monitor, what to do when they get stuck, and goal-setting. This two-pronged approach results in 

success with multiple groups of students, including those with disabilities and ADHD (De La 

Paz, 1999; De La Paz & Graham, 2002; Monroe & Troia, 2006; Reid, Hagaman, & Graham, 

2014). One way to implement SRSD instruction in your classroom is to select multiple writing 

strategies to teach throughout the year. You will follow the six-step approach each time, and as 

students become more and more familiar with the process, they will be able to more easily self-

monitor and goal set. You can also expand the ideas behind SRSD into other areas of your 

instruction. Consider how the principles of SRSD can apply to reading instruction, revision, or 

vocabulary. The use of modeling, thinking aloud, scaffolding, and repeated practice can be 

applied to multiple parts of the English curriculum, as well as other subjects.  

The implications of the implementation of SRSD writing instruction in middle school are 

extensive. The practice has been tested with various types of students over a period of 25 years. 

The results continue to show significant improvement in students’ writing and mindset (De La 

Paz, 1999; De La Paz & Graham, 2002; Monroe & Troia, 2006; Reid, Hagaman, & Graham, 

2014; Vander Hart & Power, 2022). For teachers, this gives a clear path forward. Rather than 

teaching writing as a secondary skill alongside reading, writing has to be given its own focus. If 

taught explicitly through modeling and scaffolded practice used in the SRSD method, then 

students will show more progress than with less direct approaches. Additionally, students gain 

more confidence with writing (Vander Hart & Power, 2022), which can extend to subjects 

beyond English and extend beyond school. Writing is a life skill that students will need to take 

with them into college or the workforce, and the SRSD approach to instruction helps to improve 

students’ overall outlook and confidence with writing. It also teaches students additional life 

skills like how to set a goal and achieve it, how to monitor their own understanding, and how to 

complete a process from beginning to end.  

An additional implication for school districts is the need to increase professional learning about 

how to teach writing. Strategies are only powerful if teachers are properly taught how to 

implement them in their classrooms. Teachers often receive less training on writing instruction, 

and therefore, they feel less prepared to teach it in their own classrooms (Fitzpatrick & 

McKeown, 2020). SRSD instruction is a realistic solution to this problem of practice because it 

is easy to implement and does not require extensive training. Studies have found that 12 to 14 

hours of professional development is sufficient for teachers to implement SRSD writing 

instruction on their own (FitzPatrick & McKeown, 2020). Teachers in multiple studies have been 

able to implement instruction in their classrooms after only 1-2 days of training (Mason et al., 

2017; FitzPatrick & McKeown, 2020). Following a one-day workshop on cognition and self-

regulated learning, a group of 19 inclusive general education teachers implemented what they 

had learned about SRSD in a series of five lessons focused on persuasive writing (Mason et al., 

2017). The results showed that students who had received SRSD instruction had significant 

advantages over the control group in the areas of: persuasive writing elements, total words, and 

the total number of writing ability elements (Mason et al., 2017). In FitzPatrick and McKeown’s 
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(2020) study, a middle school special education teacher, a colleague, and three research team 

members participated in a two-day professional development session on how to implement 

SRSD to teach students to write informational essays. The teacher was able to implement the 

SRSD lessons with 93% fidelity throughout the study, and her students showed an average 

increase of more than 10 points per essay (FitzPatrick & McKeown, 2020). Even with a 

relatively low amount of professional development, teachers were still able to successfully 

employ SRSD instruction in their classrooms, and their students demonstrated significant gains 

in writing (Mason et al., 2017; FitzPatrick & McKeown, 2020).  

Limitations 

There are some limitations to the research that has been done. While SRSD is able to be taught to 

teachers quickly and implemented easily, it can be a lengthy process to implement in the 

classroom. Particularly step five, “support it,” can take multiple days because students need 

multiple opportunities to practice their writing. Many teachers are already pressed for time in 

their classes and curriculums, and they may not have days to dedicate to specific writing 

instruction. Some schools have taken the approach of splitting reading and writing into separate 

class blocks, which may help with some of the timing concerns.  

Another solution to this concern would be to integrate more writing instruction into content 

areas. While many studies have been done in English classrooms with persuasive writing, one 

study sought to determine if science-teacher-led SRSD instruction on informative writing would 

produce similarly positive results. This study focused on 78 6th grade students, including 10 

students with disabilities, in a science classroom (Benedek-Wood et. al, 2014). The teacher 

embedded the SRSD writing instruction into the science units rather than presenting the writing 

instruction separately (Benedek-Wood et. al, 2014). The results found that both students with and 

without disabilities improved their writing performance, specifically in the areas of organization, 

quantity of words, and transition words (Benedek-Wood et. al, 2014). The impact on the 

students’ content knowledge showed average improvement (Benedek-Wood et. al, 2014). This 

study demonstrated that the SRSD approach to instruction can be used effectively in both 

English and content-area classrooms. It also demonstrated that the approach improves students’ 

writing in shorter forms of writing. 

Another possible limitation is the development of artificial intelligence and writing. AI has had 

an impact on students’ perception of writing. AI might have an effect on students’ willingness to 

buy into the SRSD process, and more research may be needed to determine if that affects the 

overall success of the strategy. 

Conclusion 

Historically, middle school students have not demonstrated proficiency in writing (National 

Assessment of Educational Progress, 2012), and teachers are not receiving the professional 

development needed to successfully teach writing skills (Baker et al., 2009). Writing instruction 

in middle school often relies on process-focused practices, which are not producing significant 

enough gains for all students (Liberty & Conderman, 2018). Students need to be taught writing 

skills through explicit instruction such as SRSD strategies. The SRSD model has been shown to 

significantly improve the organization, length, and overall quality of all middle school students’ 

writing (De La Paz, 1999; De La Paz & Graham, 2002; Monroe & Troia, 2006; Reid, Hagaman, 

& Graham, 2014). This approach also improves students’ confidence and attitude towards 
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writing (Vander Hart & Power, 2022). The evidence behind SRSD instruction as an effective 

approach for developing both writing skill and self-regulation make it worth exploring by more 

schools and districts moving forward. 
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ORTHOGRAPHIC MAPPING: HOW TEACHERS CAN SUPPORT 

WORD LEARNING WITH EMERGENT TO BEGINNING 

LEARNERS 

 

ELEANOR GOODE 

ALLISON SUCHERNICK  

 

 
 

Abstract 

The purpose of this article is to share research-based strategies to support and strengthen each 

student’s orthographic mapping process. Orthographic mapping allows students to mentally map 

words, which become sight words, or any word they can recognize by sight. When teachers 

support their students in this process, students become more successful as readers. This article 

focuses on strategies to support word learning though the emergent and beginning reader stages.  

 

 

Orthographic Mapping: How Teachers Can Support Word Learning with Emergent to 

Beginning Learners 

 

A typical reader is able to read about 100 words when they begin first grade. By the time they 

enter third grade, they can read between 3000 to 8000 words (Kilpatrick, 2015). If educators only 

directly teach 10 words during 38 weeks of school, students only directly learn 380 words a year 

(Gentry & Ouellette, 2019). In two years’ time, this only comes to 760 words as a student enters 

third grade.  

  

Therefore, students need support, throughout the emergent and beginning stages of reading, in 

order to orthographically map and read words fluently without being taught each individual 

word. It is during these stages that students build orthographic mapping, which is defined as the 

process readers use to store written words for immediate retrieval through connecting phonemes 

to their corresponding letters (Kilpatrick, 2015; Moats, 2005) in turn building their sight word 

memory. A sight word is defined as any word a student can read by sight.  A student’s increased 

reading fluency and accuracy is directly related to this sight word storage.  Without these skills, 

most students will struggle to read and are not considered fluent. Fluent readers utilize that vast 

memory of stored words while reading. These stored words are called sight words and are 

instantly recognized when encountered in and out of context. As typically developing readers 

work with unfamiliar words their brains activate connections, which allow them to quickly map 

new words in their long-term memory for fluent reading (Gentry & Oullette, 2019).  

 

Orthographic mapping is a critical component for building fluency with word recognition. If a 

student is struggling to read words effortlessly, they may be weak in areas of phonological 
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awareness, letter sound knowledge or long-term memory (Kilpatrick, 2015; Moats, 2005), all of 

which begin to develop in the emergent phase. Phonological awareness involves the ability to 

manipulate sounds, along with segmenting and blending, the ability to identify and blend 

syllables, and phonemic awareness skills (Moats, 2020).  

 

Orthographic mapping is the process in the brain that readers use to immediately retrieve words 

through connecting phonemes to their corresponding letters, in turn building their sight word 

memory (Kilpatrick, 2015; Moats, 2005). As typically developing readers work with unfamiliar 

words, their brains activate many connections which allows them to quickly map new words in 

their long-term memory for fluent reading (Gentry & Ouellette, 2019). Effective early literacy 

instruction is necessary for students to map words and build up their sight word memory. 

Therefore, teachers should support students using a variety of interactive activities that draw 

students’ attention to phonemes.  

 

In this article, we will focus on the research and strategies to support each student’s development 

(emergent through beginning) of the orthographic mapping process, specifically through: 1) 

phonological awareness activities, 2) phoneme grapheme learning through mnemonics, 3) 

articulation, and 4) a systematic approach to teaching high frequency words. 

 

Research and Implementation 

 

Phonological Awareness Activities- The Research  

 

A student's ability to quickly map words orthographically is significantly related to their skills 

during early literacy (Hensbet & Apel, 2009). Supporting this process should not wait until 

students know all 26 letters and 44 phonemes (Moats, 2005, 2020). Instead, teachers must 

explicitly teach and engage students in phonemic awareness activities, specifically the ability to 

manipulate sounds, segment and blend syllables and individual phonemes (sounds), and other 

phonemic awareness skills (Moats, 2020).  Students in the emergent learner stage can begin this 

process with interactive activities.   

 

In Essentials of Assessing, Preventing, and Overcoming Reading Difficulties, Kilpatrick (2015) 

discusses the importance of having advanced phoneme awareness in order to store sight words. 

Essentially, students connect phonemes to their letters to create letter sequences that are stored in 

their brain for automatic retrieval. Such as, a child who has orthographically mapped  'b' to /b/, 

'm' to /m/, 'c' to /k/ and 'an' to /an/ is well positioned for automatic recognition of ban, man, and 

tan. Students who appear to recognize words as a whole are actually activating various parts of 

their brain to make connections between their letter knowledge, phonological skills, and long-

term memory. 

 

 A longitudinal study by Ehri, L. C., Satlow, E., & Gaskins, I. (2009) followed 102 students, all 

struggling readers who experienced reading failure. The purpose of the study was to examine 

ways to help struggling readers effectively learn to read. Students received one of two forms of 

instruction. KEY, which consisted of teaching students decoding through applying an analogy 

approach, such as learning long to then read the word strong, or KEY PLUS, which consisted of 

the same components of KEY with the addition of learning to analyze grapheme-phoneme 
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constituents (Ehri et al., 2009). For example, when looking at phonetically regular words or 

words that only vary by one sound, students were taught to use keywords or word families to 

help map new words. If a student can read ‘-amp’ in the word lamp and change the /l/ to a /st/, 

then they can read the word stamp (Ehri et al., 2009). Overall, the study found that students who 

were taught to analyze the letter to sounds relationships in words, made quicker and more 

significant improvements in reading, specifically word fluency and spelling, within one year of 

instruction.  This study supports the need for direct instruction of phonological awareness and 

letter sound knowledge to build orthographic mapping. By teaching students to use generative 

word learning techniques, such as utilizing word parts or word families, they are able to unlock 

(orthographically map) many more words than the teacher can teach directly. 

 

 A study by Bolger, D. J., Minas, J., Burman, D. D., & Booth, J. R. (2008) took a close look at 

how a child’s brain responds to reading words in various conditions. For example, some words 

were in order, rhymed, had the same beginning sound, or looked the same (pint, mint) but were 

pronounced differently. The results of the study show that typical readers made fewer errors 

while activating the left inferior frontal gyrus, the left superior temporal cortex, the left inferior 

temporal/fusiform/gyrus, and the medial frontal gyrus of the participants' brains (Bolger et al. 

2008). These areas of the brain support both the orthographic and phonological processes. They 

found that readers “with higher phonological skills may be able to take advantage of the 

consistent mappings between orthography and phonology in order to establish robust grapheme-

phoneme correspondences in words” (Bolger et al. 2008). Therefore, in order for orthographic 

mapping in a student’s brain to happen, they must have good phonological skills and phonemic 

awareness/analysis.  

 

Hear it, Say it, Move it- Implementation  

 

Many researchers and authors have written about the importance of building phonemic 

awareness and providing concrete ideas of how to do so in the classroom.  Brain Words (Gentry 

& Ouellette, 2019) and Teaching Reading Sourcebook (Honig et al, 2018), are just two examples 

of published works that refer to the hear it, say it, move it approach. This approach focuses on 

segmenting and “moving the sounds” without seeing any words or letters. "Moving sounds" to 

blend phonemes provides a more concrete experience for early learners as they prepare to learn 

how to map spellings (graphemes) to those sounds. In doing so, students are able to be taught 

through a systematic and explicit approach on how to segment sounds and identify how many 

sounds are in a word. This process supports student phonemic awareness growth and early 

reading skills.  

 

In the emergent stage, teachers can implement a hear it, say it, move it approach using 

manipulatives, such as counting chips, allowing students to focus on the individual sounds or 

syllable parts. The teacher says a word, such as cat. The students repeat the word aloud. As they 

stretch out the individual sounds, through continuous blending, /c-a-t/, and move 1 chip into an 

Elkonin box, as seen in Figure 1 (Virtual Teaching Resource Hub), for each sound (Gentry & 

Ouellette, 2019, Honig et al., 2018). Other tangible objects, such as magnet tiles or linking cubes 

can be used as well. 
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Figure 1 

 

Elkonin Boxes from UFLI with Sound Chips Showing Zero Sounds and Three Sounds 

 
 

 

The goal is to have students “push” or touch the object to represent the sound. If the teacher is 

focusing on counting syllables, then students can clap syllables, move counters, or even smash 

balls of playdough to create a hands-on experience (Honig et al., 2018). These activities lay the 

foundation for manipulating sounds and preparing the cognitive connections for phoneme-

grapheme correspondences. All readers, not just struggling readers, need effective and systematic 

instruction in phonological awareness to best support their development of orthographic 

mapping.  

 

This activity is easy to implement in a classroom. One author has been consistently using hear it, 

say it, move it in a kindergarten classroom to increase engagement and connections during 

various parts of the curriculum. During the activity students are presented with VC (Vowel-

Consonant) or CVC (Consonant-Vowel-Consonant) pictures and asked to determine how many 

sounds are in the word. In many cases, this activity is completed by just segmenting the sounds 

using their fingers. However, the use of Elkonin boxes aids the students in seeing the sounds 

break apart. This author found that by using cubes and Elkonin boxes students were able to 

identify how many phonemes are in a word at a much faster rate than when just relying on their 

fingers. They were also able to identify the position of a sound, by pointing to the position of the 

cube. The tangible objects provided the early learners with something they can manipulate to 

“see” the sounds. This activity can also be used in a small-group setting and as a scaffold to other 

skills, which will be shared in a later section.  

 

Picture Embedded Mnemonics - The Research  

 

In order to develop successful orthographic mapping skills, students need more than just 

phonological awareness. Students also need a strong knowledge of phoneme-grapheme (letter- 

sound) correspondences (Mather & Jaffe, 2021). The words will not make sense if the letters do 

not have meaning. Therefore, students need explicit and systematic instruction in this area. One 

way to support the relationship between letters and sounds is the use of picture embedded 

mnemonics. Picture mnemonics are not new, and studies by Ehri, L. C., Deffner, N. D., & Wilce, 

L. S (1984) are still referred to in articles today (O’Leary & Ehri, 2020, Ehri, 2020). The study 

looked at whether picture mnemonics would help pre-readers learn phoneme-grapheme 

correspondences. The researchers completed one experiment with first graders and another with 
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preschool and kindergarten. The study found that when the pictures were integrated with the 

letters it effectively aided students in learning letter sounds. In more recent studies, O’Leary and 

Ehri (2020), found that pre-readers can use mnemonics to help them enhance their memory of 

proper names, even when they have previous letter knowledge. 

 

Picture Mnemonics- Implementation 

 

An example of the use of mnemonics may be a picture of a snake drawn to form an S, a table 

drawn to form a T, or mountains drawn to form an M (Ehri 2022). Another example, from the 

program LetterLand (Wendon, 2023) brings students into a world of characters such as Annie 

Apple, Eddy Elephant, and Sammy Snake, all whose characters represent letters. When letter 

shapes are linked to objects that have memorable names beginning with the letter sounds, 

students are more likely to learn phoneme-grapheme connections. Mnemonics, shown in Figure 

2,  support students to develop automaticity in regards to letter sound correspondences. Over 

time the images or characters are then able to be phased out (O’Leary & Ehri, 2020). 

 

Figure 2 

 

Example of Letter V and L Embedded Pictures 

 

 
 

This year one author has added the use of picture embedded mnemonics within her kindergarten 

classroom. During diagnostic testing many students were found to be in the early emergent stage, 

and in need of systematic and explicit instruction in letter names and sound correspondences. 

Originally the author was using cards in which the picture was separate from the letter, such as 

the students seeing the letter o and then a picture of an octopus next to it. The author began 

noticing that some struggling readers were saying “o, octopus” when asked what the letter says 

in individual settings, instead of the letter sound. She then switched to using picture embedded 

mnemonics cards, a free resource downloaded from OnLit (2024). During repeated practice the 

class would just say “o, /o/,” while seeing the o embedded in the picture of the octopus. A copy 

of the OnLit cards were used in the whole group setting, small group, and sent home for 

independent practice. The author found that the knowledge of letter sound correspondences 

(when presented with just the letter) for many struggling students increased from the first to the 

second quarter. One student especially began to appear much more confident in the ability to 

recall letter names and sounds. The author found that picture embedded mnemonics were easy to 

incorporate within the district curriculum. Picture embedded mnemonics are just one research-

based tool that can be used to build a strong knowledge of phoneme-grapheme (letter-sound) 

correspondences to support orthographic mapping (Mather & Jaffe, 2021).  
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Articulation- The Research  

  

A focus on articulation can support learners in making more meaningful connections in their 

brains while learning new words (Boyer & Ehri, 2011; Bolger et al., 2008). Articulation refers to 

how and where the sounds are formed in the mouth (Moats, 2020). Research supports the 

attention to articulation when teaching new words to connect meaning, speech, and print (Vadasy 

& Sanders, 2016). A study, by Boyer and Ehri (2011), focused on teaching kindergarteners to 

monitor mouth positions and movements as they segmented words into phonemes. They were 

taught to move pictures of mouth positions as they pronounced words and additionally were 

given mirrors to examine their own mouth movements (Ehri, 2022). Mirrors allowed students to 

see their own mouth while speaking. The children in this study were able to learn to read words 

faster than a letters-only approach.  

 

Additionally, a study by Castiglioni-Spalten and Ehri (2003) placed kindergarten students who 

could not decode words into three groups. Each group received phonemic awareness instruction 

without letters. One group was taught to move blocks to represent the sounds in words, another 

group was taught to represent the articulation of each sound with pictures of mouth movements. 

The third group received no special instruction. All of the children gained an increased ability to 

spell words but only the group focused on articulation enhanced the ability to read words 

(Castiglioni-Spalten & Ehri, 2003). Therefore, research shows that connecting written words to 

their articulation increases a student’s ability to learn and read words fluently.  

 

Articulation- Implementation  

 

Instructing students to monitor their mouth movements, focusing on articulation when working 

with phonemes, can strengthen orthographic mapping skills. Students should know what their 

lips, tongue, and teeth are doing when they are producing sounds. Tools teachers can use to 

support articulation include the use of small mirrors, sound cards, and sound walls on display 

showing sounds that have been explicitly taught. Teachers can “unlock” new sounds on display 

as they teach them, allowing students to use the sound wall as a resource throughout the year. 

Both sound walls and sound cards give students a visual (Figure 3) on how each sound is 

produced as they show mouth positions for each sound (Moats 2005).  

 

Figure 3 

 

Articulation Visuals for the Letters M, T, and O 

 

 
/m/                                         /t/                                    /o/ 

 

One author found that her first grade class often mixed up the vowels e and i. When students 

were sounding out words, such as kid, the author would draw student’s attention to their mouth, 
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asking them to feel the sounds, and it aided many students in correctly identifying the correct 

letter when spelling. Another author has used mirrors with her struggling writers in third grade to 

draw attention to how the sounds are formed. The author found that the use of mirrors and focus 

on articulation allowed the students to access their letter sound correspondences at a quicker rate.  

 

The Hear it, Say it, Spell it Strategy- The Research  

  

The book Brain Words: How the Science of Reading Informs Teaching by authors Gentry, J R., 

& Ouellette (2019) unpacks the reading circuit in the brain. The authors explain the reading brain 

based on brain imaging studies. When we sound out words our temporal and frontal parts of the 

brain light up (Gentry, J R., & Ouellette, 2019). Neuroscientists have uncovered a third part of 

the brain that is critical for reading. This region is known as the Word Form Area (Dehaene & 

Cohen, 2011; Cohen and Dehaene, 2004). The Word Form Area is where readers have a 

dictionary-like storage of word patterns for automatic retrieval. All three areas of the reading 

brain form strong connections when they all work together, completing the reading circuit. As 

teachers, we want our students to develop their own brain’s reading circuit through science-based 

reading instruction (Gentry, J. R., & Ouellette, 2019). 

 

One of the strategies teachers can use to support the development of the reading brain and the 

reading circuit is the hear it, say it, spell it routine. Through this strategy students explore the 

words through listening and writing prior to seeing and reading the word. Once students show 

readiness, knowing most of their letters and sounds, teachers can use the hear it, say it, spell it 

approach to explicitly teach high frequency words as students start to build their sight word 

vocabulary. Unlike traditional phonics approaches, this speech to print approach (Moats, 2020) 

encompasses decoding, encoding, and word recognition (Gentry, J. R., & Ouellette, 2019), which 

supports students in learning and building word reading skills through orthographic mapping.  

 

Hear it, Say it, Spell it- Implementation 

 

In the strategy the teacher starts by giving the word orally and having the students say the word 

aloud and write the word based on the sounds that they know (Gentry & Ouellette, 2019). Next, 

the teacher presents them with the correct spelling to compare, analyze, and write. This process 

is similar to the hear it, say it, move it process above, but now incorporates letters. For example, 

the teacher says a word such as from and the students repeat the word. Then, the students use 

what they know to write the word. The teacher may scaffold this instruction by having the 

students count the sounds they hear and draw lines or use Elkonin boxes to represent each sound. 

When students have written the word, the teacher presents the correct spelling explaining that 

most of the letters in this word correspond with the sounds we know, while explaining that the 

short /u/ sound in from is actually represented with the letter o. Students fix their spelling if 

needed and the teacher can show the students a way to memorize that irregularity by drawing a 

squiggly line under the o or a heart around it reminding them that they have to know it by heart 

(Contesse et. al, 2020, Gentry & Ouellette, 2019). The hear it, say it, spell it strategy supports all 

students in their orthographic mapping of both regular and irregular words.  

 

This year's weekly spelling words in one of the author’s third grade classrooms consists of two 

challenge words. While these words may be difficult to sound out because they do not follow 
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typical phonics patterns, the author uses the hear it, say it, spell it approach when teaching these 

words. Students participate in the hear it, say it, spell it routine using whiteboards during whole 

group instruction. The author scaffolds the routine for struggling learners by providing Elkonin 

boxes or sound lines to help provide a visual for each sound. The students perform well on their 

spelling quizzes, interact with their spelling words in their own reading, and are confident in 

their ability to learn more challenge words each week.  

 

Another author has used the hear it, say it, spell it routine in both small group and whole group 

within kindergarten and first grade classrooms. The author found that not only did the students 

ability to recall the words by sight increased, but the use of the routine drew their attention to the 

spelling of the word, providing an extra tool during writing. For example, when spelling the 

word is, many students would spell iz. When the teacher would remind students of the heart 

sound, they would excitedly remember and change the z to s. This activity allows teachers to 

engage the student in making connections in their reading brains (Gentry & Ouellette, 2019) and 

build orthographic mapping skills.  

 

Implications and Limitations 

 

Students typically begin to develop the skills to mentally map words during the emergent 

through beginning stages of reading. Activities such as hear it, say it, spell it can be used in the 

transitional stages of reading that follow the beginning stage (Gentry & Ouellette, 2019), 

especially with new spelling patterns, such as vowel teams or diphthongs. Therefore, these 

activities would be seen primarily in kindergarten to second grade classrooms. Picture embedded 

mnemonics and use of articulation support the learning of phoneme grapheme correspondences 

in the emergent stage, and would be most commonly found in kindergarten classrooms. 

However, they could also be used with emergent readers in a small group setting at any level. 

Activities such as hear it, say it, move it are designed to aid students in building the necessary 

phonological awareness skills to support orthographic mapping. Phonological awareness skills 

are primarily built in the emergent through beginning reading stages. Therefore, these activities 

would be seen primarily in kindergarten to first grade classrooms, or with elementary students in 

those reading stages.  

 

The authors note that further research needs to look at how these activities discussed apply to 

older students to stay developmentally appropriate. It is also important to indicate that children 

coming from a low socioeconomic background may have weaker phonological awareness skills 

entering kindergarten than their peers. These children generally perform lower than children 

from middle-income households (Brady, S., 2020). As a result, this may affect research data 

collection. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Orthographic mapping is a crucial component in reading, as it allows students to store a large 

bank of sight words which they can effortlessly recall and read, allowing them to read fluently.  

Although some readers naturally develop the needed skills to orthographically map words, most 

students need explicit and systematic instruction on phonological awareness and letter sound 

correspondences to build these skills. Effective research-based strategies, such as phonological 
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awareness activities, using picture embedded mnemonics, a speech to print approach, using 

Elkonin boxes, and drawing attention to articulation provide support in forming lasting 

connections for word reading for not just struggling readers, but all readers. By using effective 

strategies to build orthographic mapping skills, educators are better able to support the building 

of sight words and confident fluent readers. 
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LITERARY TEXTS IN ELEMENTARY CLASSROOMS:  

FINDING THE PURPOSE BETWEEN DECODABLE AND COMPLEX 

TEXTS USAGE FOR STRUGGLING READERS  
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ANNA COPLEY 

 
 

Abstract 

As research on reading and literacy increasingly reaches school districts, educators may often 

feel inundated with resources and uncertain about how and more specifically, when, to 

implement current research findings. Our research examines the purposes and applications of 

leveled texts, decodable texts, and complex texts in the classroom, recommending the utilization 

of small group instruction to scaffold student access to the grade-level complex text while 

building word recognition skills. The objective of this paper is to offer educators a practical 

framework on how and when to use a variety of literary texts, with the expected aim of 

graduating students out of decodable texts as they become fully prepared to read and think with 

complex texts. 

 

Literary Texts in Elementary Classrooms: Finding the Purpose Between Leveled, 

Decodable, and Complex Texts Usage for Struggling Readers 

 

Decodable Texts: Necessary But Not the End Goal 

 

Amidst the subdued discussions during literacy stations and the quiet reading activities at my 

kidney table, I experience a profound sense of fulfillment as I observe a promising second-grade 

reader excel with a decodable text in their reading group. However, this sense of accomplishment 

is fleeting as we transition to core reading instruction, where the student faces a summative 

assessment from our reading curriculum. The reader’s demeanor shifts to one of frustration and 

confusion, as they struggle to navigate the text and comprehend the questions, which then lead to 

difficulties in selecting appropriate answers on the assessment. This is one instance amongst 

many that make up an increasing disparity between texts used in small-group instruction and the 

expectations for the second-grade readers. As an educator, this observation and sense of 

frustration prompts us to question, “What strategies can be employed?”, “What does the research 

suggest?”, and “How can I better support the comprehension development of my struggling 

readers?” 

 

With this observation also came the realization that the scaffolds provided during our whole-

group reading lesson failed to help our struggling readers comprehend the complex text at hand. 

The scaffolds that were being used during that instruction needed to remain in place but we were 
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forced to reevaluate where and how we could provide more intentional and scaffolded instruction 

to truly support comprehension with complex texts. Thus, this research aims to explore the 

application of a variety of texts in the classroom, examine how evolving research has influenced 

their usage, and seek a coordinated approach to utilizing a comprehensive collection of literary 

texts. The scope of our research is focused on small group work in primary grades with partial to 

fully alphabetic readers, but we will discuss how it can be used with consolidated alphabetic 

readers. Our hope is that this will provide educators with additional strategies to address and 

mitigate the reading gaps experienced by many students.  

 

A Background and Analysis of Literature Used in Elementary Classrooms 

 

While leveled texts have typically been a staple in elementary classrooms, the more recent shift 

in literacy instruction towards the science of reading has brought about an increase of the use of 

decodable readers and complex texts in schools. To further understand how to support a reader’s 

comprehension we had to examine and research the purpose and design of the different texts that 

they may encounter.  

 

The use of leveled texts originates from a sound line of logic: educators meet readers where they 

are with a text that allows them to isolate and solidify key reading skills (i.e. phonemic and 

phonological awareness, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension). Mesmer (2006, p. 395) 

defines leveled texts or “leveling” as “a qualitative text gradient that takes into account a number 

of elements including content (e.g., language, text genre), language (e.g., predictability, syntax), 

and format (e.g., length, print, layout)”. Students are “leveled” based on informal reading 

assessments (Brabham & Villaume, 2002, p. 438). According to Mesmer (2006, p. 399-400), 

60% of surveyed teachers reported using leveled texts across instructional uses with 88% using 

them to teach fluency, 82% for sight words, 67% for comprehension and concepts of print, and 

68% for sounding out. This reported frequency from K-3 teachers demonstrates that leveled texts 

serve various purposes in elementary classrooms. Although, this practice can hinder students' 

reading and literacy skills with challenging texts, in which they would develop higher 

comprehension and word reading skills, aided by teacher scaffolds (Shanahan, 2014, p. 15) and 

remains heavily unsupported by research (Shanahan, 2024, p.14).   

 

In contrast to leveled texts, decodable readers are texts that follow specific phonics patterns or 

skills that have been explicitly taught to readers. Unlike the range of uses seen with leveled texts, 

decodable texts serve three main purposes in elementary classrooms. These texts are used 

primarily to help readers with word identification, provide opportunities for learners to apply 

skills learned in phonics lessons, and focus the reader’s attention to the letters and sounds in a 

text (Mesmer, 2000, p. 130). However, while students need to read connected texts, beginning or 

struggling readers may have difficulty with word identification, especially in leveled or complex 

texts where there may be more phonetically irregular or unfamiliar words. As a way to support 

these readers, decodable texts can be used as a scaffold. Decodable texts follow or match 

explicitly taught phonics skills and provide support for “beginning readers in word identification 

so that they may practice reading” (Mesmer, 2000, p. 130). Furthermore, the use of decodable 

texts, especially as a scaffold to help with word identification skills, is beneficial for readers 

moving from the partial alphabetic stage to the full alphabetic stage. These students may benefit 

the most from the use of decodable texts as they are beginning to fully identify and use letter-
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sound correspondences to read words (Mesmer, 2000, p. 136). In order to support this transition 

between stages, decodable texts allow the learner to focus their attention on using letter/sound 

correspondences to decode phonetically regular words that contain explicitly taught phonetic 

patterns. This support and practice may in turn help readers when interacting with leveled or 

complex text as they are turning their attention towards the letters and sounds rather than other 

features present in the text, such as the pictures. Nevertheless, even if learners are using 

decodable texts as a scaffold, they should still interact with other types of texts outside of 

decodables. During the literacy block, all learners need to receive direct instruction along with 

ample opportunities to practice what they are learning. In other words, to become strong readers, 

students should practice reading with connected texts.  

 

The study of text complexity has been a subject of scholarly inquiry for several decades. Over 

the years, research has delved into what makes a text complex by examining a number of 

features related to qualitative and quantitative variables, including but not limited to readability, 

sentence structure and length, knowledge demands, and levels of meaning (Strong, et.al., 2018, 

p. 203; National Governors Association & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). 

However, a heightened emphasis on text complexity within educational settings emerged with 

the introduction of the Common Core State Standards in 2010, specifically ELA Standard 10 

(National Governors Association & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). It is 

important to note that text difficulty varies within a complex text. One of the most notable 

distinctions is that text difficulty “refers to how easy or hard a given text is for an individual 

reader” (Strong, et.al., 2018,p. 203). Therefore, struggling readers will often find complex texts 

more difficult and potentially inaccessible in comparison to other readers. As curriculum 

programs have continued to design comprehensive reading programs, most grade-level whole-

group reading texts that are being provided to educators and students are complex.  

 

 Research has found that in actuality, readers benefit from developing these skills with complex 

text and appropriate scaffolds  (Hastings, 2016, p. 69). When choosing a text to work with, 

educators have to be willing to place a challenging text in front of their reader. As the teacher 

evaluates the text, Lupo, et.al. (2019) identifies different text features that teachers can assess 

within the text that struggling readers may find challenging and then provide scaffolds. For 

example, with a text that has complex vocabulary and sentence structures, the teacher can pre-

teach vocabulary (in and out of context) before they begin reading (Lupo, et.al., 2019). Among 

all the different types of texts in the classroom, leveled and decodable texts have been seen and 

used as stepping stones for struggling readers; texts they need to master and accomplish before 

they interact, read, and work with complex texts. Research in this area by Lupo, et.al. (2019) 

recommends a shift in mindset from differentiating the text to differentiating the supports, and 

level of supports, that readers may need to comprehend and work with grade-level material. 

 

Reframing the view of leveled texts includes restructuring the uses of leveled and decodable 

texts in literacy instruction. Teachers have a dual commitment in literacy instruction in which all 

students can learn, “think, discuss, and write using text materials that are appropriate for their 

age and cognitive level” (Hastings, 2016, p. 69). While reading decodable texts will help learners 

with word identification by turning their attention towards letter/sound correspondences, the 

interaction with more meaningful texts can help increase exposure to new vocabulary and 

concepts as well as provide opportunities to grow comprehension skills through meaningful and 
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rich discussions (Hastings, 2016, p. 69). A new model of comprehension instruction is the Zone 

of Dynamic Interaction (ZDI) model in which the teacher is at the center of instruction (Snow et 

al., 2020, p. 13). In this model, the teacher is the foundation and student comprehension is the 

capstone. Between the foundation and capstone are three pillars “representing the reader, the 

text, and the differentiated instructional supports” which make up the learner’s Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD). Instead of centering instruction around a leveled text, the ZDI model 

emphasizes the role of the teacher and their ability to provide the appropriate differentiated 

supports in relation to the specific learner and context of the text. The use of texts outside a 

specific level allows students to experience a variety of works, with individualized supports, that 

will allow them to grow their comprehension skills as they work with more challenging texts. On 

a daily basis, students who are reading below grade level should be receiving direct instruction 

with teacher support to help develop decoding skills while also having access and opportunities 

to interact with grade-level materials. This research led us to design and implement a coordinated 

approach with literary texts in order to better support the ultimate goal of reading instruction, 

which is reading comprehension.  

 

The Coordinated Approach of Literary Texts During Small-Group Instruction 

 

Applying these findings within the constraints of everyday educational practice can be 

challenging. Small-group time is so precious but educators can often face competing demands, 

such as administering assessments and facilitating catch-up work with students, which can take 

away from instructional time. To address this, we recommend implementing a cycle of small 

group lessons that integrates both decodable texts and complex texts. While the texts used with 

this group of readers may actually be on grade level, the text remains complex because of the 

needs and skill set of struggling readers. Adopting the Zone of Dynamic Interaction (ZDI) model  

(Snow et al., 2020, p. 14), which places the teacher at the core of instructional planning, implies 

that schedules for small group lessons should be adapted to meet individual needs. The proposed 

5-Day small group schedule (Table 1) serves as one illustrative example of how educators might 

balance the use of decodable and complex texts. Additionally, the schedule begins with “Day 1” 

to accommodate the inherent flexibility and unpredictability of the teaching environment. Thus, 

if a disruption occurs, teachers have the flexibility to adjust their plans as needed, continuing 

from where they left off or modifying their approach accordingly. Table 1 depicts a sample 

schedule used in a second-grade classroom, organized around a 15-minute small group rotation 

for full-alphabetic readers.  
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Table 1 

 

5-Day Small Group Coordinated Approach of Instruction  

 

Day in Instructional 

Cycle 

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5 

 

Phonics Focus with 

Decodable Text 

• Warm-Up: 

Brain Friendly 

Reading Blends 

Tapping Chart 

(2 min) 

• Explicit 

teaching of 

word feature 

using decodable 

text (3 min) 

• Read and 

introduce 

decodable text 

(7 min) 

• Word activity 

including 

feature ( 3 min) 

• Warm-Up: Brain 

Friendly Reading 

Blends Tapping 

Chart (2 min) 

• Review of 

feature in 

decodable text (2 

min) 

• Reread 

decodable text (5 

min) 

 

● Warm-Up: 

Brain Friendly 

Reading Blends 

Tapping Chart 

(2 min) 

● Build fluency 

with decodable 

text (4 min) 

 

 

● Warm-Up: Brain 

Friendly 

Reading Blends 

Tapping Chart (2 

min) 

● Build fluency 

with decodable 

text (4 min) 

● Comprehension 

work with 

decodable text (7 

min) 

 

 

● Warm-Up: Brain 

Friendly 

Reading Blends 

Tapping Chart 

(2 min) 

● Formative 

assessment with 

word feature (3 

min) 

 

 

Scaffolding with 

Complex Text 

 Activate prior 

knowledge and 

preview complex 

text used in whole 

group reading (6 mi) 

 

Vocabulary 

scaffolds with 

complex text (9 

min) 

 

Quick Q+A with 

complex text (2 min) 

 

Comprehension 

work with complex 

text OR work with 

syntax and structure 

selection from 

complex text (10 

min) 
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Each day begins with a short warm-up that reinforces a phonological awareness need and skill 

previously needed or the current focus for readers. Personally, as a teacher, this routine was key 

because while they were working with their warm-up, I could quickly redirect any off-task or 

disruptive behaviors and answer questions from other students without the primary instruction 

during small groups being interrupted. Incorporating the complex text begins on Day 2 and 

continues through Day 5 but it is important to note how the time allotted with these texts 

fluctuates; moreover, at the beginning of the rotation, more time is spent working with the 

decodable text and by the end, more scaffolded time is spent with the complex text. This is so 

that students have the opportunity to develop and potentially apply the skill within the complex 

text. Additionally, based on the schedule and pacing of the curriculum used within your school, 

Day 2 and Day 3 should occur before the complex text is used during core instruction. Therefore, 

these students are beginning to comprehend the complex text and experience self-efficacy that 

further enables them to contribute to a whole-group class discussion. This schedule facilitates a 

balanced approach between explicit and systematic instruction through the use of decodable texts 

and pre-taught direct instruction with complex texts from the reading curriculum used during 

core instruction, thereby supporting students in achieving the overarching goal of reading 

comprehension.  

 

The purpose of this schedule is to provide educators with one way to implement the how and 

when of complex texts in the classroom while supporting the individual needs of struggling 

readers. The scope of the schedule focuses on educators in a primary setting, working with 

partial and full alphabetic readers. The content of the small group schedule could be adapted to 

work with consolidated alphabetic readers struggling with comprehension. Educators could swap 

out working with decodable texts for instruction regarding morphemes, fluency and prosody, 

syntax, etc. Educators know their readers best and therefore know how best to use that time 

based on the needs of their students.  

 

When this schedule was implemented in our second-grade classroom with a group of below 

grade-level readers, they continued to face difficulties with independent performance on 

summative reading assessments but their active participation and engagement in whole-group 

activities increased. Formative assessments with complex texts were performed during small 

groups and anecdotal reflection indicated that readers used a variety of strategies to aid 

comprehension.  The application of strategies began to transfer as readers read other complex 

texts. This schedule was implemented three-quarters of the way into the school year and 

therefore will be utilized again during a complete school year to continue a growth of knowledge 

in how the coordinated approach supports struggling reader’s comprehension of complex text.  

 

Reflection Questions for Analysis of Complex Texts 

 

In addition to the balanced small group schedule, it is important to discuss how educators should 

analyze complex texts to extract content for small group activities that are most beneficial in 

developing comprehension skills for their readers. To do this, we build off of Strong, Amendum, 

and Smith’s (2018) research regarding analysis of text complexity. While keeping in mind the 

ZDI model (Snow et al., 2020, p. 14), the teacher is the foundation and can utilize these 

questions to determine the literacy needs of the student. Acknowledging that most districts adopt 
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a district-wide curriculum, our questions to facilitate analysis operate under the scope of districts 

that have pre-selected complex texts. These texts will always remain complex but they do not 

have to always remain difficult if students receive adequate instruction with a variety of texts in a 

small-group setting. When evaluating a text, some questions a teacher may want to consider to 

determine specific and explicit instruction steps are:  

 

1. What makes the text complex? This question is based on evaluating the text 

with a quantitative lens. Teachers should look for tier 2 and 3 vocabulary, high 

frequency words, words with multiple meanings, and discipline-specific 

vocabulary  (Beck, et.al., 2013) used throughout the text that students may be 

unfamiliar with. After scanning the text for any tier 2 and tier 3 vocabulary words, 

these can be introduced in a small group setting, where decoding could potentially 

be applied and tied in. Additionally, teachers should look for word repetition, 

sentence length, text structure, and formality of language, which makes the texts 

complex but also difficult for struggling readers (Strong, et.al., 2018 p.553). 

Based on the findings of the teacher, this is the content that would be used with 

struggling readers in small-group lessons with explicit instruction and scaffolds to 

decrease the difficulty of the text and support comprehension.  

 

2. What context or background knowledge would support comprehension of 

the complex text? What background knowledge do students already possess? 

Decades of empirical studies have shown that activating prior knowledge before 

reading is beneficial for comprehension (Hattan, 2019, p.451-452). The 

evaluation of the text with this question is dependent on the teacher and the 

knowledge of their students in terms of social, cultural, historical, economical, 

and ethnic background (Robertson, n.d.). With these factors in mind, the teacher 

can now make connections with their students between pre-existing knowledge 

and information from the text, further supporting comprehension. Additionally, 

with knowing the student, the teacher can evaluate where they may need to bring 

in outside resources to build background knowledge while working with the text.  

 

3. Are there any similarities between the decodable text and complex text? 

Decodable texts serve as effective tools for teaching and developing specific skills 

related to phonological awareness and orthography. Utilizing a complex text to 

connect and transfer this word knowledge can reinforce these skills in readers. For 

instance, when focusing on words containing blends, highlighting the presence of 

these blends in both the decodable and the complex texts strengthens the reader’s 

proficiency. Moreover, identifying sentences with similar structures in both texts 

and engaging students in activities that analyze these structures can further 

enhance their phonological awareness and comprehension.  

 

These questions are meant to guide the teacher as they analyze and evaluate decodable and 

complex texts used to meet the needs of their readers. With the use of a balanced and intentional 

schedule utilizing decodable and complex texts in small groups and analysis of complex texts to 

implement scaffolded instruction, the goal and hope is to decrease the difficulty readers 

experience with complex texts.  
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Implications/Limitations 

 

With the integration of various types of texts during literacy instruction, students may see more 

opportunities to practice literacy skills while engaging with complex texts, further growing their 

literacy skills. When using a schedule such as the example presented in Figure 1, students are 

given instruction and practice based on their needs while also receiving opportunities to engage 

with complex texts along with necessary support to build comprehension skills. By utilizing the 

ZDI model of comprehension instruction, teachers are able to better support students in 

developing literacy skills by taking into account the needs of the learner and the qualities of a 

text rather than centering a text. From this model, educators may see growth from their learners. 

The sample small group schedule dedicates time for learners to have explicit instruction and 

practice with decodable texts as a way to use letter/sound correspondence to build word 

identification skills. The schedule also includes time for learners to access grade-level or 

complex texts with necessary scaffolds or supports to develop key literacy skills, such as 

comprehension skills. Including time with decodable text to reinforce explicit instruction and 

time to engage with complex texts to build comprehension skills will allow students to develop 

multiple imperative literacy skills without sacrificing one over the other.  

Further research is needed in order to gain a more complete understanding of the impacts of 

using decodable and complex texts in literacy instruction. Currently, there are studies and articles 

that research or review each of these types of texts and their effectiveness in isolation. In other 

words, research may dive into how and when to use decodable texts in the classroom and their 

effectiveness on beginning readers, but not test or discuss the impacts of using a mix of 

decodable and complex texts with the same group of readers. There are currently numerous 

studies on each of the practices included in the sample schedule presented in Table 1; however, 

there is not currently a significant amount of research discussing the effectiveness of integrating 

these specific types of texts into instruction together in this particular structure.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In order to support the wide array of readers in elementary classrooms, a variety of literacy 

materials should be utilized. Using a variety of materials can help provide remediation, 

cumulative practice of explicitly taught material, and enrichment for the readers in our 

classrooms. With structured literacy approaches, phonics patterns are explicitly and 

systematically taught and then practiced through decodable texts. This practice can help 

remediate or teach needed phonics skills for decoding unfamiliar words to readers. Other literacy 

materials, such as complex texts, along with necessary scaffolds or supports, can help support 

readers in the development of comprehension skills, vocabulary, and exposure to different text 

types and their characteristics. While decodable texts should not be the sole text used in 

instruction, they can serve as a scaffold for readers developing word identification skills by 

drawing attention to letter/sound correspondences. By utilizing these types of texts together 

during small group instruction, teachers will be able to target specific phonics and decoding 

skills for their learners while also building background knowledge, increasing vocabulary, and 

developing comprehension skills with complex texts. Students experiencing this instruction will 

benefit from the numerous opportunities to engage with materials that allow them to both 

practice needed phonics skills while also building key literacy skills including developing 

vocabulary and comprehension. 
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SUPPORTING DIVERSE DEAF LEARNERS: CONSIDERATIONS 

AND INTERVENTION 

 

ALYSSA MINTER 

 
 

Abstract 

 

Children who are deaf or hard of hearing (DHH) face unique challenges. Despite advances in 

technology, use of hearing aids and cochlear implants do not guarantee comparable academic 

achievement to hearing peers (Hrastinski & Wilbur, 2016). Because most DHH children are born 

to hearing parents, most lack early exposure to accessible language, resulting in language 

deprivation (Dougherty, 2017; Keck & Wolgemuth, 2020). Proficiency in American Sign 

Language (ASL) correlates strongly with academic achievement (Scott & Hoffmeister, 2016; 

Chamberlain & Mayberry, 2008). Studies reveal that ASL fluency, print exposure, and early 

language access are critical predictors of reading success, unlike hearing status or amplification 

(hearing aids or cochlear implants) use alone (Chamberlain & Mayberry, 2008; Hrastinski & 

Wilbur, 2016; Silvestri & Wang, 2018). Another layer to consider is the presence of an 

additional disability to hearing loss. In addition to academic needs, DHH children are often 

excluded from conversations and miss out on experiences due to communication barriers, 

leading to social and emotional needs. Each DHH child’s experience and background is unique; 

needs must be examined on an individualized basis. Individuals who work with DHH children 

and their families need to be educated on the importance of prioritizing early intervention, 

accessible language, cultural understanding, and community belonging in order to best support 

the multifaceted needs of DHH students.  

 

Supporting Diverse Deaf Learners: Considerations and Intervention 

 

The fact that nearly 95% of deaf children are born to hearing parents has remained consistent 

over the years (Dougherty, 2017; Keck & Wolgemuth, 2020). Many technological advances have 

helped individuals with hearing loss including hearing aids, cochlear implants, teletypewriters 

(TTY), and even cell phones. Despite the rapid development of technology and access to 

information during our digital age, research indicates that about 50% of deaf students in the 

United States are reading below a fourth-grade level at the time of high school graduation 

(Hrastinski & Wilbur, 2016). Moreover, only a startling 7-10% of deaf students graduating high 

school in the United States are reading at or above a seventh-grade level (Hrastinski & Wilbur, 

2016). Nevertheless, there are deaf adults that are skilled readers and writers, so it is possible.  

 

The factors and complexity of each deaf/hard-of-hearing (DHH) child and their family are so 

unique; it is necessary to peel back each layer in order to have a more comprehensive 

understanding and to provide the best instruction for each individual child.  It is crucial to 

understand each DHH child’s hearing loss journey and cultural identity paired with the role of 

language development, educational implications, and early intervention research.  
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It is important to note that an individual’s hearing status is not a predictor of reading ability 

(Scott & Hoffmeister, 2016; Marschark et al., 2012; Cates et al., 2021). Furthermore, use of 

amplification devices (hearing aids or cochlear implants) does not ensure reading skills 

comparable to hearing peers (Ormel et al., 2022). With that said, many factors still do influence a 

deaf child’s access to the world and the information offered within it.  

 

Considerations 

 

Some relevant information to consider when working with a DHH child includes additional 

disabilities; type and degree of loss; age of onset and identification; amplification use and 

history; and language spoken at home. According to Núñez-Batalla et al. (2023), the number of 

children diagnosed with deafness and an additional development disorder or major medical 

condition, known as “deaf plus” or “deaf or hard of hearing plus,” is between 40% and 49%. 

Some DHH plus is due to the nature of hearing loss being a risk factor of other disabilities such 

as Down Syndrome, prematurity, congenital infections, and meningitis. To further complicate 

the situation, an additional disability can delay diagnosis of hearing loss.  

 

There are three main types of hearing loss that correspond with where the problem or 

dysfunction occurs in the ear (Alexander Graham Bell Association, 2024). A conductive hearing 

loss occurs when there is a problem in the outer or middle ear while a sensorineural hearing loss 

occurs when there is a problem in the inner ear, typically the cochlea. A mixed hearing loss is a 

combination of both a conductive and sensorineural hearing loss. In addition, a neural hearing 

loss occurs when the nerve that connects the cochlea to the brain, the auditory nerve, does not 

function properly. Sometimes a conductive hearing loss is only temporary, like during an ear 

infection, and can be corrected with medication or surgery. On the other hand, sensorineural and 

neural hearing loss are typically permanent. The degree, or severity, of hearing loss is another 

factor to consider.  

 

The A.G. Bell Association (2024) lists the following degrees of hearing loss, beginning with that 

which is closest to normal hearing: mild, moderate, severe, and profound. An audiogram is a 

graph of an individual’s hearing thresholds. Points are plotted on the graph and connected with 

lines. The points are represented using various symbols to indicate left versus right ear and air 

versus bone conduction. The individual should be able to hear the sounds below the points and 

lines on the graph but not the sounds above. Most speech sounds, or phonemes, during a typical 

conversation fall in an area on an audiogram coined the “speech banana,” represented by the pale 

region on the audiogram in Figure 1 (A.G. Bell Association, 2024).  
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Figure 1  

 

Audiogram with Speech Banana 

 
 

Note. The audiogram shows the degrees of hearing loss and at which decibel range each occurs. 

The pale region illustrates the speech banana, indicating the place each speech sound occurs 

during a typical conversation (Adapted from Northern & Downs, 2002).  

 

Even a mild hearing loss, just twenty decibels removed from normal hearing thresholds, can 

result in missing speech sounds. To provide an example, a line is plotted for both the left and 

right ear on the audiogram in Figure 2 at 50 dB between 250 Hz to 8000 Hz, indicating a 

moderate hearing loss in both ears for an individual. Nearly half of all speech sounds are unable 

to be detected without use of amplification or raised voices. It is important to note that the /s/ is a 

soft (quiet), high-frequency sound and requires close to normal hearing to detect. In English, the 

subtle difference of adding a /s/ sound to the end of most nouns changes the meaning (e.g. 

cat/cats). If the /s/ sound is unable to be heard, then the words merely sound identical. It becomes 

crucial to explicitly teach grammatical rules through visual methods, paying close attention to the 

sounds a student may not hear. 
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Figure 2  

 

Audiogram with Moderate Hearing Loss 

 

 
 

Note. The audiogram shows a hearing loss at 50 dB in both ears, which falls within the moderate 

range (Adapted from Northern & Downs, 2002). A person with this level of hearing loss is 

unable to detect sounds, including speech sounds, above the line plotted on the graph. 

 

Furthermore, just because an individual can hear, or detect, a sound does not mean that sound 

can be understood (Anderson, 2012). The audiogram merely shows what sounds can be detected 

by an individual–the audibility. It is also important to analyze an individual’s ability to 

understand speech, also known as speech perception. Speech perception tests may be performed 

during an audiology evaluation in addition to a hearing test. The audiology report would include 

the audiogram and the results of any other test performed, including a speech perception test. It is 

valuable to know what speech a student can understand at the phoneme level, word level, and 

sentence level. Anderson (2012) describes a perfect analogy to compare speech 

audibility/detection to speech comprehension:    

 

…Imagine a student that perceived only 66% of speech energy (i.e., 66 pieces of a 100-

piece picture puzzle). If the topic is a well-known children’s story, then the child may 

understand much or all of what is being said because prior knowledge of the topic will fill 
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in what is not fully heard. If the topic is new to the student (i.e., the Civil War, the water 

cycle, a new story about a child in a different culture with unknown vocabulary) then he 

or she may identify some of the words spoken but may miss too much to comprehend the 

new information. So it is the child’s language level, previous knowledge, motivation, 

fatigue and interference from background noise, etc. that will determine how much of 

what is audible is actually understood (i.e., what meaning they can derive from having 

only 66 puzzle pieces). (p. 1) 

 

Understanding a child’s hearing loss provides valuable insight, so having a copy of his or her 

most recent audiology evaluation report is crucial.  

 

One strategy to better understand an individual’s hearing loss and audibility is to plot his or her 

hearing threshold onto an audiogram that includes the speech banana and common 

environmental sounds. John Tracy Clinic (2012), now named John Tracy Center, provides a free 

resource of speech and familiar sounds plotted on an audiogram available at this link: 

https://tinyurl.com/mtree42x. A child’s hearing threshold at each frequency on their audiogram is 

copied and plotted onto a copy of the audiogram of familiar sounds.  The sounds below the 

plotted line are audible to the child. Extending the previous example of an individual with a 

moderate hearing loss at 50 dB in Figure 2, the person should be able to hear a dog barking and 

baby crying but unable to hear birds chirping or water dripping.  

 

Additionally, learning to speak a language occurs through listening and mimicking the sounds. 

Often, DHH individuals who do not perceive speech sounds accurately may not have accurate 

speech production. They may not even hear their own speaking voice accurately, leading to 

inaccurate auditory feedback. These students will require more direct, intense instruction in 

discriminating and articulating the sounds that fall outside their range of hearing, particularly as 

it relates to phonics and spelling. Creating an individualized audiogram of familiar sounds 

resource to reference can create a learning environment that maximizes a student’s potential to 

succeed. Needless to say, there may be another layer of complexity for students who use 

amplification devices or cochlear implants.   

 

The degree and type of hearing loss determines whether an individual is a good candidate for 

amplification devices including traditional hearing aids, bone-anchored hearing aids, or cochlear 

implants; sometimes, amplification devices will not be helpful or recommended. When an 

individual uses hearing aids, the threshold at which they detect sound generally improves. 

Hearing aids amplify sounds, essentially moving that plotted line on the audiogram up higher, 

allowing the individual to auditorily access more sounds. However, it is not that simple. Hearing 

aids amplify all sounds, not just the sounds an individual wants to hear such as a conversation. 

Similarly, cochlear implants send impulses for every sound picked up by the external processor. 

Use of amplification devices typically requires training to learn to listen and interpret the sounds 

being heard, distinguishing between speech sounds and environmental sounds. Amplification is 

usually one of the first recommendations once an infant is identified with hearing loss. 

 

Newborn hearing screenings have become standard practice in the United States for births that 

take place in a hospital. Ideally, infants are to be screened for hearing loss by 1 month of age, 

diagnosed by 3 months, and enrolled in early interventions services by 6 months if diagnosed 

https://tinyurl.com/mtree42x
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with a permanent hearing loss (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2023). According to 

the CDC (2023), 97.2% of infants born in the United States were screened for hearing loss by the 

age of 1 month in 2020. Of those infants screened in 2020, the CDC reports a mere 60% actually 

received a diagnosis, permanent hearing loss or no hearing loss, by 3 months of age. The 6,321 

infants diagnosed with a permanent hearing loss were referred for early intervention services, 

and parents were encouraged to enroll the infant by the age of 6 months. Despite those efforts 

nearly 30% of infants diagnosed with a permanent hearing loss in 2020 were documented as loss 

to follow-up (LTF) or loss to documentation (LTD), meaning the parents/families did not follow 

through with the recommended diagnostic or intervention process or did not report on following 

through with these processes. Following through on an intervention plan with trained experts to 

determine the type and degree of hearing loss is vital. However, not all hearing loss is present at 

birth. 

 

Another factor to consider is the age of hearing loss onset. A child born with a significant 

hearing loss never had access to sounds or spoken language; on the other hand, a child that lost 

their hearing at 5 years old was able to access spoken language and begin developing language 

and phonological awareness skills. For one student, there is prior knowledge and typically a 

strong foundation of a first language (L1) by age 5. Sometimes a hearing loss may not be 

identified right away, especially when a child is young and cannot communicate their 

experiences. Additionally, a hearing loss in only one ear may go unnoticed due to one’s ability to 

compensate and adjust such as turning their good ear toward the sound source. 

 

For most, early identification of hearing loss is essential to early amplification in order to 

maximize auditory skills in addition to speech and language development. As previously stated 

most deaf children have hearing parents (Dougherty, 2017; Keck & Wolgemuth, 2020). Some 

families that do not know ASL create their own system of signs and gestures, known as home 

signs, in order to communicate with a deaf child. One issue with home signs is that other people 

outside of the home will not be able to understand what is being communicated. It can also be 

challenging for a DHH child to unlearn home signs while learning ASL at school.  

 

Furthermore, hearing families already have an established spoken language used to 

communicate, such as English. An unfortunate phenomenon known as “Dinner Table Syndrome” 

is a regular occurrence in which DHH individuals are excluded from group conversations, 

particularly in social settings like family meals (Pena, 2022). Recurrent exclusion frequently 

leads to feelings of isolation, stress, loneliness, anger, and insignificance. Children, and even 

adults, with hearing loss face more than mere language and academic challenges.  

 

Moreover, a deaf child could be learning and using sign language as his or her main mode of 

communication at school while simultaneously learning English. To add an additional layer, 

some families that move to the United States speak a language other than English at home, like 

Spanish. In those scenarios, the deaf child is exposed to at least three languages, if not four if he 

or she was exposed to another form of sign language, i.e. Mexican Sign Language, while 

growing up. To better understand any individual, you must also consider their culture.  
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Take-aways Regarding Considerations 

 

When working with DHH students, it is important to consider the following factors: additional 

disabilities; type and degree of hearing loss; age of onset and identification; amplification use; 

and language spoken at home. Many DHH individuals are identified as deaf plus, having other 

disorders or conditions, which can complicate diagnosis and treatment. Hearing loss can be 

classified into different types, and an audiogram helps determine which sounds a child can 

detect. However, speech perception, or the ability to understand speech, is also crucial to assess. 

Understanding a child’s hearing loss by comparing his or her hearing thresholds to an audiogram 

with familiar sounds can provide valuable perspective and insight. While early identification and 

intervention are key, challenges such as social exclusion and cultural dynamics can affect DHH 

individual’s emotional well-being and development. Tailored interventions are essential for 

supporting DHH children’s success in and out of the classroom. 

 

American Deaf Culture and Community 

 

The Oxford Advanced American Dictionary (n.d.) defines culture as “the customs and beliefs, 

art, way of life, and social organization of a particular country or group.” Throughout history 

deaf people have been naturally separated from the rest of the world due to communication 

barriers. Over the years, deaf people have come together to form communities in which signed 

languages were a byproduct (Higgins & Lieberman, 2016). Deaf individuals–despite their race, 

gender, religion, or age–share common experiences, values, social norms, language and more. 

The Deaf community in America refers to “a cultural and linguistic minority group, who use a 

fully formed language—American Sign Language (ASL)—and are members of a distinct 

minority culture” (Higgins & Lieberman, 2016). While deafness (lowercase “d”) is a medical 

term used to identify the hearing threshold of an individual, Deaf (capitalized “D”) is a term used 

by individuals that identify with Deaf culture and are members of the Deaf community (Siple et 

al., 2004). Any terms that degrade or indicate a problem/handicap, including hearing impaired, 

deaf and dumb, or deaf-mute, are offensive and no longer accepted by a majority of the Deaf 

community. Most Deaf people are proud of their language, culture, and community. Belonging 

to the Deaf community can help meet social and emotional needs of DHH individuals, especially 

those suffering from Dinner Table Syndrome. Likewise, Deaf adults can serve as role models for 

Deaf children.  

 

It has been concluded that ASL is a complete, natural language differing from English; people 

that identify as part of the Deaf community have a unique culture; and some families indicate 

ASL as their home language (Dougherty, 2017; Higgins & Lieberman, 2016; Hrastinski & 

Wilbur, 2016). The Council for Extraordinary Children (n.d.) defines English language learner 

(ELL) as “a student whose primary language is not English, and whose English proficiency or 

lack thereof provides a barrier to successful learning.” An argument could be made that deaf 

students who use ASL as their primary language are ELLs. While each DHH student is different 

and must be examined on a case-by-case basis, many parallels can be drawn between DHH 

students and ELLs including the following: language barrier; social and academic struggles; need 

for cultural understanding; need for social and emotional support; need for visual support; and 

poor vocabulary development. 
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Unlike most languages ASL does not have a written form. It is extremely common for DHH 

students that use ASL and have poor English skills to write sentences using ASL grammar and 

syntax. DHH students learn the English word equivalent of signs. ASL is a conceptual language 

so meaning is conveyed through concepts using space, role shifting, and facial expression to 

show the idea. The ASL sign for ‘big’ is used to show the concept of a big; however, there are 

many English words that could be used to represent that sign–large, huge, or massive. In ASL 

the distinction is made by changing your body language and facial expression. Unfortunately, 

DHH students have a tendency to learn a single, simple word associated with ASL signs, so their 

English vocabulary or word knowledge is limited. When a synonymous word to ‘big’ appears 

while reading, a DHH student may not understand the meaning. Furthermore, ASL syntax, word 

arrangement or order, is different from English syntax. ASL uses topic-comment structure, or 

time-topic-comment when appropriate. For example, ‘I like pizza’ would be signed ‘PIZZA-ME-

LIKE’ and ‘I went to the movies yesterday’ would be signed ‘YESTERDAY-MOVIE-ME-GO.’ 

Due to time-marker signs in ASL such as yesterday, past, or future, DHH students often struggle 

with verb tense in English. Additionally, ASL word order is often seen in DHH students’ writing. 

Using the knowledge of a first language (L1) and applying those rules to a second language (L2) 

is known as language transfer and a common occurrence for beginning ELLs.  

 

Take-aways Regarding American Deaf Culture and Community 

 

It is important to recognize the difference between the medical term deaf and the culture created 

by the Deaf community. ASL is a complete, natural language that differs from English, and 

many Deaf individuals use it as their primary language. Similar to ELLs, deaf students who use 

ASL may face challenges in language acquisition, social interaction, and academic achievement 

due to the differences between ASL and English. The unique grammar, syntax, and conceptual 

nature of ASL can result in difficulties for deaf students when learning English, particularly in 

vocabulary development and sentence structure. The phenomenon of a first language influencing 

a second language learning can impact a DHH student’s writing. Deaf students may struggle 

with issues like verb tense in English due to ASL's use of time markers. 

 

Education 

 

Typically, the parents of a deaf child do not know sign language. They would need to learn sign 

language while simultaneously teaching the language to their child, which is a demanding task. 

Anyone that has tried learning an additional language as an adult understands some of the 

challenges. Depending on the age the child was identified with hearing loss and advocacy of the 

parents, the child could begin receiving early intervention services as early as infancy; however, 

lack of resources, money, and education could delay the process until age of two, three, or even 

five when the child is supposed to begin kindergarten.  

 

It is estimated that only 40% of families with a school-aged deaf child use sign language at home 

(Dougherty, 2017). Given that statistic, it is understood that at least 60% of deaf children are not 

exposed to sign language until they enter school. If a deaf child attended school for the average 

seven hours daily, he or she would only be exposed to sign language for thirty-five hours a week. 

Furthermore, if the deaf child is attending a local public school, then communication is likely 
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facilitated through an interpreter. Direct communication between a person fluent in ASL and the 

deaf child occurs far fewer hours a week. This data leads to a concern of language deprivation 

amongst deaf children. Language deprivation negatively impacts a child’s theory of mind, 

cognitive development, thinking skills, and, most obviously, language development (Dougherty, 

2017; Cates et al., 2021). The exact opposite of language deprivation—language 

comprehension—is a key component to reading comprehension. 

 

In 1986, Gough and Tunmer introduced the simple view of reading (SVR) (Farrell et al., 2019). 

The SVR is a formula that states the product of decoding and language comprehension equals 

reading comprehension (Farrell et al., 2019). While Gough and Tunmer’s theory was based on 

children with normal hearing, it can likewise be applied to children with hearing loss. After 

being analyzed, it was found that ASL is a fully-formed language with its own syntax, 

morphology, and structure (Dougherty, 2017). Not much research has been conducted regarding 

the role or process deaf individuals use when decoding English. It is well documented that deaf 

students struggle with reading comprehension (Ormel et al., 2022; Marschark et al., 2012). To 

successfully learn English reading and writing skills as a second language, deaf students require 

language proficiency at a young age and exposure to printed materials.  

 

McQuarrie and Abbott (2013) studied a group of fifty students that use ASL as their primary 

mode of communication enrolled in a dual-language program. It was determined that deaf 

children do have the awareness of signs as segmentable forms, similarly to hearing children 

segmenting words. Phonological awareness of English includes phoneme manipulation. The 

equivalent in ASL is manipulation of sign parameters (handshape, movement, and location), 

which was assessed during this study (McQuarrie & Abbott, 2013). McQuarrie and Abbott 

(2013) found a significant positive correlation between a deaf student’s L1 (ASL) phonological 

awareness skills and L2 (English) reading skills.  

 

In 1984, Cummins hypothesized that “children can draw upon their knowledge of their first 

language (L1) to support their linguistic understanding of their second language (L2)” (Scott & 

Hoffmeister, 2016, p. 67). Scott and Hoffmeister (2016) applied Cummins’ linguistic 

interdependence hypothesis to DHH students, synthesizing that L2 (English) skills are linked to 

proficiency of their L1 (ASL). Overall, Scott and Hoffmeister (2016) found ASL proficiency to 

be a statistically significant predictor of reading comprehension. For deaf, ASL proficiency is a 

good predictor of reading comprehension (Scott & Hoffmeister, 2016; Chamberlain & Mayberry, 

2008), supporting the simple view of reading and the impact of language comprehension 

(proficiency) on reading comprehension.  

 

Chamberlain and Mayberry (2008) studied a group of individuals who were deaf from birth and 

used ASL as their primary mode of communication. Their assessment included nonverbal IQ, 

hearing status, reading measure, sign language measure, sign language narrative comprehension, 

print exposure measure, and reading/media habits were assessed (Chamberlain & Mayberry, 

2008). Participants were grouped according to reading ability (above or below the eighth-grade 

criterion) and compared. It was found that nonverbal IQ was not a predictor of reading ability. In 

addition to sign language proficiency, exposure to print is positively correlated with reading 

ability. Additionally, Marschark et al. (2012) analyzed the relationship between print exposure, 

academic achievement, and reading habits among 100 deaf and 100 hearing students. Marschark 



 

48 
 

et al. (2012) found that print recognition was a better predictor of academic achievement than 

reading habits.  

 

Similarly, in 2018, Silvestri and Wang analyzed the influence psycholinguistic and 

sociocognitive factors have on reading achievement in deaf adults with profound hearing loss 

who use sign language without amplification (hearing aids, cochlear implants). Researchers 

compared the following four groups: deaf high-achieving, deaf low-achieving, hearing high-

achieving, and hearing low-achieving. Silvestri and Wang (2018) found that early language 

access and exposure to reading materials were distinguishing factors for high-achieving readers, 

despite their hearing, setting them apart from low-achieving readers. High-achieving deaf readers 

described experiences of parents and other family members signing to and with them. Through 

language development, vocabulary knowledge is expounded. 

 

Vocabulary knowledge, one predictor of reading comprehension linked to language 

comprehension in the SVR, has been a weakness for many deaf students (Cates et al., 2021;  

Donne & Briley, 2015). Donne and Briley (2015) examined the impact of multimedia storybooks 

on vocabulary acquisition for DHH preschool students. The multimedia storybook consisted of 

print, a picture, and sign language video with audio. After daily intervention, all students 

improved their vocabulary development, supporting the importance of exposure to print as it 

supports language comprehension (Donne & Briley, 2015). 

 

Take-aways Regarding Education 

 

Parents of deaf children often face the unique challenge of learning a new language while 

teaching it to their child. Many families lack resources or education, causing delays in accessing 

early intervention services. Around 40% of families with school-aged deaf children use sign 

language at home, leaving many children without exposure to it until school (Dougherty, 2017). 

This delay in language exposure can lead to language deprivation, which negatively impacts a 

wide range of skills and developments (Dougherty, 2017; Cates et al., 2021). To be most 

successful readers, DHH students require language proficiency at a young age and exposure to 

printed materials. According to Gough and Tunmer’s SVR, language comprehension is essential 

for reading comprehension (Farrell et al., 2019).  

 

Early Intervention 

 

For most, the critical period for learning a first language theoretically occurs during the first year 

of life (Friedmann & Rusou, 2015). Research indicates that infants less than 4 months old 

showed favor for languages they were exposed to while in the womb, and by 4 months infants 

can differentiate their native language from another language with a similar rhythm (Friedmann 

& Rusou, 2015). So an infant with hearing loss in utero already has a disadvantage. Friedmann 

and Rusou (2015) compared children with insufficient language input due to isolation and 

children with insufficient language input due to hearing loss while being raised in an oral-

speaking environment without sign language or hearing devices. It was found that in both cases, 

many children showed syntactic impairments. Contrarily, Friedmann and Rusou (2015) 

recognized that studies show normal language development for DHH children of deaf parents, 

being provided language input via sign language from birth. However, only 5% of deaf children 
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are born to deaf parents (Dougherty, 2017). When an infant cannot access an auditory language 

such as English due to hearing loss and an accessible language such as ASL is not introduced 

during that critical period, language deprivation may begin.  

 

Hrastinski and Wilbur (2016) conducted a study to compare academic achievement of DHH 

students, grades 6-11, enrolled in a deaf school that emphasized an ASL/English bilingual, 

bicultural (Bi-Bi) educational approach. It is important to note that the students selected for this 

analysis used either English or ASL at home and did not have additional disabilities documented 

(i.e. cognitive disability, learning disability, autism spectrum disorder, etc.) with the exception of 

language and speech impairment diagnosis. School records provided the ASL proficiency of 

each student, evaluating their age-appropriate conversational receptive and expressive skills in 

ASL. Then, students were divided into two groups based on ASL proficiency, highly proficient 

(approximately 55% of participants) and not as highly proficient (approximately 45% of 

participants). The majority of students (44 out of 47 participants) with high ASL proficiency 

skills indicated ASL as their home language. On average, participants in the highly proficient 

group were diagnosed with hearing loss at 6 months; first exposed to ASL at 2 months; and 

enrolled at the current Bi-Bi deaf school at 5 years, 10 months. Conversely, the majority of 

students (34 out of 38 participants) not highly proficient at ASL indicated English as their home 

language. On average, participants in the not highly proficient group were diagnosed with 

hearing loss at 1 year, 11 months; first exposed to ASL at 6 years, 2 months; and enrolled at the 

current Bi-Bi deaf school at 10 years, 8 months.   

 

For academic achievement of the deaf participants, the NWEA Measures of Academic Progress 

(MAP) assessment was used to measure reading, language use, and math in addition to the SAT-

10 Reading comprehension assessment (Hrastinski & Wilbur, 2016). Highly fluent ASL students 

outperformed those with less fluency in reading, language use, and mathematics on the MAP 

assessment. Similarly, students with high ASL proficiency performed better on the SAT-10 

Reading comprehension assessment, too, with 43.7% scoring at or above grade level. 

Alternatively, only 16.7% of students without high ASL proficiency skills scored at or above 

grade level. In conclusion, Hrastinski and Wilbur (2016) found that both groups had access to 

ASL in an educational setting, but the deaf students that were highly fluent in ASL, diagnosed 

with hearing loss earlier, exposed to ASL earlier, and enrolled in the deaf school earlier 

performed better academically. It was also noted that the highly fluent ASL students were less 

likely to wear cochlear implants while the non-fluent ASL students were more likely to wear 

cochlear implants–further emphasizing that hearing devices like cochlear implants do not have a 

positive correlation to language use or reading skills. 

 

Take-aways Regarding Early Intervention 

 

Children who are born deaf may miss out on the critical period for learning language if they are 

not identified with hearing loss and exposed to an accessible language during their first year of 

life. Being diagnosed with hearing loss early and exposure to ASL at an early age play a crucial 

role in language and academic development for deaf children. Additionally, hearing devices 

alone do not guarantee stronger language or reading skills. 
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Instructional Implications: Evidence-Based Strategies 

 

Grammar 

 

In her book Language and Literacy Development in Children Who Are Deaf (2000), Schirmer 

emphasizes the importance of explicit and visual grammar instruction for DHH students. While 

not explicitly recommended by Schirmer (2000), sentence diagramming is a way to explicitly 

and visually teach grammar and syntax. Schirmer (2000) highlights that DHH students 

frequently omit function words (e.g., articles, prepositions, auxiliary verbs) and struggle with 

verb tense and complex sentences. These challenges stem from limited access to spoken 

language and auditory feedback. Additionally, DHH students that use ASL struggle with verb 

tense and articles because they simply do not exist in ASL. Acoustic highlighting is one auditory 

strategy used by speech-language pathologists and teachers of the deaf in which a sound, word, 

or phrase is emphasized (Allman et al., 2019). When a student omits an article during a 

conversation, saying “I saw dog,” then the target word can be highlighted and the sentence be 

modeled back to the student, saying “I saw A dog.” 

 

Marschark and Hauser (2012) also advocate for visual and explicit grammar instruction. Their 

recommendations for improving grammar and writing skills include: color-coding parts of 

speech, using graphic organizers to teach sentence structure, and providing visual scaffolds for 

syntax and word order. Studies have found that using visual and interactive methods improves 

grammar retention for students with hearing loss (Easterbrooks & Baker, 2002).  One suggested 

activity by Allman et al. (2019) for use when teaching syntax is to write an English sentence on a 

strip then cut the strip into words or phrases. Then, have the student build the sentence again, 

putting the words or phrases in the correct order. Incorporating multi-modal activities such as 

this also helps students engage in lessons. 

 

Vocabulary Development 

 

DHH students tend to have a smaller vocabulary with gaps in background knowledge and benefit 

from explicit vocabulary instruction (Lederberg et al., 2013; Marschark et al., 2012). If the 

student uses ASL, be mindful of how words are translated. When applicable, work with a sign 

language interpreter and/or teacher of the deaf to get a better understanding in order to bridge the 

gap between English and ASL. Incorporating technology can reinforce instruction and improve 

engagement. Using captioning on videos exposes students to printed words alongside pictures 

and videos. Additionally, multimedia books with ASL interpreting are available on platforms 

such as YouTube. Exposure to multimedia story books improves vocabulary development for 

DHH students (Donne & Briley, 2015). There are even some movies/videos with an ASL 

interpreter. For example, the SignUp extension for Google Chrome provides ASL interpretation 

for select Disney+ movies. Furthermore, pairing sign language with print helps develop bilingual 

literacy. Even if a student does not use sign language, pairing print with spoken language can be 

beneficial. This can be achieved by labeling items around the classroom as well as incorporating 

print to reference during instruction.  

 

Additionally, pre-teaching or exposing DHH students to new vocabulary prior to the lesson can 

help increase understanding during the lesson. The target vocabulary during a lesson may be a 
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deaf student’s first exposure to that word or sign. Some language is learned incidentally as a 

byproduct of experiences including overhearing a conversation. Unfortunately, many DHH 

students miss out on that learning because they cannot clearly hear the conversations happening 

around them. Allman et al. (2019) suggests intentionally presenting the target vocabulary word 

in multiple ways in order to improve long-term retention. One study found that DHH and ELL 

students showed improved vocabulary acquisition when explicit pre-teaching of target words 

incorporated visual cues through multimedia, offering both examples and non-examples (Allman 

et al. 2019). Making sure instruction is visually accessible is key for DHH students, which can be 

particularly difficult when teaching phonics. 

 

Phonological Awareness 

 

One visual method used during phonological awareness instruction with DHH students is See the 

Sound - Visual Phonics (STS-VP). One study even found STS-VP to be beneficial for hearing 

students who were struggling with letter-sound skills when it was added to instruction in the 

classroom by the general education teacher (Allman et al., 2019). STS-VP is a system of hand 

cues and written symbols that represent the phonemes used in spoken English (Allman et al., 

2019). It is a multisensory system that provides auditory, visual, and kinesthetic learning while 

reinforcing sound-symbol relationship. Using STS-VP when teaching rhyming words or 

homophones provides a visual way for DHH students to access instruction. It can also be helpful 

during spelling instruction or spelling tests. DHH students would be taught the hand cue and 

written symbol during phonics instruction much like hearing students are taught the sound. For 

example, when teaching the long /e/ sound, the hand cue is taught to students. Then, the target 

spelling used for long /e/ sound is explicitly taught, such as “ea” vowel team. When provided 

with the visual cues for the word “eat” using STS-VP, students are shown two sounds (/ē/ /t/) and 

must decide what letters to use to properly spell the word. STS-VP can be used alongside 

Elkonin boxes to build phonological awareness skills. STS-VP is meant to be used as an 

“overlay” to an existing literacy curriculum (Friedman Narr, 2006).  

 

Another visual system that supports phonemic awareness and literacy development is Cued 

Speech. While both STS-VP and Cued Speech can be used to support literacy and reading 

instruction, Cued Speech was developed to facilitate communication of spoken language with 

DHH individuals (Friedman Narr, 2006). Cued Speech is a communication method that uses 

eight handshapes and four placements around the mouth to represent the phonemes of spoken 

English. It is most often used in programs for DHH students that focus on an oral, or spoken 

language, approach. Both STS-VP and Cued Speech required specialized training. However, 

STS-VP training can be completed in a two-day session (See the Sound, n.d.). For more 

information, visit http://seethesound.org/.  

 

Concluding Points and Instructional Suggestions 

 

In conclusion, DHH students face many challenges, particularly with English reading and 

writing, which are deeply complex and vary from one child to another. The fact that most DHH 

children are born to hearing parents who may lack the knowledge of Deaf culture, sign language, 

and education opportunities further complicates their educational journey. While technology has 

certainly aided communication, it cannot replace the critical need for early intervention, access to 

http://seethesound.org/
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appropriate language instruction, and individualized teaching strategies that consider each child's 

unique needs and abilities. Research highlights the importance of integrating the science of 

reading with a deeper understanding of the cultural and linguistic background of DHH students, 

ensuring that educators provide the best possible support for their literacy development 

(Hrastinski & Wilbur, 2016; Keck & Wolgemuth, 2020). By focusing on the individual, 

personalized needs and experiences of each student, a pathway to success can be created that 

enables every DHH child to reach their full potential. 

 

Below is a table of takeaway questions to consider asking when working with DHH students. 

These answers can aid in understanding of the student’s hearing loss journey and its impact on 

academic, social, emotional, and functional learning.  

 

Questions Some typical answers to expect 

How did X lose their 

hearing? 

Unknown; medical condition; illness 

When was X diagnosed with 

hearing loss? 

Newborn hearing screening; given age 

X has what type of hearing 

loss? 

-Bilateral (both ears); Unilateral (one ear) 

-Conductive; sensorineural; mixed; or neural 

-NOTE: Auditory Processing Disorder is not a HL but may 

present similarly 

X has what degree of hearing 

loss? 

-Mild; moderate; severe; profound 

-With the exception of deafness (profound HL), HL does not 

typically remain in only one degree category for all 

frequencies. So a student may have a HL that is moderate 

sloping to severe or severe rising to mild. 

Is the hearing loss temporary 

or permanent? 

-Students with recurrent ear infections may have a fluctuating 

HL 

-Disorders like Ménière's disease and Usher syndrome can lead 

to HL 

Does X have a recent 

audiogram or audiology 

report?  

HL can fluctuate over time. If a student uses hearing aids, it is 

important they are programmed to match that individual’s 

hearing threshold. An audiology report will often include a 

summary that explains the audiogram results and sometimes 

history of HL.  

Does X wear hearing aids or 

cochlear implants (CI)? 

-Hearings aids: traditional behind-the-hear or bone-anchored 

(BAHA) 

-Use hearing aids or CIs inconsistently or in the past 

-Some students have CI surgery and later chose not to wear 

CIs 
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Does X use sign language or 

Cued Speech?  

 

-Sign language exists on a continuum from Signed Exact 

English (SEE), which is not a language, to ASL. In the middle 

of the two exists Pidgin Signed English (PSE), which 

combines ASL with English grammar and word order.  

-Some students prefer simultaneous communication 

(SimCom), signing and speaking at the same time. This 

compromises both ASL and English grammar but can be an 

effective communication mode that best supports the student’s 

needs.  

-Cued Speech is a phonemic-based, visual communication 

system 

How do you communicate 

with X at home? 

-Some parents know basic signs or “baby” signs including yes, 

no, thank you, drink, and milk.  

-Some may have basic conversation level skills or be fluent 

-Consider if siblings know sign language as well 

-Some families create home signs, their own system of signs 

and gestures used to communicate 

-Pointing, gesturing, writing, texting, showing pictures 

When did X begin school?   -Early intervention services (IDEA Part C) 

-Preschool  

-Kindergarten 

Has X attended a school for 

the deaf and hard of hearing? 

-Many states have a school for the deaf and hard of hearing as 

an education setting option, some offering both residential and 

day-school options. This is not always an appropriate 

education setting but should be considered, especially if the 

student uses sign language as their primary mode of 

communication.  

Does X have any additional 

diagnosis or disability? 

-HL is often a risk factor that overlaps over conditions  

*X is used in place of the student’s name; HL=hearing loss 

 

Below is a chart that summarizes the research-based strategies, interventions, and suggestions to 

use when working with DHH students: 

 

Instructional Area Research-Based Strategies & Suggestions 

Early Language Acquisition ● Early intervention programs before 6 months of age 

(Hrastinski & Wilbur, 2016) 

● ASL exposure from infancy to improve academic 

outcomes 

● Language-rich environments to prevent language 

deprivation (Friedmann & Rusou, 2015) 
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Reading Comprehension ● Print exposure and early access to books (Marschark 

et al., 2012) 

● Bilingual ASL-English literacy development 

(McQuarrie & Abbott, 2013) 

● ASL phonological awareness supporting English 

reading skills 

Grammar Instruction ● Explicit and visual grammar instruction (Schirmer, 

2000; Marschark & Hauser, 2012) 

● Sentence diagramming for visual syntax learning 

● Color-coding parts of speech 

● Graphic organizers for sentence structure 

● Visual scaffolds for syntax and word order 

● Acoustic highlighting to emphasize function words 

(Allman et al., 2019) 

● Sentence-building activities with word strips 

Vocabulary Development  ● Work with a sign language interpreter and/or teacher 

of the deaf regarding bridging from ASL to English 

● Incorporate technology 

● Captioning on videos 

● Pre-teach target vocabulary 

● Incorporate visual cues 

Phonological Awareness ● See the Sound - Visual Phonics (STS-VP)  

http://seethesound.org/ 

● Cued Speech 
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