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Teachers – SENCO’s, Teaching Assistants and Learning Support Assistants.
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Reading comprehension

Dyslexia affects children at many different levels.  The skills required to acquire literacy and numeracy being the most obvious but there are other skills that are less obvious that are affected that impede their progress in the acquisition of knowledge.  Dyslexic children may need more explicit tuition in tasks that other children manage to pick up intuitively.  If, for example, you ask a child to tidy a shelf or a draw, they may simply not be able to accomplish this without first being shown what a tidy shelf/draw looks like, whilst other children will automatically be able to do this.

Dyslexic children tend to be more literal in their interpretation of what is said and what they are able to read.  You may have noticed that some children find it quite difficult to comprehend inference in what they have read and yet are able to answer comprehension questions on the facts that have been presented.

This can also apply to their understanding of verbal instructions.

Reading comprehension requires:

· Engaging with the text.

· Making meaning from texts

· Making connections with existing knowledge.

· Reflecting upon responses.

· Monitoring own understand – making decision about which strategies will help to clarify understanding.

· Critically evaluation the text.

Reading comprehension is a highly interactive process that takes place between a reader and a text.  Individual readers bring different levels of skills and experience to this process.  These include:

· Language skills

· Cognitive resources

· World knowledge.

It is also important to consider that any act of reading occurs within a particular socio-cultural and emotional context.  It is important to bear this in mind when considering your learners – some children are not exposed to books prior to entering school.  We can’t presume they are comfortable with books.

To comprehend well, a reader needs to be able to:

· Have knowledge of vocabulary in context.

· Understand the importance of syntax – grammar, word order, punctuation etc.

· Comprehend literal meaning

· Pin point the main idea of a text

· Infer information that is not explicity stated in a text

· Distinguish fact from opinion

· Recognise ambiguous phrases and sentences and deduce their meaning from context

· Relate information in passage to previous knowledge of the world

· Use strategies for when comprehension is failing

· Remember earlier words in order to process them with later ones.

All these points need to be taught explicitly to those learners who do not learn innately.

Poor readers tend to avoid reading and so these skills are not being developed.  Poor readers read less and so become poorer readers.  By not reading these learners lose the opportunity to broaden their vocabulary, their background knowledge and understand how text is structured.

They could display at word, sentence or text level:

· Poor decoding skills

· Poor vocabulary knowledge

· Poor language skills.

They may also experience difficulties at a cognitive level which could iped their ability to understand text.

Could impede their ability to understand text.

The year three pupil will be expected to reach a level of automaticity in letter/sound links, long and short vowel sounds, magic ‘e’, phonic decoding and syllabification.  They will be expected to understand the use of capital letters, punctuation marks and how to develop their ideas into a story.

For those pupils in Yr3 who have not reach this level of automaticity comprehending what they are reading is an unrealistic expectation because they are still grappling with the mechanics of reading as they still have to decode most text.  They are, however, at this age, expected to go through the transition from learning to read to reading to learn.  Hence, it is at this age that many dyslexic children really begin to fall behind.  

Strategies to develop reading comprehension:

Vocabulary

· Improve understand of figurative language – dyslexic children will prefer literal books, encyclopedias, catalogues etc.,

· Preview vocabulary before reading a piece of text, identify unfailar words, provide a list of words relating to the topic/book and discuss the meanings of the words before reading – Ruth Miskin Read, Write, Inc is an excellent reading scheme for these children.

· Build word banks of new words

· Look at morphology – suffix and prefix eg: a, an, ant, pant, elephant.

· Focus on particular grous of words e.g appearance.

· Make dictionaries, thesauruses and glossaries.

· Cloze procedure activities – sentences with a word missing – give a choice of words to insert.  This activity is great for the reluctant writer and encourages a child to read words they are unfamiliar with and gives teacher the opportunity to discuss and explore word meanings.

Prior Knowledge

· Make links between what the child already knows and the text (title/heading/pictures)

· Relate text to the child’s personal experiences

Prediction

· Teach children to predict what text might be about, to encourage close attention to the text as they begin to read.
Questioning

· Plan questioning about the text to incorporate all 3 levels of comprehension:

· literal: teach children to recall information explicitly stated in the text (Who? When? Where?)

· Inferential: teach children to ‘read between the lines’ (How do you know…?  Why do you think that….?)

· Evaluate: teach children to respond to and question the text (does it achieve the purpose?  Make connections with other texts).

Sequencing
Encourage children to apply their knowledge about texts and reading

· Jumble the lines of text from a poem or passage for the reader to reorder.  Identify lines that bring a beginning and conclusion.  Discuss the effect of any differences in order

· Jumble paragraphs from a chronologically sequenced text.  Look for a logical order of events and make use of connectives such as: first, later, next, finally.

Summarising

· Encourage children to evaluate text and find the main ideas.

· Skim a piece of text and give an oral summary

· Highlight key words/key sentences/

· After reading, draw a ‘map’ of events in the story.

Summarising skills need to be explicitly taught to dyslexic children.

Constructing Images

Drawing

· Maps based on details from a story

· Diagrams to represent an instruction of explanation text

· Pictures  based on descriptions.

Drama

· Act out key sentences or passages.

· Role-play – consider a characters feelings and thoughts.

This is reflective note taking at a basic level that helps to keep the timeline in the dyslexic childs mind.

Visualisation

Making pictures ‘in the head’ whilst listening, thinking or reading.  It helps with:-

· Sequencing

· Time order

· Memory

· Recall

· Understanding.

Inference

The art of ‘reading between the lines’ of a text.

· Model and discuss with children how inference is used in text.

· Encourage children to apply their knowledge of the world to help make sense of text.  E.g. The campfire started to burn uncontrollably, Tom grabbed a bucket of water.
· Discuss how character in a text might be feeling e.g. Tears streamed down her face.  They were free at last!
Help children to monitor their own understanding:

Fluent and experienced readers check that they have fully understood what they have been reading.  When they are unsure of something they will use an appropriate strategy to help them clarify their understanding.

· Demonstrate your thinking as you use semantic strategies to help work out the meaning of an unfamiliar word e.g. This is similar to a word I already know… it has the same root as… I recognise this prefix – it usually means…
· Speculate about the plot, theme or an aspect of a character using tentative language e.g. I wonder whether she did that because….
· Ask probing questions that require the children to consider how they know some information from the text e.g an you explain…? Why do you think that ….?
Reciprocal Teaching

Process to train children to monitor their own understand of a text:

Predict – teacher asks child to predict that next part of text will be about  - child then reads the text to himself.

Clarify – teacher and child discuss and clarify any areas of passage that are unclear to the child.

Question – teacher and child discuss questions that have been raised by the passage.

Summarise – The child then summarises what the section just read was about.

Parents

The brain is not hardwired to learn how to read.  When we are born we are able to recognise shape and sound as we develop/practice these skills we, by osmosis for most of us, circuits in the brain are developed enabling us to recognise and remember more detail.  This is called the ‘logographic’ stage of development and the first steps towards acquiring skills that will enable us to learn how to read.  Reading is a skill that needs to be taught specifically.

As we become familiar with the shapes of letters and the sounds they represent, the ‘alphabetic’ stage of reading we are beginning to build the neuro-pathways in the brain to develop reading skills.

Children learn many of these skills before entry into school, this will depend on how much we as parents encourage them to look at books, play with alphabet shapes and reinforce the letter shape and sound.  There are many other processes that are required.

During the first two years in school children are taught the basic reading skills, by the age of eight years old a child is expected to progress from learning to read to reading to learn.  For children with dyslexia this can be the point where their fragile, newly acquired skills are challenged to the point of breakdown.  If a child is moved on too quickly, before their skills have become more automated they loose confidence in the skills they have acquired.  Everything then become much more of an effort for them.  The impact on their self-esteem is immense and this may have the greatest effect on the rest of their school lives.

If reading skills are not secure when a child is expected to apply reading to learn the impact on accessing the curriculum may be profound.  Reading to learn requires adequate, if not good, comprehension skills.  A child who is not secure in reading will still be struggling with the mechanics of reading and thus not comprehend the meaning of what they are reading.  

Individuals with dyslexia tend to be more literal in their comprehension by default.  

A consequence of being moved on to reading to learn too quickly impedes ones ability to pick up on inferred information in text.  In my experience, if a child is not an adequate reader by the age of nine years old and they are not receiving support to improve this, by the age of eleven years old they will need to be taught topic words explicitly along with skimming and scanning techniques.  Without this support it would be unrealistic to expect them to do research for projects and other subjects.  I also believe it seriously impacts on their ability to understand examination questions and answer them fully.

We are not told as new parents that constantly singing nursery rhymes to the child until they are able to sing along with us is more than just early years entertainment.  In fact, rhyming is a key skill in learning to read.  We are not told that by getting a child to post shaped objects through a similar shape hole is not only teaching your child how to differentiate shapes but also helps to develop hand to eye co-ordination, fine motor muscle memory, organisation and sequential skills.  We are not told of the benefits that arise from the numerous activities that we can engage our children in.  Activities that have now been overshadowed and sometimes dropped altogether by the increased popularity of computerised games.  Don’t get me wrong these games have their place in early learning, but to exclude the other activities creates a poor diet of experiences for the child as the connectivity of essential neuro-pathways in the brain for reading are not being developed sufficiently.  The impact being that when I child enters school they then have to developed the necessary circuitry in the brain to support learning.

Individuals with dyslexia can be by default slower at reaching automaticity.  They need to practice for longer before they can do something without thinking about the process.  

So what do you do when your young child is just not interested in books?  Or you simply do not have the time to sit down with your child and read to them!  Taped books are an excellent way of introducing your child to stories – they can be listened to in the car whether is going to the nursery or further a field.  The benefits are enormous because the child is being introduced to pleasure and value of stories, widening their experience of vocabulary and knowledge.   It also gives you the opportunity to discuss what happened in the story, why this or that may have happened, what if they had done it differently what may have happened etc.  This teaches the child skills that will enhance their comprehension and ability to pick up on inferred information.  Key skills for reading to learn.

Paired reading – where the child shares the burden of reading with an accomplished reader through taking in turns to read sections of the text.  This releases the child from the burden of decoding every single word facilitating or enhancing comprehension.  The child is more able to utilise context as a strategy to glean meaning – especially where their reading partner is able to explain meaning of unfamiliar words and discuss the text to clarify understanding when necessary.  This process is particularly good for dyslexic children as studies show that they have a preference for using visual strategies for reading and this method uses both visual and auditory input simultaneously.  This engages both sides of the brain giving their memory more opportunity to hold onto the information they are receiving.  It reinforces their knowledge of reading familiar words whilst supporting them in learning unfamiliar words.

The reading partner does not allow the child to struggle over words when it is the childs turn to read, they simply say the word that can’t be read – these words can be discussed later, if written down games can be made to further support the child’s decoding of these words – pairs is a great game.  Break the word into syllables, write each syllable on a blank card.  Include familiar words in this game to give the child confidence that they do have a chance to win!  Cards are laid face down on the table, each player picks up two or three cards depending on the number of syllables in the target words being taught.  Initially, it is best if the child can see a list of the words that are included, these words should be read to the child before the start of the game so that they know what they are looking for.  As they become more confident and successful at building the target words out of the syllables after the list has been read to the child it can be put out of sight.  

Paired-reading can also improve the child’s expression and phrasing when reading – skills that many dyslexic children struggle to achieve and thus loose a lot of the enjoyment.

It is important that whatever is going to be read that the child chooses it.  This helps motivation to read.

Some dyslexic children prefer to read factual books because of their literal meaning rather than fiction.

In the early days it is key to accept any text to be read irrespective of the reading partners preferences.  It is also key not to allow the child to struggle over words they cannot read.  The reading material must not be beyond the child’s capabilities.

I have recently been supporting a fourteen year old boy through paired-reading.  In less than six months his reading fluency has improved dramatically.  He had never read a book for pleasure before, now he takes books out from the library.  Parents often ask me how to engage their teenage sons in the reading process – the choice of material is key to this.  Barrington Stoke publish books for reluctant readers.  These are excellent because the subject mater is age appropriate yet the text is accessible for poor readers.  I also suggest that they download information about their favourite hobby from the internet and read this together.  Alternatively, if they have a computer – text to voice software is excellent because the teenager can then listen to the computer reading the text as they read it simultaneously giving them a sense of independence.

Lots of encouragement and positive reinforcement is also required throughout the activity. 

Studies across the world have shown that paired-reading develops motivation and confidence.  It is an aid to develop fluency and expression in reading and a technique that could also enhance comprehension – this is not news to me as I have seen all of these achieved by learners that I have worked with.

This is complementary to other structured reading programmes and does not attempt to replace it.  Paired-reading can reduce the anxiety of reading for dyslexic children and reduce their all-consuming fear of failure.

Employers – employees

There are been some significant developments in Access to Work funding that employers and most especially dyslexic adults should be aware of.

Access to Work funding is a government funded source of money available to support people with disabilities, including individuals with dyslexia, with extra costs that may arise because of their needs.

Go to: - www.direct.gov for more details.  In brief Access to Work can help you if your health or disability affects the way you do your job.  Access to Work may pay towards the equipment you need at work or a support worker or training to enable you to carry our your job.

It is available for those who are:

· In a paid job

· Unemployed about to start a job

· Unemployed and about to start a work trial 

· Self-employed.

And your dyslexia stops you from being able to do parts of your job.

Your dyslexia may not have a big affect on what you do each day, but may have a long-term affect on how well you can do your job.

To gain Access to Work contact your regional Access to Work contact centre to check whether you can get help – they will refer you to the appropriate body, usually this is the Disability Employment Adviser  (DEA) at your local Jobcentre Plus.  The telephone number for the contact centre is available on the above website.  For those in London or the South East or East of England the number is:  020 8426 3110.

The good news is that you no longer need to have a full assessment or screening report to be entitled to support.  This is a significant change in practice.

If you are eligible you will be sent an application form to fill in and send back.  When they receive and adviser will contact you.

Employees do not need to disclose to their employers at this stage or tell them that they are contacting Access to Work.

Sometimes specialist advice may be needed, which the Adviser will hel to arrange.  For example, your adviser may arrange for a specialist organisation to complete an assessment and recommend appropriate support.

This report will inform the Access to Work adviser and help them decide on the right level of support.

The amount of funding that will be awarded will very much depend on what support you need and whether you are self-employed.

If you are unemployed and about to start work or have been in employment for less than 6 weeks  it is vital that you contact Access to Work immediately as you could be entitled to 100% of the approved costs.

If you are employed and have been in work for more than six weeks Access to Work will also pay up to 100% of the approved costs of help with 

· Support workers

· Fares to work

· Communicator support at interview.

If you are employed and have been in work for more than six weeks Access to Work pays a proportion of the costs.  The precise level of cost sharing is agreed between your employer and the Access to Work adviser.

All support is reviewed after one to three years.

Obviously if you are an employed person and require your employer to fund part of your award you must disclose your dyslexia and involve them in the discussions between yourself and your adviser.
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