
Envisioning Possibility
The Literate Lives of Children with Down Syndrome

Kathleen Whitbread, PhD
Associate Professor of Education, University of Saint Joseph



WHAT WE KNOW

 Children with Ds learn to read using the same 
evidence-based practices that are 
effective for other at-risk readers.

 Highly trained teachers significantly 
improve literacy outcomes.

 Enriching home literacy environments 
have a positive effect on reading 
development.
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blend & segment phonemes 
=PHONEMIC AWARENESS

Phonemes are the smallest units of sound
in spoken language. 
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PHUN WITH PHONEMES



PHONICS

Understanding that there is a predictable 
relationship between:

 phonemes—the sounds in spoken 

language, and 

 graphemes—the letters that represent 

those sounds, 

and using this knowledge to decode or “sound 
out” words.  
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 Focus on phoneme blending and 
segmenting, the most crucial 

components.

 Focus first on initial, then final, then 

medial sounds.

 Instruct daily for 15-20 minutes with 

practice throughout the day to produce the 
most gains.



of the words in the English 
language are 

if you know the rules 
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decodable 

approximately
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Teach phonics systematically and 

explicitly.

Introduce concepts in a logical 
sequence.

for example: teach high utility 
letters/sounds (a, m, s…) before low 
utility letters/sounds (x, y, z…)
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Research-based:

Group 1:  

t, b, f, n, m, c, a, i, r

Group 2:

o, g, d, s ,e, u, l, h, k

Group 3:

P, j, v, w, z, q, y, z

Alphabetical :

Group 1:

a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i

Group 2:

j, k, l, m, n, o, p, q, r

Group 3:

s, t, u, v, w, x, y, z



SYLLABLE TYPES

TYPE DESCRIPTION EXAMPLES

Closed Ends with consonant; single vowel
usually short

cat, picnic

Open Ends with vowel, usually long he, veto

Silent e Silent e, end of the word, long vowel make, like, 
cue

Vowel team Two vowels together make one sound pain, head, 
toy

R-controlled Vowel followed by letter r --neither 
long nor short

far, or, 
harvest

Consonant -
le

consonant–le, syllable at end of a word apple, pickle, 
handle



Syllable
type



FLUENCY

The ability to read quickly 
accurately, with expression and 

with comprehension.
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 Guided oral reading with feedback

 Repeated practice with feedback

 Proficient decoding

» Sustained silent reading has not 
been shown to improve fluency

WHAT IMPROVES FLUENCY?



Vocabulary

Listening vocabulary 

Speaking vocabulary 

Reading vocabulary

Writing vocabulary



HOW VOCABULARY IS LEARNED

Directly through explicit instruction 
in individual words & word-learning 
strategies.

 Indirectly through everyday 
conversations with adults, read 
alouds, independent reading
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PARENT TALK

 My cereal aisle story

 A compliment… I think

 Activities to encourage oral 

language development

 Activities to support early 

literacy
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http://www.readingrockets.org/article/activities-encourage-speech-and-language-development


What Works?

1. Kid friendly definitions, e.g.  Share

"a portion belonging to, due to, or 

contributed by an individual or group.”

VS.
”give part of what you have to someone"

2. Many opportunities to interact with words

 Pictures, dramatization, video clips, word web



COMPREHENSION

• Instruction must be explicit and 

systematic
– Most students with Ds benefit from visual 

supports (graphics, charts, diagrams, etc.)

• Must include a plan to teach students to 
use strategies independently

Resource: Improving Reading Comprehension in K-3; IES Practice Guide.
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http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/practice_guides/readingcomp_pg_092810.pdf


COMPREHENSION: What Works?

Direct instruction: 

Proven strategies:

• Dialogic reading

• Summarize; retell

• Story mapping
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• Pre-teach vocabulary

• Visualize

• Activate prior knowledge

“I do, we do, you do”



PROVEN INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES 
FOR STUDENTS WITH DS
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SYSTEMATIC
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Follows a pre-determined scope & 
sequence, like a builder’s blueprint for a 
house.

 before building materials 
are selected

 before construction 
begins



WHAT DOES A NON-SYSTEMATIC 
PROGRAM LOOK LIKE?

• Literature based — emphasizes reading and 
writing activities 

• Basal reading programs — do not specifically 
teach students how to “sound out” words

• Sight word only programs –no phonics 
component
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Multi-Sensory Structured Language

MSSL
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Visual, Auditory, Kinesthetic-Tactile  (VAKT)

Teach reading, spelling, writing simultaneously

Use of keywords when teaching letters/sounds

/ /



GOOD STRATEGIES GONE AWRY

1. “Okay, let’s sound this word out…                

s/ /i/ /n/ /g/ What do you have?”  

2. “Look for smaller words  hiding inside  
larger words, like father, mouth, and 
ready.”
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Can you guess the problem?

1. 2. 

3. 4. 



1:1 or a well-matched group

“As fast as you can, as slow as you must”

Varied and engaging strategies & materials

Immediate corrective feedback 

Data driven—continually monitor and adjust

What does INDIVIDUALIZED mean?
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re·search-based
adjective

1. founded on an accumulation 
of facts that have been 
obtained by research. 
“Research-based findings"



Research-based

www.k8accesscenter.org



SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS

Students with Ds need:
• Direct instruction in ALL areas of reading 

• An intensive, consistent approach

• Corrective feedback to avoid repeating errors

&
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repetition, 



REMEMBER THE BELL CURVE?

average



READING 
MEASURE

PERCENTILE 
RANK

GRADE 
EQUIVALENT

WJ IV <1.0 <K

TOWRE <.01 <Pre-K

GORT-5 <1.0 <K

PA Test <1.0 <K

CTOPP <.01 <Pre-K

Lulu—6th Grade



percentile rank       1                                   25             50               75                                                   99

average



Types of Assessment 

from Making Assessment Matter by Lesaux 
& Marietta, 2013

DIAGNOSTIC
Identify areas of need to target 
individualized instruction

SCREENING
Identify students at risk; determine 
proficiency in a particular area

PROGRESS 
MONITORING Testing over time to gauge growth

OUTCOME
Determine effectiveness of instruction after 
a period of time (end of year testing)



HOW LONG WILL THIS ALL TAKE?

• Recent study (2014) of 140 students with ID 

– IQ 40-80 (moderate to borderline ID)

– Longitudinal, randomized control over 4 yrs.

– Systematic, direct, explicit instruction

– 45 min/5 days week in small groups

– All students made statistically significant growth

– 2-4 years to make 1 year of progress



Rates of Progress by Age
1 year of intervention



OUR RESEARCH

• Online national survey

• Parents of school-age children with Ds 

• >1000 responses

• 594 US surveys/English speaking parents

• 347 = parents of children 4-9 years old

– age when reading instruction is typically provided 

for non-disabled children
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HOW MUCH READING INSTRUCTION 
DOES YOUR CHILD RECEIVE?
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Amount of instructional time per day

<60 min
at least 60 min
I don't know

Research recommends 60-90 min per day



DO YOU FEEL WELL INFORMED ABOUT 
YOUR CHILD’S READING INSTRUCTION?
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yes no



HOW WELL DOES YOUR SCHOOL MEET 
YOUR CHILD’S LITERACY NEEDS?
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Very well

Fairy well

Not well 
at all



WHAT TEACHERS CAN DO

• Seek out professional development opportunities.
MANY teachers did not receive adequate preparation 
in teaching reading—you are not alone.

• Collaborate with colleagues across disciplines.

• Partner with a college or university that has a focus 
on evidence-based literacy.
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WHAT FAMILIES CAN DO

• Read to your child often. 

• Show your child you value reading.

• Talk about what you are reading.

• Teach your child new words.

• Label and talk about items in the 

environment; explain how things work.
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WHAT WE CAN DO TOGETHER

• Talk about literacy. Make sure everyone 
has a common understanding of 
instruction and outcomes.

• Collaborate so you are not working at cross 
purposes.

• Share information and resources. 

• Work together to overcome challenges. 
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WHAT WE’RE DOING…

‒ Hosting a website with resources 
for educators and families.

‒ Providing free literacy screenings
for children with Ds

‒ Training teachers

‒ Conducting research

—Sharing beautiful pictures
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