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Outline 

!  Reading development in a nutshell 
" Written language building blocks – K to Grade 6 

!  What can go wrong? 
" Case studies related to reading difficulty 

 
!  Discuss how we can identify reading difficulty in 

students learning in a second language 
 
!  Providing help to students in a second language setting 

who are at-risk for reading difficulties 
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Written language building blocks – K to Grade 6 

Reading development in a nutshell 3 



The Simple View of Reading 

States that reading comprehension (RC) is 
equal to the product of decoding (D) and 

language comprehension (LC)  
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D LC RC 
Gough & Tunmer, 1986 



Decoding 
5 

!  Ability to recognize and process written information 

!  First learn that certain symbols "stand for" concepts, but 
these symbols are highly contextualized 
! e.g. the golden arches for McDonald’s; recognize the word 

milk when it is written on the carton but not in a book 

!  Then develop the ability to recognize certain high-frequency 
and familiar words 
! "sight-word reading“ 

!  Finally learn how to use the conventions of written English to 
"sound out" words 



Skills involved in decoding 

• Concepts about print 

•  Letter knowledge 

•  Phonological awareness 

• Knowledge of the alphabetic principle 
 
•  Lexical knowledge 
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Language comprehension 
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! One's ability to understand language 
! Both formal and informal language 

#  Informal language - e.g. discussion with friends 
# Formal language - e.g. classroom instruction 

! Explicit vs. inferential comprehension 

! Awareness that purpose of communication is to 
coherently convey information 

!  Important to connect a child's spoken language to 
text  



Skills involved in reading comprehension 

3 types of units Skills and knowledge 

!  Words  

!  Sentences 

!  Discourse 

!  Print awareness 

!  Letter knowledge 

!  Phonological processing skill 

!  Vocabulary knowledge 

!  Morphological knowledge 

!  Syntactic awareness 

!  Inference and integration 

!  Comprehension monitoring 

!  Knowledge about text structure 
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Changing relationships between decoding, listening 
comprehension, and reading comprehension 

Derived from Gough, Hoover, and Peterson (1996) 
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From “learning to read” to “reading to 
learn”… 

!  Beginning around Grade 3, students use reading as a tool 
for learning 
! Texts begin to contain new words and ideas beyond their 

own language and their knowledge of the world 

!  In order to learn from these more demanding texts, the 
readers must: 
!  Be fluent in recognizing words 
!  Expand their vocabulary and knowledge  
!  Expand their ability to think critically and 
 broadly 
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Changing reading comprehension demands 

Grade 4 versus grade 1: 

Please write te name at the top vagy the bottom of 

the page.  

Utána write the date.  

Write the title között.   

Ne use a blue pen.  
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What can go wrong? 12 



Types of reading difficulty: 

Developmental 
Dyslexia Good readers 

Poor decoders 
and poor 

comprehenders 

Poor 
comprehenders 

Good listening 
comprehension 

Poor listening 
comprehension 

Poor decoding Good decoding 
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Bishop & Snowling, 2004 



Two main types of reading difficulty  

!  Typically identified early in 
schooling 

!  Caused by a problem 
related to phonological 
processing 

!  May cause a secondary 
difficulty with reading 
comprehension 

!  Degree of difficulty exists 
on a continuum from mild 
to severe 

!  May not be noticeable until 
later in schooling – when 
students begin to “read to 
learn” 

!  Largely a result of language 
impairment or difficulty 
with making inferences, 
integrating new concepts 
with prior knowledge, and 
monitoring comprehension 

Difficulty with decoding Difficulty with reading 
comprehension 
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The procedure is actually quite simple, First you arrange things 
into different groups. Of course, one pile may be sufficient 
depending on how much there is to do. If you have to go 
somewhere else due to lack of facilities, that is the next step; 
otherwise you are pretty well set. It is important not to overdo 
things. That is, it is better to do fewer things at once than too 
many. In the short run this might not seem important, but 
complications can easily arise. A mistake can be expensive as well. 
At first the whole procedure will seem complicated. Soon, 
however, it will become just another fact of life. It is difficult to 
foresee any end to the necessity for this task in the immediate 
future, but then one never can tell. After the procedure is 
completed, one arranges the materials into different groups again. 
Then they can be put into their appropriate places. Eventually 
they will be used once more, and the whole cycle will then have 
to be repeated. This however, is part of life. 

Bransford and Johnson, 1973 



What is it Like to Struggle with Reading? 
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When you see:! Pronounce as:!

q ! d or t !
z ! m!
p ! b!
b ! p!
ys ! er!
a, as in bat ! e, as in pet!
e, as in pet ! a, as in bat!

Take%a%few%moments%to%familiarize%yourself%with%this%phoneme%%
transla5on%key%and%take%notes.%Then%use%it%to%read%the%passage%that%%
follows.% 
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Read the following passage aloud to a partner: 
 
We pegin our qrib eq a faziliar blace, a poqy like yours 
enq zine. Iq conqains a hunqraq qrillion calls qheq work 
qogaqhys py qasign. Enq wiqhin each one of qhese zany 
calls, each one qheq hes QNA, Qhe QNA coqe is axecqly 
qhe saze, a zess-broquceq rasuze. So qhe coqe in each call 
is iqanqical, a razarkaple puq veliq claiz. Qhis zeans qheq 
qhe calls are nearly alike, puq noq axecqly qhe saze. Qake, 
for insqence, qhe calls of qhe inqasqines; qheq qhey're 
viqal is cysqainly blain. Now qhink apouq qhe way you 
woulq qhink if qhose calls wyse qhe calls in your prain.  
 
(Excerpt from "Cracking the Code" Web site, NOVA Online.)  
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What goes wrong for children with  
dyslexia? 
Example:  child reads the word spider 
 
Difficulty learning letter sounds  
“spiber”      

Difficulty manipulating sounds in words  
“pisder”  
Difficulty holding information about sounds and 
words in memory 
“spi…..d….peder”  
Difficulty with rapid access of phonological information  
“s…p…i…d…e…r”  



Skills that underlie decoding 

!  Collectively referred to as phonological processing skills 
       1) Phonological awareness 

ex:  blending, segmenting 
   2) Phonological memory 

    ex:     backward digits 
 3) Phonological access 

ex:  rapid naming of objects, digits 
 
Innate skills that are not dependent on language ability.  Weak 
phonological processing is a red flag for reading disability for L1 
students and for L2 students. 
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Native Speakers Second Language Learners 

"  Up to 20% struggle with 
decoding 
$  Poor phonological 

awareness 
$  Poor working memory 
$  Poor phonological access 

"  5-10% struggle with reading 
comprehension 
$  Language impairment 
$  Poor inferencing, etc. 

"  A similar proportion struggle 
with decoding 
$  Poor phonological 

awareness 
$  Poor working memory 
$  Poor phonological 
    access 

"  A similar proportion struggle 
with reading comprehension 
$  Language impairment 
$  Poor inferencing, etc. 

Reading impairment 

NLP, 2006;  Geva, 2011 



Native Speakers Second Language Learners 

"  Inadequate instruction 

"  Poor school attendance 

"  Hearing/vision problem 

"  Depression 

"  Family issues 

"  Concomitant issue (ex: ADHD) 

"  Inadequate instruction 

"  Poor school attendance 

"  Hearing/vision problem 

"  Depression 

"  Family issues 

"  Concomitant issue (ex: ADHD) 

"  Poor background and cultural 
knowledge 

"  Limited L2 proficiency 

Reading delay 

NLP, 2006;  Geva, 2011 
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A Grade 4 child with dyslexia 

Je vais vous raconter l’histoire d’un petit garçon qui s’appelle Jo. Il habite chez son 
oncle, un vieux monsieur (qui vit dans un bourg). Cet enfant possède un don 
extraordinaire. En effet, grâce à ses yeux verts, (il voit) beaucoup plus loin et 
précisément que tout le monde! Dans (ses pupilles) se trouvent des jumelles 
intégrées, microscopiques et invisibles. 
 



Typically-developing Grade 3 Child  
23 
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Grade 4 child with dyslexia 

gontra  X 
 
copage X 
bartin   X 
datoir   X 
majon  % 
nagule  X 
savette X 
bracho X 
famire  X 
poulan % 



Typically-developing Grade 3 Child  
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Reading comprehension difficulty 

WRAT-4 reading comprehension: 
 
Patrick was not considered a 
responsible person, because he was 
consistently _____________for 
appointments. 
  
 



Reading comprehension difficulty 

WRAT-4 reading comprehension: 
 
As is the case for many reptiles, some leather back 

turtles hatching die soon after birth. But since a 
female leather back lays sixty to seventy eggs at a 
time, only a few of the young need to be in order 
to maintain the species. 
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What is a Matthew effect? 

!  Refers to the phenomenon that children who 
struggle with reading read less and therefore they 
learn less from reading than their unaffected peers 

OR 
 
!  The rich get richer, and the 
 poor get poorer 
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Stanovich (1983) 



Reading in a second language 29 



Reading in a Second Language 

Decoding accuracy & 
speed (word level) 
! Similar to native speakers 
even when L2 proficiency is 
limited 
! Can use L1 (very early on) or 
L2 predictor tasks  (working 
memory, phonological access, 
phonological awareness) to 
identify risk status 

Reading comprehension 
! Relates to: 

!  Background knowledge 
! Cultural knowledge 
! Oral language skills 
! Word decoding skills 

! Benefit from adaptations (ex: 
previewing) 
! Consider assessing L1 oral 
language 



What do we know about students 
learning a second language?  

!  Students who are likely to have difficulty learning to read 
are: 
!  likely to have difficulty learning to read in a first and second 

language, and 
!  likely to experience the same kinds of difficulties in their 

first and second languages 

!  But, relatively speaking, we don’t know a lot about 
individual differences in reading development in second 
language learners 
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What do we know about students 
learning a second language?  

 

•  First language (L1) predictors can identify 
immersion students who might have later second 
language (L2) reading difficulties 

•  We can use measures from as early as Fall K but 
predictors from Spring K are more accurate 

•  How much L2 children know when they enter K 
also plays a role 
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What do we know about students 
learning a second language?  

!  Effective interventions for students being educated in 
their L2 with reading difficulties will incorporate 
many of the best practices of interventions for L1 
readers with difficulty 

! decoding: skills like phonological awareness & letter-
sound/name knowledge 

!  comprehension: must also build proficiency in language 
in primary grades so that reading comprehension in higher 
grades does not stall 
!  Transition from “learning to read” to “reading to learn”  
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Identification 34 



Identify the specific area of reading 
difficulty 
!  Weak underlying skills placing child at risk for reading difficulty 

!  Phonological awareness 

!  Working memory 
!  Phonological access 

!  Can be assessed in the L1 or the L2 

!  Inaccurate decoding 
!  Letter-sound knowledge 
!  Consider using non-word lists, ex: ‘forp’ 

!  Can also count number of decoding errors in a given passage  
!  Must be done in the language of instruction 
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Identification continued… 

!  Slow decoding speed 
!  Assess time taken to read word lists (real words & non-words) 

#  In first few years of instruction, sentence decoding speed is constrained by 
language ability, so avoid assessing sentence decoding speed early on   

!  Must be done in the language of instruction 

!  Poor comprehension of what is read 
!  Consider using multiple choice format for tests as students may have 

difficulty writing out their thoughts clearly 
!  Make sure that the text is not culturally biased 

!  Make sure that the questions tap into info in the text rather than general 
world knowledge 

!  It may be helpful to assess L1 language skills—a problem only in L2 is not 
true impairment 
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Identification continued… 

•  Commercial benchmark tests that target each area of 
reading are available in French and English:  

•  Ex: https://dibels.uoregon.edu/market/assessment/dibels 
http://www1.sites.fse.ulaval.ca/indisse/ 

•  These can be periodically readministered to identify at-
risk students and monitor progress 

•  BUT, do not compare to benchmark norms— compare 
to second language learners with the same exposure to 
the second language 

•  AND, avoid over testing—3 times per year is sufficient 
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Letter-Sound Knowledge Task 

Practice Items: “Tell me what sound this letter makes”: K , 
B , Y   
Test Items:  
F, G, R, I, P, L, O, V, A, D, C, N, S, E, U, J, Z, M, T, X, Q, H, W  
Scoring: 
Total correct out of 23 
Class scores: 
17, 7, 13, 11, 20, 20, 21, 18, 15, 17, 19, 20, 18, 17, 3, 11,  
14, 9, 5, 19 
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Blending Task 
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Practice items: 
a-te [ay—t]& ate 
ow-n [o—n] & own 
 

Test items: 
Ice [ai—s] 
Ape [e—p] 
Oat [o—t] 
Eat [i—t] 
Age [e—dz] 
Aid [e—d] 
Aisle [ai—l] 
Art [ar—t ] 
Ark [ar—k] 
 

Scoring: 
Total score out of 9 



How would one identify at-risk readers? 

Let’s identify at-risk readers in kindergarten… 
 
! Administer the task to entire classroom or, if 
possible, entire grade level 
! Identify the bottom 15-20% based on test scores 

!  Total number of students multiplied by .20= 20% 
!  Rank order scores from lowest to highest 
!  Identify the lowest 20% 
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Three-Tiered RtI approach 

Core instruction 

Targeted group 
intervention 

Intensive 
individualized 
intervention 

Tier 1 

Tier 2 

Tier 3 

80% of 
students 

15% of 
students 

5% of 
students 

41 



What does progress monitoring look like? 

Regular education 
Regular 

education 
Rhyme 

activities 

Regular 
education 

Sight-word drill 

Special education 
Intensive phonological 
awareness instruction 

Tier 1 Tier 2 Tier 2 Tier 3 

Baseline 
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What is the best way to prevent reading 
difficulty? 

•  Catch them before they fall (Torgesen, 1998) 
•  The gap between struggling and typically developing 

readers is smallest early on 

•  Early identification and intervention 
▫  We want to prevent difficulty, not remediate it 
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Intervention 44 



What to target? 

!  The National Reading Panel (2000) 
!  They recommend targeting the following 5 components of 

reading: 
1.  phonemic awareness 
2.  phonics 
3.  fluency 
4.  vocabulary 
5.  text comprehension 

Summary (35 pgs): 

http://www.nationalreadingpanel.org/Publications/summary.htm 

 

Recent research has also highlights the importance of targeting:   
#  morphological awareness 



Phonemic Awareness Activities 

!  Blending 
!  Word transformations 

 ex: wet      hand 

      set  band 

      sat  bond 

      say  fond 

      day  food 

      dry  foot 

An effective intervention can be initiated in L1 when 
children’s L2 oral proficiency is low 
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Phonics 

A classroom phonics lesson: 
 
!  Students must see the letter and hear both its 

name and its sound 
!  Model blending of 2-3 phonemes for each letter 
!  Easy pace with many repetitions 
!  Provide opportunities for the student to think of a 

word that starts with that sound 
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Fluency 

"  Select a text that is read with 90% accuracy by the student 
"  Practice guided, repeated oral reading 

#  Recorded text 
#  Choral reading 
#  Proficient reader reads then struggling reader reads 

"  Student rereads the same text 2 to 4 times 
 
Peers, parents and teachers are equally effective at giving feedback 
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What to target? Morphology 

!  Morphologically complex words 
1.  Inflections: cat, cats; bake, baked 
2.  Derivations: kind, kindly, kindness 
3.  Compound words: doghouse 

!  Derivational morphology 
!  Has a long period of development: pre-school 

through to adulthood 
!  Derivational prefixes and suffixes 

#  Show a developmental pattern 
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Morphology Activity 

!  Suffix Connect 4 game 

!  http://www.collaborativelearning.org/
suffixconnect4.pdf 
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What are some core principles for teaching 
vocabulary? 

!  Multiple exposures 
!  Students are more likely to truly retain the new words they 

learn if they are exposed to them multiple times (Beck, McKeown, & 
Kucan, 2002) 

# Not memorization exercises - meaningful interactions with 
words in a variety of different contexts 

!  Meaningful use 
!  Students should think actively about what words mean and 

how those words connect to other words (McKeown & Beck, 2004) 

# By using words to discuss meaningful ideas and issues, they are 
more likely to develop a deep sense of what the words mean 
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What are some core principles for teaching 
vocabulary? 

!  Polysemy 
!  If a word appears more frequently in a language, it is more likely 

to have multiple meanings (Nagy & Scott, 2000) 

# Words have multiple meanings which are often unrelated or 
tangentially related, and these meanings should be introduced to 
students 

!  Structural analysis 
! Teaching students to recognize the various elements of a word 

is a highly effective means of expanding their vocabularies (Nagy, 
1999) 
#  e.g., suffix un- (unhappy, undo) can be used to begin deciphering the 

meaning of many words - develop a "toolbox" of information to 
understand the meanings of less familiar words 
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Some help… 

!  Convention 
!  Principle 
!  Poor 
!  Peer 
!  Tap 
!  Fall 
!  Center 
!  Nutshell 

!  Certain 
!  Text 
!  Grade 
!  Secondary 
!  Passage 
!  Measure 
!  Stall 
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Vocabulary: Word Generation 

!  What is Word Generation? 
! A research-based vocabulary program for middle 

school students designed to teach words through 
language arts, math, science, and social studies classes 

! Program consists of weekly units that each introduce 5 
high-utility target words through brief passages 
outlining controversies currently under debate  
# The paragraphs are intended to help students join ongoing 

"national conversations" about contemporary issues 
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Word Generation: What would it look 
like? 

55 

Monday 
English 

Tuesday 
Science 

Wednesday 
Math 

Thursday 
Social 
Studies 

Friday 
English 

Establish word 
meanings 

Establish 
science version 
of the 
definition 

Apply the 
words in the 
context of 
math problems 

Apply the 
words in the 
context of a 
history lesson 

Use the words 
in a debate 

Character 
perspectives on 
Prime 
Minister’s 
nutrition 
campaign  

Learn about 
food and the 
human body 

Calculate 
portions based 
on the 
Canadian Food 
Guide 

Study the 
Great Famine 
of Canada 

Topic: Is the 
nutrition 
campaign 
effective 

http://wg.serpmedia.org/4th_grade_pilot.html 
 

Who should decide what we eat? 
Word list: Nutrition, Effective, Eliminate, Campaign, Respect 



Accommodation: Diffusing Activity 

The next morning, Bessie arose ___________very 
early, to see that her little charge ___________ was 
all right, and to give it some breakfast. She took very 
faithful ___________ care of it for several weeks, 
and by that time it became strong, and could fly. 
Every morning it tried to sing, as if in gratitude 
___________ for what Bessie had done for it. 
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http://www.dese.mo.gov/divimprove/assess/documents/asmt-sbac-ela-gr3-sample-items.pdf 

woke up 



Vocabulary Activities 

Florida Centre for Reading Research 
! http://www.fcrr.org/curriculum/pdf/GK-1/
V_Final.pdf 
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How to begin teaching comprehension 
strategies (U.S. Department of Education, 2008) 

1.  Carefully select the text to use when first beginning to teach 
a strategy 

!  ex: Predicting not a good match for informative texts 

2.  Show students how to apply the strategies they are learning 
to different texts, not just to one text 

3.  Ensure that the text is appropriate for the reading level of 
students 

!  Texts that students can decode with roughly 90% accuracy 
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How to begin teaching comprehension 
strategies (U.S. Department of Education, 2008) 

4.  Use direct and explicit instruction for teaching students how 
to use comprehension strategies 
!  List what strategies will be learned, explain why they are 

important, and model their use 

5.  Provide the appropriate amount of guided practice 
depending on the difficulty level of the strategies that the 
students are learning 

6.  When teaching comprehension strategies, make sure 
students understand that the goal is to understand the 
content of the text 
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What to target? Reading 
comprehension 
!  Teach vocabulary 

!  Focus on words with multiple meanings and words that signal 
change in meaning, idioms, cognates 

!  Prior knowledge 
!  Build world knowledge through reading and relate what they 

know to what they read  

!  Active comprehension strategies 
!  e.g., prediction, analyzing stories with respect to story grammar 

elements, question asking, image construction, and summarizing 

!  Monitoring 
!  Encourage students to monitor their comprehension, and apply 

strategies when the text does not make sense 
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An example of a classroom read-aloud 

!  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=00-i6m8ELiw 
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Who to target? 

!  An effective intervention can be initiated in the L1 
when children’s L2 oral proficiency is low 

!  Regardless of their risk status, it has been shown 
that all beginning readers benefit from instruction 
that focuses on phonological awareness and letter-
sound knowledge, even children who are not at 
risk (NICHD, 2000) 
! At least for grades K-6 for phonological awareness 
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How to target? 

!  Multi-sensory instructional approach is beneficial (Hatcher, 
2000) 
!  Children are taught through sight, sound, and touch modalities 

!  Daily sessions lasting approximately 25 minutes (total 
duration between 5 and 18 hours) in small, classroom-based 
groups (Savage & Pompey, 2008) 

!  Meaningful and interesting activities to motivate students to 
stay engaged and to teach them that the real purpose of 
reading is understanding text and constructing meaning 
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Intervention resources 

!  FCRR: Florida Centre for Reading Research (K-Gr12; 
English) 
! http://www.fcrr.org/ 

!  INDISSE: Indicateurs dynamiques des savoirs  
   essentiels en lecture (K-Gr 3; French) 

! http://www1.sites.fse.ulaval.ca/indisse/ 



On-line assessment program 
 
 
INDISSE 

! Indicateurs dynamiques des savoirs essentiels en 
lecture (K-Gr 3; French) 

! http://www1.sites.fse.ulaval.ca/indisse/ 
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On-line intervention program 

ABRACADABRA 
A Balanced Reading Approach for Canadians Designed to 
Achieve Best Results for All 
! Free, interactive web-based literacy program designed for K to grade 2 
students, their educators, teachers and parents  

!  French prototype: http://petitabra.concordia.ca/ 

! Builds: Phonological awareness, reading fluency development, comprehension 
development, writing development 

! http://abralite.concordia.ca/ (lighter web-based version) 

! http://grover.concordia.ca/abracadabra/promo/en/videos/abra1_video.php 
(overview of ABRACADABRA) 
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Take home messages: 

1.  Students who are likely to have difficulty learning 
to read are: 

!  likely to have difficulty learning to read in a first or 
second language, and 

!  likely to experience the same kinds of difficulties in 
their first and second languages 

2.  First language predictors can identify students 
who might have later second language reading 
difficulties 
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Take home messages: 

3.  Good predictors of future second language 
reading outcomes are: 

! Blending 
! Letter-name and letter-sound knowledge 
! Sentence repetition 
! Vocabulary knowledge 

4.  An effective intervention can be initiated in 
the first language when children’s second 
language oral proficiency is low 
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Take home messages: 

5.  All beginning readers benefit from instruction 
that focuses on phonological awareness and 
letter-sound knowledge, even children who are 
not at risk (NICHD, 2000) 

6.  Don’t forget about comprehension! Vocabulary, 
inference making, and comprehension monitoring 
should be taught explicitly to struggling 
comprehenders 
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Thank you! 
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