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Why	is	reading	important	for	individuals	with	intellectual	disability?	

Around	 1-2%	 of	 individuals	 entering	 school	 have	 an	 intellectual	 disability	 (ID),	 varying	 in	
both	degree	and	cause,	that	provides	significant	challenges	to	their	learning.	About	85%	of	
this	cohort	 is	 classified	as	having	a	mild	 ID.	The	achievement	most	central	 to	 their	overall	
educational	progress	 is	 that	of	being	able	to	read	with	fluency	and	comprehension.	As	 for	
most	 students,	 reading	 eventually	 offers	 a	 means	 of	 acquiring	 vocabulary	 and	 world	
knowledge	independent	of	instruction.	It	is	an	especially	valuable	skill	to	master	for	students	
with	 ID	 as	 their	 language	 skills	 usually	 develop	more	 slowly	 than	 do	 those	 of	 their	 non-
disabled	peers,	and	they	enter	school	with	several	disadvantages.		
	
Can	individuals	with	intellectual	disability	be	taught	independent	reading	skills?	

Various	cognitive	and	behavioural	skills	 that	underpin	 literacy	development	are	delayed	 in	
students	with	 ID.	 These	may	 include	 oral	 language,	 phonology,	memory,	 perception,	 and	
attention.	 Additionally,	 research	 has	 noted	 different	 strengths	 and	 weaknesses	 among	
cognitive	skills	 in	students	with	differing	syndromes	(such	as	Down,	Prader-Willi,	Fragile	X,	
and	Williams	syndromes)	that	further	complicates	the	provision	of	effective	instruction.	So,	
the	 variation	 in	 the	 cognitive	 profiles	 associated	 with	 differing	 syndromes	 can	 result	 in	
variable	reading	performance.	Until	 recently,	 there	has	been	surprisingly	 little	research	on	
whether	 and	 how	 to	 best	 teach	 this	 heterogeneous	 cohort,	 perhaps	 because	 the	 task	
appeared	too	ambitious,	and	the	students’	potential	was	under-estimated.		
	
In	 the	 absence	 of	 contrary	 research	 findings,	 it	 was	 often	 presumed	 that	 any	 teaching	
should	comprise	a	relatively	brief	list	of	words	important	in	their	life	(functional	or	survival	
reading).	This	 list	would	 include	words	used	 in	 safety	signs,	 transport,	 food,	 self-care	etc.,	
and	the	words	were	taught	with	a	view	to	each	of	them	being	visually	memorised	as	wholes.	
Hence,	instruction	did	not	usually	include	the	alphabetic	principle	that	enables	the	decoding	
of	 new	 words,	 because	 such	 a	 skill	 was	 considered	 too	 onerous	 for	 these	 students.	 The	
consequence	was	that	four	out	of	five	of	those	students	with	mild	to	moderate	ID	did	not	
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develop	independent	literacy	skills.	Even	now,	the	average	reading	attainment	of	individuals	
across	the	ID	spectrum	aged	16–22	years	is	similar	that	of	typically	developing	children	aged	
6–10	years.	There	is	clearly	room	for	instructional	improvement.	
	
So,	 can	 people	 with	 an	 intellectual	 disability	 learn	 to	 read	 independently	 with	 improved	
instruction?	The	short	answer	increasingly	appears	to	be	-	yes;	however,	it	becomes	more	
difficult	with	some	disabilities	and	as	the	severity	of	the	disability	increases.	For	example,	
one	 study	 noted	 that	 an	 IQ	 below	 40	 appears	 to	 restrict	 attainment	 to	 only	 letter	
identification	and	not	word	reading.		
	
What	is	the	research	evidence?	

There	 has	 been	 a	 plethora	 of	 research	 in	 recent	 times	 that	 has	 begun	 to	 provide	 some	
consensus	on	literacy	instruction.	The	direct,	systematic	interventions	that	are	effective	for	
other	struggling	learners	are	proving	the	most	effective	for	the	population	with	intellectual	
disability	 too.	 Such	 a	 finding	 should	 be	 unsurprising,	 as	 the	 skills	 involved	 in	 successful	
reading	are	the	same	for	the	disabled	population	as	for	others.	As	it	has	already	been	shown	
with	non-disabled	students,	it	 is	becoming	clear	that	the	development	of	decoding	skills	in	
students	 with	 ID	 is	 an	 important	 precondition	 for	 independent	 reading.	 For	 example,	 far	
more	students	achieve	higher	 levels	of	 reading	 if	 they	can	employ	grapheme	to	phoneme	
conversion	 along	 with	 blending	 to	 decode	 words.	 So,	 an	 initial	 focus	 on	 phonemic	
awareness	 and	 systematic	 phonics	 offers	 the	 best	 impetus	 towards	 independent	
orthographic	reading,	with	the	understanding	that	maintaining	appropriate	pacing,	practice,	
and	error	correction	during	instruction	are	especially	important	for	this	population.	
	
A	further	requirement	for	success	beyond	decoding	is	that	students’	language	development	
is	addressed	so	that	the	students	are	capable	of	comprehending	what	they	are	reading.	Of	
course,	 not	 only	 are	 comprehension	 strategies	 important	 components	 of	 reading	 skill;	 so	
too,	world	knowledge	is	needed	to	supply	the	context	for	understanding	much	of	that	which	
is	 read.	 Ultimately,	 access	 to	 world	 knowledge	 is	 at	 least	 partly	 consequent	 upon	 the	
capacity	 “to	 get	words	 off	 the	 page.”	 So,	world	 knowledge	 is	 both	 an	 enabling	 aspect	 of	
reading	and	a	consequence	of	reading.	
	
Apart	 from	 the	 curriculum	 focus,	 vital	 instructional	 factors	 include	 early	 intervention,	
intensive,	 individualized,	 comprehensive	 research-based	 reading	 instruction,	 of	 extended	
duration,	and	with	continuous	progress	monitoring	to	ascertain	any	intervention	strategy’s	
effectiveness.	A	requirement	 for	success	 is	not	only	to	be	able	to	say	what	 is	on	the	page	
(decoding),	but	also	to	have	the	language	to	allow	comprehension	of	what	is	being	read.	
	
Will	 it	 take	 forever?	A	concern	when	 initial	progress	 is	halting	 is	whether	 it	will	always	be	
infuriatingly	slow.	Alternatively,	could	establishing	a	habit	of	learning	lead	to	an	acceleration	
of	 future	 progress?	 There	 is	 some	 evidence	 that	 first,	 we	 should	 anticipate	 slow	 initial	
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progress	 and	 avoid	 premature	 discontinuation	 of	 an	 intervention;	 and	 second,	 that	 an	
acceleration	will	occur	as	the	foundations	for	learning	are	laboriously	laid	down.	This	notion	
is	 sometimes	 described	 as	 learning	 how	 to	 learn,	 and	 is	 considered	 a	 valuable,	 learned	
metacognitive	skill.	
	
Although	there	has	been	significant	word	reading	progress	when	the	intensive	phonological	
approach	 is	 adopted,	 reading	 fluency	 and	 reading	 comprehension	 remain	 as	 significant	
longer	 term	 hurdles	 for	 this	 population.	 Reading	 at	 speed	 challenges	 students	with	 ID	 as	
automatisation	and	synchronisation	of	cognitive	processes	is	not	usually	their	strong	suit.	As	
speed	of	processing	tends	to	be	low	in	most	cognitive	spheres	with	these	students,	fluency	
training	 requires	 substantially	 more	 care	 and	 practice	 than	 for	 most	 typically	 developing	
students.	 It	 is	 important	 because	 adequate	 reading	 fluency	 frees	 cognitive	 resources,	
making	them	available	for	reading	comprehension.	On	reading	comprehension,	one	review	
found	 that	 improvement	 was	 only	 observed	 after	 systematic	 and	 explicit	 instruction	 had	
been	implemented	over	a	long	duration	(about	4	years).	
	
As	with	many	areas	of	education,	there	are	also	many	non-evidence-based	and	controversial	
programs	 available.	 There	 are	 too	 many	 to	 describe	 here,	 but	 interested	 readers	 are	
encouraged	to	seek	out	the	Fox	and	Mullick	2016	review	(see	in	reference	list).	
	

Summary	
Teaching	 to	 special	 populations	 always	 has	 its	 own	 special	 challenges,	 and	 until	 recently	
there	have	been	relatively	few	well	designed	studies	that	demonstrate	how	best	to	go	about	
developing	 literacy	 in	 this	 cohort	 of	 students.	 There	 is	 now	 increased	 interest	 among	
researchers,	and	some	effective	strategies	have	become	apparent.	However,	a	large	number	
of	research	questions	remain	unresolved.		
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