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10.3. INSTRUCTION AND INTERVENTIONS FOR STUDENTS WITH SRD  

  Effective reading instruction should be the basis for all reading interventions.  This 

section (a) clarifies essential terms related to the reading instruction, (b) describes the elements 

necessary for effective reading instruction, and (c) describes specific elements to include in a 

reading intervention for students with SRD.   

Clarification of Essential Terms 

Before reading instruction and interventions can be fully understood, seven essential 

terms need to be clarified:  

Reading.  As described above, reading is NOT sounding out words.  Reading is creating 

meaning with print.  Confusion here is the cause of many ineffective reading interventions. 

Word identification.  Word identification refers to the use of strategies to figure out an 

unknown word in print.  These unknown words are in students’ lexicon but are not immediately 

recognized.  Strategies to identify words include (a) morphemic analysis, (b) context clues, (c) 

analogy, and (d) phonics.  Of these four strategies, phonics is the least efficient in terms of 

efficiency and the amount of space required in short term memory.   

Word recognition.  Word recognition refers to instant and automatic identification of a 

word.  You see it and you know what it is without having to use any word identification 

strategies.  This is the desired end state.   

Decoding.  Decoding refers to using the code (letter or symbol code) to identify unknown 

words in print.  In other words, using phonics to sound out words.  Students with SRD often (but 

not always) have difficulties using phonics to identify or decode words.  That is why the other 

three word identification strategies should be developed as well as phonics.  If phonics is the 

only word identification strategy taught (as is often the case), the progress of struggling reader is 

impeded not enhanced. 

Strategy.  A strategy is a cognitive process that one consciously applies to a task.  

Students should be taught to consciously apply all four of the word identification strategies 

above as well as comprehension and study skill strategies. 

Skill.  A skill is a cognitive process that has become automated.  That is, you do not have 

to think about it.  In reading, we teach the strategy to develop the skill.  That is, we teach a 

variety of word identification and comprehension strategies so that students do them 

automatically and effortless while reading. 

Systematic phonics instruction.  Almost all teachers and researchers believe that 

systematic phonics instruction is important.  Whole language teachers believe the systematic 

phonics is one important part of a balanced literacy program.  However, systematic phonics does 

not mean that you start at one end of a scope-and-sequence chart and work your way through in 

standardized fashion and in a prescribed sequential order.  Instead, systematic phonics means 

that there is some system or arrangement in place to make sure that essential skills are taught (in 

meaningful contexts to the greatest extent possible), and to document when they are taught and 

when students have learned them.  

Effective Reading Instruction for All Students  

 Effective classroom reading instruction for all students at all ability levels should include 

the following seven elements:  

 1. Authentic reading and writing experiences.  This means reading real books that 

students have selected (as opposed to controlled text or basal stories), and allowing students to 

use writing to describe, communicate, and share their ideas. 
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2. Lots of daily reading practice using books that students have selected.  Wide 

reading is one of the best methods to enhance students’ comprehension, word identification, and 

fluency skills as well as vocabulary and conceptual knowledge (Allington, 2012; Krashen, 2004).  

Reading practice enables students to practice newly learned skills in authentic reading contexts.  

Nancy Atwell (1998) recommends that 70% to 80% of reading class be used for self-selected 

reading practice and 20% to 30% be used for skills work.   

 3. Social interaction and conversation around good books.  This could involve a 

variety of activities including book talks, literature circles, book clubs, book evaluations and 

critiques, top-ten lists, journal entries and responses, and planned discussions.  These experiences 

most be planned and purposeful.  Social interaction enhances high level thinking and literacy 

learning. 

 4. Activities to develop all three cueing systems.  This includes (a) word work to 

develop the phonological cueing system; (b) cloze and maze activities to develop the semantic 

cueing system; and (c) writing, grammar, and word order activities to develop the syntactic 

cueing system. 

5.  Strategy instruction for word identification.  As described above, there are four 

basic strategies used to identify unknown words in print (a) morphemic analysis, (b) context 

clues, (c) analogy, and (d) phonics.  Instruction in the use of all four strategies should be 

included as part of students’ reading instruction.   

 6.  Opportunities to learn and practice study skill strategies and high-level cognitive 

operations related to comprehension.  All students need to learn and practice study skill 

strategies used to create meaning with expository text (see Figure 1).  As well, all students need 

opportunities to develop higher order cognitive operations or thinking skills related to reading 

both narrative and expository texts (see below).  Keep in mind that a learning disability or a 

reading disability does not mean there is a thinking disability. 

 
Figure 1. Examples of study skill strategies used for expository text.  

Take Notes 
1. Record heading 
2. Read a paragraph.  
3. Record important 

ideas 
4. Use numbers and 

letters 
 

Dot and Notes 
1. Read a paragraph. 
2. Put dot next to 

important ideas 
3. Finish chapter 
4. Take notes using 

outline and headings 
 

Preview/Overview 
1. Look at the title and 

headings. 
2. Read the first 

paragraph and last 
paragraphs. 

3. Read the 
article/chapter. 

4. Take notes. 
 

Read and Pause 
1. Read a paragraph. 
2. Pause and check. 

(Do I understand?) 
3. Return or resume. 
 

Paragraph Re-Read 
1. Read each 

paragraph quickly. 
2. Re-read to find 

important sentences 
or ideas. 

3. Continue. 

 

3’x5’ Card 
1. Put a card on 

top/bottom of 
sentence 

2. Move slowly ahead 
as you read 

 

 

Article Re-Read 
1. Quickly skim read 

the article/chapter. 
2. Re-read the 

article/chapter. 
3. Note or record 

important ideas. 

 

 

 

 7. Activities to develop word knowledge (vocabulary).  Wide reading is the most 

efficient and effective way to develop students’ vocabulary.  However, there are a variety of 
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pedagogical strategies that should also be used to expand the depth and breadth of students’ word 

knowledge (Johnson, 2016). 

Effective Reading Interventions for Students with SRD 

A reading intervention should supplement (not replace) effective, research-based 

classroom instruction.   Thus, an intervention for students with SRD should be based on the 

seven elements above.  To have an impact, the intervention should occur a minimum of three 

days a week (this would comparable to RTI Tier 2).  More intense interventions should occur 

daily (this would be comparable to RTI Tier 3).  Shorter bits of focused instruction are more 

effective than longer bits of instruction in which students are not actively engaged.  Depending 

on the age and level of the student, the duration for these intervention sessions should be 

anywhere from 15 minutes a day for younger students to no more than 45 minutes a day for older 

students.    

Below are described the types of activities that should be used with an intervention for 

students with SRD.  As stated above, there are no standardized approaches or methods that have 

been shown to be effective with all students.  Thus, variations and combinations of these 

activities should be included depending on students’ needs.  Sessions should be briskly-paced 

consisting four to eight of these activities (depending on students’ needs).  Each activity should 

be three to no more than eight minutes in duration.  Figure 2 shows two examples of what a 

typical intervention might look like. 

 
              Figure 2.  Examples of intervention sessions for students with SRD. 

1. LEA  
2. Word sort 
3. Cloze 
4. Fluency 
5. Read - comprehension 

1. LEA 
2. Word-Building 
3. Maze 
4. Fluency 
5. Writing Activity - priming picture  
6. Comprehension 

 

1. Writing. Some form of writing activity should be included in every intervention 

session for students with SRD.  The reading-writing connection has been firmly established 

(Duke, Pearson, Strachan, & Billman,2011; Goodman, Fries, & Strauss, 2016; Goodman & 

Goodman, 2009; Kuder & Hasit, 2002; Lipson & Wixon, 2009; Parodi, 2013; Pressley, Wharton-

McDonald, & Mistretta, 1998; Silliman, & Wilkinson, 1994; Strickland, 2002; Weaver, 2009).  

Writing helps strengthen letter-sound relationships and is one of the most effective strategies to 

use to develop the syntactic cueing system (Johnson, 2017).  Below are descriptions of some of 

the writing activities that could be used in an intervention.   

• Language experience activities (LEA).  Here students dictate a minimum of five 

sentences to create a paragraph/story.  The teacher writes the paragraph/story on a screen, board, 

poster, or paper.  Students then re-read until fluency is achieved.  Next, the paragraph/story is 

used for an analytic phonics mini-lesson.  Here students are asked to identify words that have 

certain sounds, blends, or letter patterns in the middle, beginning, or end.   

• Sentence mix-up. Here students are given a sentence in which the words are out of 

order.  Students create meaning by putting the words in correct order.  With younger children, 

3x5 cards can be used here to get them physically engaged in learning.  With older students, 

words can appear on a screen, poster, or board.   

• Syntax sentences.  Similar to daily oral language (DOL), one to three sentences are 

presented to students that contain grammar or word order errors.  Students are called on to make 

the appropriate corrections.   
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• Sentence combing.  Students are given two sentences.  They must combine them while 

retaining the initial meaning of both.   

 • Sentence alteration.  Students are given a sentence and asked to say the same thing 

using different words or a different word order.           

 • Sentence elaboration.  Students are given a sentence and asked to make it more 

interesting or different.   

Writing activities can be designed to reinforce letter patterns, word families, or sight 

words.  They can also be designed for use as pre- and post-reading activities by including story 

elements or characters.  Writing activities used for a reading intervention should be kept simple 

and brief, lasting three to no more than eight minutes. 

2.  Word Work.   Like writing, word work comes in a variety of forms.  This should be 

one part of the total intervention for students whose deficit area is word identification (Johnson, 

2017).  It is recommended that the activities be designed to reinforce common letter patterns, 

phonograms, or word families.  Sometimes called large unit phonics or decoding by pattern, this 

focus helps to develop students’ ability to see letter patterns and identify words by analogy 

(Allington, 2002; Cunningham & Cunningham, 2002, Johnson, 2018; Moustafa, 1998).   

•Word-building.  Here students are given an initial letter sound and a word family and 

asked to put them together to create a word.  With older or more advanced students, words are 

broken into parts according to recognizable letter patterns, suffixes, and prefixes.  Students are 

asked to put them together.   

• Word discrimination.  This is another type of large unit phonics activity that is used to 

develop students’ ability to recognize target letter patterns within words.  Here, students are 

presented with two words, one of which has the target letter pattern.  Students are asked to 

quickly point to and read the word that contains the target letter pattern.   

 • Sentence dictation.   The teacher (or partner) reads a simple sentence to students.  Each 

sentence contains at least one word with a target letter pattern or word family.  Students write the 

sentence.  After each sentence, students look for and underlines words that “do not look right”.  

Then students are shown the complete sentence with correct spellings.  They cross out the 

misspelled words and write the correct spelling on top.  When correct spellings are in place, 

students read until fluency is achieved. 

• Sentence replay (replay analysis).  Students are presented three to six sentences on a 

piece of paper.  Each sentence contains at least one word with the target letter pattern. Students 

read aloud and record their oral reading using an audio recorder.  Then, they listen to the 

recording and underline any miscues or stumble words.  Next, they review the words, reread, and 

again record the sentences.  This process is repeated until fluency is achieved with no miscues or 

stumbles.   

• Word sorts.  This activity can be done individually but works best in pairs.  Here, 

students are given six to 20 individual words cards.  Make sure that words representing the 

target letter sound or pattern are included.  Students must look for and arrange the word cards 

into groups.  A group is two or more things that are the same.  Groups can be based on letter 

patterns, (beginning, middle or ending), letter sounds, or on meaning.   

3. Cloze and maze activities.  Cloze and maze activities are used to develop the 

semantic cueing system (Johnson, 2018; Paulson & Freeman, 2003).  They can also be used to 

reinforce target letter sounds or patterns.  The theoretical and empirical support for these 

activities is strong (Ricketts, Davies, Masterson, Morag, & Duff, 2016).  As well, eye movement 

and miscue analysis research show that expert readers use context (semantics), background 
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knowledge (schemata), and syntax along with minimal letter clues to create meaning with print 

(Binder, Duffy, & Rayner, 2001; Goodman, Fries, & Strauss, 2016; Hruby & Goswami, 2013; 

Paulson & Freeman, 2003; Rayner & Well, 1996; Weaver, 2009).  As well, semantics-based 

activities like cloze and maze have been shown to enhance students’ reading fluency (Berends & 

Reisma, 2004).   

• Cloze.  Here, students are shown a sentence in which one word has just the beginning 

letter showing.  They are asked to read the sentence and identify a word that makes sense within 

that sentence.   Finally, students are shown the complete sentence and asked to re-read it until 

fluency is achieved.   

• Maze.   Maze activities are similar to cloze activities except that a maze provides 

students with three choices of target words from which to choose, only one of which makes 

sense within the context of the sentences.  For both cloze and maze, students should be shown 

six to ten sentences during a single session.  Sentences can be designed to reinforce a target letter 

sound or letter pattern; they can also be designed to be used as pre- or post-reading activities. 

4. Fluency activities.   Automatic word recognition (automaticity) frees up space in short 

term memory for comprehending (Allington, 2012; Rasinski & Samuels, 2011).  Repeated 

reading activities are one method that can be used to develop automaticity (Kuhn & Stahl, 2013; 

Samuels, 2013).  Here students improve their ability to quickly recognize words and to process 

letter patterns through reoccurring practice of the same text.  Repeated reading activities can be 

done individually, with partners, in small group, or in a whole class group setting.  Below are 

some examples of repeated reading and other fluency activities that can be used with severely 

struggling readers.   

• Words per half-minute (WPH).  Students are given a piece of text at their independent 

reading level and asked to read it three times for a half-minute each.  The number of words read 

is recorded after each attempt.  The goal is to read and pronounce as many words as possible in 

one minute.  Finally, students record the three WPH scores on a line graph.   

• Short Passage Fluency (SPF).   The SPF activity is a repeated reading activity in which 

students are given a short passage of approximately 60 to 70 words at their independent reading 

level.  The 30th, 40th, and 50th word is underlined or marked.  Depending on students’ level, 

they are to read to their designated mark.  Students orally read the passage three times.  The time 

it took to complete each attempt is recorded.  Students then record their three times on a graph 

(instead of the number of words they are recording duration).  When students are consistently 

able to read the section at approximately 12 seconds, they should move up to the next mark. 

 • Scaffolded oral reading (ScORe).  Scaffolded oral reading (ScORe) can be used in large 

group, small group, or individually (Johnson, 2016).  This technique is similar to the 

neurological impress method (Flood, Lapp, & Fisher, 2005; Young, Mohr, & Rasinski, 2014).  

Here the teacher and student read the text together aloud.  The teachers acts as a scaffold by 

reading just milliseconds ahead of the student in order to maintain a steady, comfortable pace.  If 

the student pauses or stumbles, the teacher keeps reading.  The student will rely on the teacher’s 

voice to act as a scaffold in identifying words during the process of reading.  The teacher should 

read using a quiet voice, providing just enough structure to keep the pace moving.  If the student 

seems to be reading fluently, less scaffolding can be provided by sounding out just the beginning 

sounds of some words or by dropping out completely in sections.    

5. Cognitive processes related to comprehension.  One of the problems with phonics-

only intervention programs is that students are never exposed to the high-level thinking or the 

cognitive processes necessary to understand texts.  Figure 3 lists some of the cognitive 
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operations used by effective readers (Learned, Stockdill, & Moje, 2013; Lipson & Wixon, 2009, 

Tompkins, 2011; Brown, Palinscar, & Armbruster, 2013).  These should be used to design pre- 

and post-reading activities (Johnson, 2016). 

 
    Figure 3.  Cognitive processes used by effective readers.          

1. compare 
2. respond aesthetically  
3. infer 
4. identify important ideas or themes  
5. Identify supporting details  
6. identify cause-effect relationships 

7. problem solve 
8. analyze 
9. evaluate 
10. make connections  
11. order 
12. inductive analysis 

13. predict 
14. recognize story grammar 
15. reflect: metacognition 
16. visualize  
17. question  
18. summarize  

              

Below are three examples of the types of thinking skill activities that can be used to 

develop cognitive processes related to effective comprehension.  They work best if taught using 

some form of graphic organizer to support students’ thinking.  Again, the cognitive process is 

taught to develop the skill.  The goal is for students to eventually engage in these cognitive 

processes automatically as they read. 

 • Story grammar.  Story grammar refers to structural elements of a story such as 

characters, setting, and events.  As a pre-reading activity, students are introduced to some of the 

basic story grammar elements listed on the graphic organizer (see Figure 4).  This provides them 

a sense of the story before reading and enhances comprehension.  Students are then asked to 

identify and record the other elements as they are encountered in the story.   

 
                                                   Figure 4. Story grammar chart. 

 

 

  • Predicting.  Effective readers naturally predict as they are reading.  However, 

predicting is different from guessing.  Predicting uses clues or background information to 

calculate or deduce what might happen.  Stop at a designated point in the story or at the end of a 

chapter.  Give students a prediction question.  Example: “What do you think will happen when 

…”  Before making a prediction, students need to list at least two story clues and any background 

knowledge they think is important.  They should then make their prediction based on the story 

clues and background knowledge (see Figure 5).  Sometimes the prediction question is given as a 

pre-reading activity.  This invites students to look for clues as they are reading. 
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                                                      Figure 5. Graphic organizer used for predicting. 

 
 

  • Cause-Effect.  As a pre-reading activity, students are shown the cause-effect chart (see 

Figure 6).  The cause is introduced, and students are asked to look for the effect as they read.  Or, 

the effect is introduced, and students are asked to look for the cause as they read.  Eventually 

they will be able to do both.  The cause-effect chart is filled in as a during-reading or post-

reading activity.  The page number should be recorded here as well. 
 

                                                     Figure 6. Cause-effect chart. 

 

 

6. Self-selected reading practice.  Roseline Fink conducted studies looking at successful 

men and women with dyslexia (Fink, 1996; Fink, 1998).   She found that as children, all of these 

successful adults had extreme deficits in their decoding abilities.  These decoding difficulties 

continued into adulthood.  However, despite difficulties with these low-level reading sub-skills, 

all became avid readers, achieved high levels of reading, and made significant achievements in 

their fields.  Yet, even as adults, they continued to struggle with single-word decoding of 

unfamiliar words.  How is this possible? 

Fink found that as children, these successful adults were all allowed to immerse 

themselves and read in areas of interest.   Here, they developed expertise, building conceptual 

and vocabulary knowledge.  As well, they became familiar with the schemes and structures of 

the types of texts found in their field.  This background knowledge was more important for 

facilitating reading accuracy and comprehension than letter clues.  That is, marginal decoders 

used context to create meaning with print.  Low-level skill mastery was not a prerequisite for 

higher level thinking and skill construction. 

The instructional implications are clear:  First, teachers must help all students, but 

especially students with SRD to discover an area or areas of interest.  This is done by presenting 

a wide variety of topics in classes and class discussions, using book talks in which students talk 

about books and topics of interest, and by having a wide variety of books and other reading 

material on a wide variety of topics available to students.  Second, teachers must allow children 

to select and read books of interest and other reading materials as part of daily reading 

instruction.   


