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How to Implement Evidence-Based Literacy Practices with Students with
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities: Examples from a Text-Centered
Literacy Intervention

Jill Allor Charlotte Gregor
Southern Methodist University Southern Methodist University

Stephanie Al Otaiba
Southern Methodist University

Abstract: The purpose of this article is to describe recommendations for providing evidence-based
literacy instruction to students with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD), including
students with comorbid autism spectrum disorder (autism). We identify six evidence-based
practices, highlight key research that supports each practice, and then illustrate how to implement
these practices in the classroom. We describe and provide examples from Friends on the Block
(FOTB; Allor et al., 2022), a comprehensive literacy intervention designed to apply evidence-
based practices in innovative ways to better meet the needs of students with IDD and autism. This
program includes the supports and intensive practices teachers need to promote literacy
development for students with IDD and autism. We conclude by providing and describing several
recommended resources for teaching foundational reading skills to students with extensive support
needs.

Literacy is important in improving Health and Human Development, 2000;
opportunities and outcomes for students with Polloway et al., 2010). In recent years, the
intellectual and developmental disabilities body of evidence informing best literacy
(IDD; Browder & Spooner, 2014; Cihak & practices for students with IDD and autism
Smith, 2018; Conners, 2003), yet students has grown, resulting in raised expectations
with IDD typically demonstrate much lower and clearer recommendations for literacy
levels of reading achievement than students instruction; in short, relatively recent
with other disabilities (Caffrey & Fuchs, research is demonstrating that students with
2007; Wei et al.,, 2011). Research about IDD and autism also benefit from evidence-
reading development and instruction for based literacy practices that are consistent
struggling readers is extensive and very with what is now being termed the “science
encouraging as it demonstrates that reading of reading” and “structured literacy” (e.g.,
problems can be prevented or at least greatly Afacan et al., 2018; Allor et al., 2014; Allor
reduced with evidence-based literacy etal., 2018; Allor et al., 2020; Browder et al.,
intervention. However, much of this research 2008, 2012; Conner et al., 2014, 2022; Henry
on the science of reading has focused on et al., 2022; Lemons et al., 2012, 2015,
students at risk for reading disabilities and 2017).These researchers are also examining
has often excluded students with IDD or innovative ways to tailor instruction for
students with autism (e.g., Cihak & Smith, students with IDD. The Friends on the Block
2018; Conners, 2003; Connor et al., 2014; literacy program (FOTB; Allor et al., 2022)
Foorman et al., 2016; National Institute of is one program that weaves together
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evidence-based practices (EBPs) with
innovations specifically designed to provide
increased accessibility to foundational
literacy skills, including accessibility for
students with intensive needs, such as those
with IDD or comorbid IDD and autism.
According to the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC), approximately 33%
of students with autism are comorbidly
affected with IDD (CDC, 2014, 2020). In this
article, we describe EBPs and use FOTB
techniques as examples of how to provide
EBPs to students with IDD and autism. We
will also provide some information on FOTB
(details, including some free downloadable
materials and eBooks, available at
https://www.friendsontheblock.com).

An EBP is a teaching practice supported by
rigorous academic research (The IRIS
Center, 2014). Organizations such as the
What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) provide
educators with summaries about practices,
the strength of the research findings that
support them, and ratings on their
effectiveness  (U.S.  Department  of
Education). Throughout this article, we will
refer to two seminal resources that describe
evidence based literacy practices, both
written by panels of experts: the report from
the National Reading Panel (NRP; National
Institute of Health and Human Development,
2000) and the WWC Practice Guide on
Foundational Skills to Support Reading for
Understanding in Kindergarten Through 3rd
Grade (Foorman et al., 2016). The NRP
report describes evidence supporting literacy
instruction in five key areas: phonemic
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and
comprehension (see Figure 1). The WWC
practice guide summarizes key research and
describes in detail four recommendations that
focus on academic language, phonemic
awareness, phonics, and connected text. The
WWC also cautions when there is not yet
enough strong research evidence about a
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practice to conclude that it is effective or to
conclude that it is not effective.

In this article, we describe recommendations
for providing evidence-based literacy
instruction to students with IDD, including
students with autism. We identify six EBPs,
highlight key research that supports each
practice, and illustrate how to implement
these practices with students with IDD. We
will also describe and provide examples from
FOTB (Friends on the Block; Allor et al.,
2022), a comprehensive literacy intervention
designed to apply EBPs in innovative ways to
better meet the needs of students with IDD
and include the supports and intensive
practice necessary for students with IDD and
autism. FOTB innovations provide teachers
with tools to address specific needs,
including oral language development, early
connections between word recognition and
meaning, extensive cumulative review of
both decodable and irregular high-frequency
words in meaningful text and highly
engaging learning games. Some of these
innovations will be described in more detail
in this article as we explain how to implement
EBP with examples from FOTB. FOTB was
developed and is being researched with the
support of federal research grants
(H324K040011, R324A130102, &
R324A200151). We have conducted a series
of single-case design (SCD) research studies
that provided strong support for a statistically
significant functional relation between the
intervention and word recognition (Allor et
al., 2013; Allor et al., 2018; Allor et al.,
2020). Descriptive measures also illustrated
student growth on a variety of academic skills
and teachers reported increases in student
engagement and comprehension (Allor et al.,
2018). A randomized control trial is currently
underway that will examine a broader range
of literacy and language outcomes with a
larger sample of students with intensive
needs.



Figure 1. National Reading Panel’s Five Key Areas in an Effective Reading Program

Comprehension Phonemic
Awareness
National Reading

Panel’s Five
Key Areas in an
Effective Reading

Fluency Program

Vocabulary

Implementing Evidence-Based Practices
(EBPs) with Students with Intensive Needs
Dialogic Reading. We begin with the EBP of
Dialogic Reading, which promotes learning
in two areas identified by the NRP,
vocabulary and comprehension, and falls
within the first recommendation from the
WWC practice guide, Teach students
academic language skills, including the use
of inferential and narrative language, and
vocabulary knowledge. During Dialogic
Reading the student becomes a storyteller
and the adult acts as an active listener. The
adult asks questions of the student, provides
additional information, and prompts the
student to increase the sophistication of their
story telling based on the content of the
picture book being read to the student
(Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998). This practice
supports the development of vocabulary, oral
language and comprehension. Evidence from
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Phonics

a randomized control trial in which
preschoolers with low language were
exposed to the practice of dialogic (i.e.,
interactive) book reading, inclusion in the
treatment condition led to significant gains in
both the expressive and receptive vocabulary
abilities of the participants (Lonigan &
Whitehurst, 1998; Wasik & Bond, 2001).
These and other studies support positive
effects for language development in young
children in a variety of settings (U.S.
Department of Education, 2007). Similarly,
shared book reading practices have been
found to promote listening comprehension
and language development for students with
autism by targeting instruction in vocabulary,
connection and observation making, along
with a variety of other skills (Henry & Solari,
2020; Lindgren et al., 2009; Rickets, 2011;
Whalon, 2018; Whalon et al., 2015, 2016).



Implementing  Dialogic Reading with
students with IDD and autism is one way to
support growth in vocabulary and language.
One component of this practice is to ask a
variety of levels of questions to engage
students in conversations about a book being
read to them, ranging from basic questions to
open-ended questions to higher level
questions or questions that relate to student
experiences. In FOTB, text read to the
student is combined with text read by the
student, making stories more meaningful and
providing students with opportunities to
develop  vocabulary = and  listening
comprehension. We have incorporated
Dialogic Reading into the FOTB book
reading activities. As can be seen in Figure 2,
the text in the gray background (referred to as

helper text) is read to the student and the
student reads the text in the white
background. Examples of levels of questions
are in Figure 3. Teachers use these questions
as a menu, selecting questions that are
appropriate for the students. Teachers model
expanded language and engage the student in
discussion. For example, if the teacher asked,
“How can you tell that it was a beautiful
day?” and the student responded, “blue sky.”
The teacher could expand upon the student’s
response, “Yes, the sky is blue and it is not
raining.” For more guidance on how to
implement Dialogic Reading, see Flynn
(2011). For other recommendations about
developing language, see the WWC practice
guide (Foorman et al., 2016).

Figure 2. Sample Pages from Level 4 FOTB Text, Sam and Jazz Take a Walk

Figure 3. Sample Comprehension Questions from Teacher Guide for Level 4 FOTB Text, Sam

and Jazz Take a Walk
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Phoneme Blending and Segmentation

The next EBP is explicitly teaching phoneme
blending and segmentation. These skills are
in the area of phonemic awareness identified
by the NRP and part of Recommendation
Two from the WWC practice guide, Develop
awareness of the segments of sounds in
speech and how they link to letters. Explicitly
teaching phoneme blending and
segmentation  are  EBPs involving
manipulation of the smallest units of sound in
our language, the phoneme. When applied to
print, phoneme blending is the process of
systematically combining sounds from right
to left to read a word (Foorman et al., 2016).
Phoneme segmentation is the process of
breaking down the sounds in a spoken word,
which ultimately enables the student to spell
the word. Explicit, systematic instruction of
phoneme blending and segmentation leads to
significant gains in overall reading
achievement (Hagans & Good, 2013). In a
randomized control trial with first graders
from low socioeconomic backgrounds, this
instruction was found to help close the socio-
economic gap in early reading performance
(Hagans & Good, 2013). In elementary-aged
students with borderline to moderate
intellectual and developmental disabilities
(IQs 40-80), systematic and explicit
instruction of phonemic awareness strategies
has been shown to lead to significant gains in
sound segmentation ability within the context
of a multicomponent curriculum (Allor et al.,
2014). Direct, daily instruction also leads to
significant growth in phoneme blending in
primary students with Down syndrome
(Burgoyne et al., 2012). Recent research has
also demonstrated that the practice of
stretching continuous sounds (e.g., /mmm/ is
a continuous sound, whereas /t/ is a stop
sound) supports blending and segmenting
(Gonzalez-Frey & Ehri, 2021)

Several techniques are important when
teaching students to blend and segment
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phonemes. One consideration is sequencing
instruction from simple to complex. Teachers
should begin with isolating initial sounds in
spoken words, providing examples and
practice with words that begin with
continuous consonants, that is, consonants
that can be stretched without distorting or
adding to the sound (e.g., sun, mom, and fish
all begin with consonant sounds that are
continuous). Teachers should have students
practice saying the first sounds in given
words (e.g., What’s the first sound in sun?
Response: /sss/) and blending the first sound
with the rest of the word, or the rime (e.g.,
Listen. /sss/ un. What word? Response: sun).
As students’ skills develop, teachers should
move to the more difficult tasks of saying all
the sounds in a simple word (e.g., Tell me the
sounds in sun. Response: /sss/ /uuu/ /nnn/)
and blending three phonemes into a word
(e.g., Listen. /sss/ /uuu/ /nnn/. What word?
Response: sun). Teachers should also be
careful to pronounce isolated sounds the
same way they are pronounced in words,
stretch sounds that can be stretched (i.e., f; /,
m, n, r, s, v, z), and keep stop sounds short (/t/
instead of /tuh/). Pronouncing sounds in
isolation can be difficult and requires practice
(for an excellent video about this, see
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b78icf-

bB7Q). Blending and segmenting are best
learned through modeling and frequent
practice with feedback. In the early levels of
FOTB, brief, routine practice of these skills
are conducted daily and fun, engaging games
that provide intensive practice are also
provided, such as the Bingo game in Figure
4. As we will discuss below, phoneme
blending and segmenting should also be
practiced with print as students learn to
connect sounds to print. In our research, we
have observed that most students with IDD
require intensive practice with blending and
segmenting and some do not master these
skills until print (i.e., written letters) is added.
This is just one reason why it is important to



teach letter-sound relationships alongside
phoneme blending and segmenting. We also
do not recommend spending instructional
time on phonological sensitivity (i.e.,
phonological awareness of rhymes, onsets
and syllables) with students who are
struggling, particularly those with IDD as
research does not support this type of
instruction after pre-k and we have observed
in our research many students with IDD
become highly skilled in blending and
segmenting, sounding out and spelling words
well, while never having mastered some of
the phonological sensitivity tasks, such as
rhyming (see Brady, 2020, for discussion).

Letter-Sound Relationships

The next EBP is explicitly teaching letter-
sound relationships, including individual
letter sounds and the sounds of common letter
patterns. These skills are in the area of
phonics identified by the NRP and are
another part of Recommendation Two from
the WWC practice guide, Develop awareness
of the segments of sounds in speech and how
they link to letters. Teaching letter-sound

Figure 4. FOTB Level 1 Game, Sounds Bingo

relationships, along  with  phonemic
awareness, is an essential step in preparing
students to decode. At this early stage in
literacy development, it is essential that
students learn how letters represent the
individual speech sounds in written words, a
concept called the alphabetic principle
(Foorman et al., 2016). Understanding of the
alphabetic principle and one to one letter
sound correspondence is an important first
step to decoding words well. Once students
have mastered the ability to decode using
simple one sound to one letter
correspondences, they then begin learning
more complex letter-sound patterns. The
method of teaching students to sound out
words using knowledge of correspondences
between letters and groups of letters and the
sounds they make in an alphabetic language
(such as English) is called phonics. Evidence
from a meta-analysis of studies including
students with IDD shows these students
benefit from phonics instruction and learn to
use phonics strategies while reading (Joseph
& Seery, 2004). Furthermore, systematic and
explicit instruction of letters, sounds, and
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phonics strategies to elementary-aged
students with borderline to moderate IDD
(IQs 40-80) leads to significant gains in their
phonics ability within the context of a
multicomponent curriculum (Allor et al.,
2014).

In our research with students with IDD, we
have observed a relative strength in learning
the important skill of letter sounds. As
recommended by the WWC practice guide,
the scope and sequence of FOTB teaches
students the most common sounds for
individual letters a few at a time, including
the short vowel sounds for the letters a as in
apple, e as in Ed the elephant, i as in icky, o
as in octopus, and u as in umbrella (see
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b78icf-

bB7Q). In order to help students with
blending, it is important to have them acquire
the habit of stretching sounds that can be
stretched; therefore, teachers should model
this when practicing letter sounds and
encourage students to always stretch
continuous sounds 2-3 seconds and keep stop
sounds short. In FOTB, letter sounds are

Figure 5. FOTB Level 1 Game, Climb and Slide

practiced in brief, warm-up routines in every
lesson and engaging games are provided for
additional, more intensive practice and
cumulative review (see Figure 5).

Blending Letter Sounds into Words

As students learn letter sounds, they should
begin to blend those letter sounds into words.
This skill is also part of the area of phonics
(see Figure 1) and the final part of
Recommendation Two from the WWC
practice guide, Develop awareness of the
segments of sounds in speech and how they
link to letters. “Sounding out a word is a type
of blending that involves saying the sound of
each letter or letter combination one by one
until the end of the word, and then saying
them all together again quickly” (Foorman et
al., 2016, p. 42). This EBP is the process by
which students apply their knowledge of
phonics to read words. Systematic and
explicit instruction of sounding out strategies
to elementary-aged students with borderline
to moderate IDD (IQs 40-80) leads to
significant gains in word attack ability with
both real and nonsense words (Allor et al.,
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2014). Word attack refers to the ways in
which students flexibly apply phonics skills
and other techniques they have learned to
systematically decode words that are not yet
familiar to them by sight.

Students with IDD require intensive practice
to become proficient at blending letter sounds
into words, moving from simple to more
complex words. The modeling described in
the previous two practices continues, with
teachers stretching continuous sounds and
modeling how to connect sounds. Given the
printed word, sun, the teacher points to each
sound as it is pronounced, /sss/ /uuu/ /nnn/,
and then says the whole word, sun (note that
all three sounds in sun should be stretched).
The students repeat this with the teacher and
then on their own. To make this more
concrete, it is common to use sound boxes, as
is described in the WWC practice guide. One
way we have applied this with students with
IDD is through the game, I Got It (see Figure
6) in which students draw letter cards, say the
sounds, and cover the associated letter in the
sound box. When all letters are covered, they
sound out the word and then read the sentence

Figure 6.
FOTB Level 4 Game, I Got It
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with the word. In FOTB, these sentences
relate to the books being read to assist
students with connecting individual words to
their meanings. When a word is familiar to a
student, the word is easier for them to sound
out. As with phoneme blending and
segmenting, words that begin with
continuous sounds are easier to sound out.
The top of Figure 7 provides a list of letter
sounds and common words made up of those
sounds. These are particularly important for
students to practice because these words are
not only decodable, but they are high-
frequency words students will see frequently
in many stories.

High-Frequency Irregular Words

Some words are challenging to decode using
only the knowledge of typical sound-spelling
patterns, particularly in the earliest stages of
reading. These words are referred to as
irregular words because the known sounds of
the letters that make up the word do not add
up to the correct pronunciation (e.g., the word
was); they have exceptions that make them
difficult to decode (Foorman et al., 2016).



Figure 7. FOTB Target Word List and Phonics Patterns

Many of these irregular words are also high
frequency, meaning that they appear often in
a variety of texts and they may also represent
parts of longer multisyllabic words (Foorman
et al, 2016). Learning high-frequency
irregular words and word parts is part of
recommendation three of the WWC practice
guide, “Teach students to decode words,
analyze word parts, and write and recognize
words,” specifically part five of this
recommendation, “Teach regular and
irregular high-frequency words so that
Students can recognize them efficiently.” It is
efficient to directly teach a bank of these
words to students so that they can be
recognized by sight and to support a strategy
of flexible decoding when typical sound
spelling patterns may not work. Decades of
research supports that sight (i.e., irregular)
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word instruction is highly effective for
individuals with a variety of disabilities
(Browder & Xin, 1998, meta-analysis of 48
studies, participants included individuals
with IDD, learning disabilities (LD),
emotional disturbance (ED), and autism).

Although students learn irregular words more
quickly once they have strong phonics skills,
teaching at least a few irregular words while
students are learning letter sounds and
phonemic awareness is necessary for students
to begin reading those words in meaningful
sentences. These early words can be taught
using a basic echo procedure with a small set
of words (see detailed recommendations in
the WWC practice guide). Although initial
practice requires an echo procedure, the
teacher needs to withdraw the echo as soon as




the student is successful without it.
Immediate corrective feedback should
always be provided quickly (i.e., within 2-4
seconds), and should follow an I (model), We
(read it together), You (read it by yourself)
procedure. Words are chosen that can be
combined to form simple sentences, often
with a picture included. For example, the first
words taught in FOTB are a, do, I, like, not,
and want, so students can begin building
simple sentences with a few pictures added
(e.g., I like pizza [picture of a slice of pizza]).
Students are shown a simple sentence and
then they build that sentence with word cards.
Instruction is initially highly scaffolded and
supported by the teacher. The FOTB
sequence (see Figure 7) supports spoken
language as it includes words that are
common in early spoken language and in
written language, enabling practice of these
words in sentences and simple stories. Words

can also be practiced with simple games (see
Figure 8).

Daily Reading of Connected Text

The final EBP includes fluency and
comprehension (see Figure 1) and is the
fourth recommendation of the WWC practice
guide, Ensure that each student reads
connected text every day to support reading
accuracy, fluency, and comprehension.
Implementation of reading programs that
include frequent engagement with connected
text have been shown to lead to significant
gains on measures of word reading, oral
reading fluency, and reading comprehension
in typically developing early learners
(Begeny et al., 2010). Furthermore, daily use
of connected text within the context of a
multicomponent curriculum has been shown
to lead to significant gains on a variety of
measures of language and literacy for
elementary-aged students with borderline to

Figure 8. FOTB Games from Levels 1 & 14, Amazing Words
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moderate IDD (IQs 40-80); (Allor et al.,
2014). The repeated exposure and
opportunities for practice within a text-based
contextual format provides students with
authentic opportunities to strengthen their
language  comprehension and  word
recognition skills, facilitating the transfer and
integration of skills and reinforcing the
purpose of reading and why the process of
learning to read is important.

Reading connected text every day is
particularly important to students with IDD
who demonstrate extreme challenges
transferring skills from one context to
another (Conners et al. 2006). Although a
complete description of the series of books
written for FOTB is outside of the scope of
this article, we will highlight a few features
and techniques that we have used in our
research to support reading connected text in
the earliest stages of learning to read. We
have already mentioned teaching some high-
frequency irregular words that can be
combined into sentences. Another technique
is to use what we have referred to as helper
text that is read by a teacher or helper. An
example of this can be seen in the gray boxes
in Figures 2 and 9. You will notice the helper
text provides more context and meaning to
the story. The teacher or helper reads the gray
helper text and the student only reads the text

with the white background. This method
combines listening and reading
comprehension and enables students to read
more meaningful stories before they know
how to read very many words. Helper text
like this can be added to any decodable reader
to provide more context and meaning to the
story, facilitating listening comprehension.
Alternatively, sticky notes with student text
can be added to any book that is read to the
student. The teacher reads as usual, and the
student only reads the sentences on the sticky
note that are made up of words the student is
ready to practice. Another feature is the use
of pictures underneath words the student is
not yet ready to practice. In Figure 2, you see
a picture underneath the word scared because
the structure of this word is too complex for
the student to read independently at this stage
and the word is needed for the story as it is a
story about a girl who is scared of dogs.
Similarly, in Figure 9 the word drink has a
picture beneath it as this pattern has not been
taught yet in the program. Figure 10 also
provides some guidance for a simple book
reading routine that we have used in our
research. It includes making predictions,
reading, and discussing text. More detailed
explanations of this routine are available at
https://www.friendsontheblock.com/resourc

es and explanations of other routines are
available in the WWC practice guide.

Figure 9. Sample Pages from Level 4 FOTB Text, Mom Gets Sick
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Figure 10. Guidance for Book Reading

Objectives

Read and Discuss Routine

Make oral predictions about text.

Briefly preview vocabulary and encourage the student to make
predictions about the book. Model, as needed.

Read text made up of taught irregular words
and decodable words.

Teacher reads helper text and student reads student text. Teacher
corrects word recognition errors quickly using the I, We, You
routine.

Discuss text and vocabulary words when

Stop periodically to prompt student to discuss the book, modeling

prompted by the teacher expanded responses, and encouraging the student to repeat the
teacher’s model.
Conclusion wide range of resources, and see Flynn
The purpose of this article was to describe (2011) for further details about how to
and show how to implement implement Dialogic Reading.

recommendations for providing evidence-
based literacy instruction to students with
IDD, including students with autism. We
focused on six evidence-based practices
(EBPs), highlighted key research that
supports each practice, and then illustrated
how to implement these practices in the
classroom. We used examples from Friends
on the Block (FOTB; Allor et al., 2022), a
comprehensive literacy intervention,
designed with federal research funding, to
apply EBPs in innovative ways specifically
to better meet the needs of students with IDD
and autism. The program includes the
supports and intensive practice teachers need
to promote literacy development for students
with IDD and autism. For more information
on how to support students as they learn to
read, visit
https://www.friendsontheblock.com/resourc
es for sample lessons and materials,
https://www.friendsontheblock.com/blog for
practical tips for implementing EBP with
students with a variety of needs,
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeG
uide/wwc_foundationalreading 040717.pdf
for more information on how to implement
evidence-based recommendations,
https://ufli.education.ufl.edu/resources/ for a
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We mentioned earlier we are currently
conducting a large-scale experiment to
understand the impact of FOTB on a broader
array of language and reading comprehension
measures. Although our program is
consistent with the evidence about what
works to improve these domains, we cannot
yet report the specific effect or how long it
will take students with IDD and autism to
read with comprehension. We are learning
more about individual differences in how
students respond to programs and there is not
yet clear evidence for how much growth or
response should be expected. For example, is
it reasonable for all students with IDD and
autism to read at a second grade level after
participating in the program? One avenue for
future work is to conduct experimental
research to test the efficacy of Friends on the
Block with other students, including those at
risk for specific learning disabilities,
dyslexia, or emotional and behavioral
disorders. Another avenue is to examine the
impact of learning to implement the program
on teaching behavior and teachers’ self-
efficacy to teach students who struggle to
learn to read after receiving pre-service
training and professional development



teaching FOTB. Anecdotally, the program also reported success reading the books and

has been used effectively by university playing the games with children.
faculty to train preservice and inservice Furthermore, the interventionists in our
general and special education teachers in how research studies have included some initially
to deliver evidence-based literacy practices less experienced teachers and they have
consistent with the science of reading, successfully implemented the program with a
providing teachers and future teachers with high degree of fidelity. By fidelity, we mean
clear models and lessons for guided practice. that they successfully learned to teach and
In addition, during some stages of our adhere to each of these six EBPs, among
research paraprofessionals and parents have others, within the context of the program.
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