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Reading Comprehension:
Five Strategies for Elementary Students
with Learning Disabilities
BY KATHY SPENCER

T

hree words that teachers hear frequently are "I don't know." I heard those words recently from one of my
students with a learning disability. After reading a short passage, I asked him a question about what
he read. He looked at me with his big blue eyes, paused for at least 20 seconds, and said, "I don't know.
Sometimes I don't remember what I read. I'm sorry." Many teachers have heard these same comments from a
variety of students, not only those students with special needs. At this point I am thinking that I am failing as a
teacher. What strategies should I have taught him to improve his comprehension?
According to the United States Department of
or more of the basic psychological processes involved
Education's National Center for Education Statistics
in understanding or in using language spoken or
(2011), the number of students identified with a
written, which may manifest itself in imperfect
specific learning disability who were receiving services
ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do
was 2,573,000 in 2007-2008. I needed to find a way to
mathematical calculations" (602.30a). In other words,
better support this student seated next to me, along
specific learning disability is a processing disorder
with many others like him. There had to be more that
that will impact the student in one or more of the
I could do to help develop reading comprehension for
areas listed. The specific areas for learning disability
learners with special needs. After reviewing literature
qualification include "oral expression, listening
on reading comprehension for students with learning
comprehension, written expression, basic reading
disabilities, certain strategies began to emerge. In
skills, reading fluency skills, reading comprehension,
order to improve reading comprehension skills with
mathematics calculation, and mathematics problems
elementary students who have learning disabilities,
solving" (U.S. Department of Education, 2004,
teachers should use explicit instruction, prior
300.309). Many educators refer to learning disabilities
knowledge, theme identification, graphic organizers,
as "specific learning disabilities" due to the term
and literature circles.
used in IDEA. "The word 'specific' denotes that there
are several kinds of learning disabilities" (Cimera,
Definition of Learning
2007, p. 7) as listed above in the IDEA definition.
SLD stands for specific learning disability, not
Disabilities
severe learning disability as some individuals may
Educators frequently have a variety of student ability
mistakenly
assume. For the purpose of this article, the
levels within their classrooms each year from gifted
term learning disabilities will be used interchangeably
students to students who struggle academically.
with specific learning disabilities.
Students with learning disabilities often fall in the
latter category. Because each classroom is filled with
Students with learning disabilities received limited
diversity, teachers need to know how to meet the
support from the public school system until the mid
needs of all students.
1970s. A "large-scale provision of special education
services for this population of students dates back
In order to assist educators working with a wide
only to 1975 and the passage by Congress of Public
variety of skill levels, the federal government in
Law (PL) 94-142, the Education of All Handicapped
2004 established revised legislation for the special
Children Act" (Zigmond, 2003, p. 110). Although
education population. The original Individuals
this population has not received support for as long
with Disabilities Act (IDEA) was established in
as other areas of special education, there is still a
1977 (Fletcher, Lyon, Fuchs, & Barnes, 2007); this
significant educational need to help these students
legislation was revised in 2004 with the Individuals
succeed in the classroom because they have difficulty
with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (U.S.
processing information. Certain parts of the brain in a
Department of Education, 2004), which included the
student with a learning disability process information
term specific learning disability as "a disorder in one
slowly and less accurately compared to peers (Cimera,
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2007). When a student has difficulty processing
language, reading comprehension becomes extremely
difficult for the student.
When reviewing processing issues for students with
learning disabilities, it becomes necessary to also
discuss eligibility for learning disabilities. In recent
years, two basic ways to determine eligibility for a
specific learning disability have emerged. The first
model looks at the discrepancy between an individual
child's ability and performance; the second method
involves a problem-solving model that examines the
child's response to instruction compared to typical
peers (Fletcher, Morris, & Lyon, 2003). The basic
premise of eligibility is to determine the student's
specific strengths and weaknesses in order to improve
academic success, including literacy success.

Comprehension Weaknesses
of Students with Learning
Disabilities
Students with learning disabilities often struggle
with higher level thinking skills. Robert Evert Cimera
(2007), associate professor in the Department of
Special Education at Kent State University, wrote
about associative thinking and cognitive thinking.
Associative thinking is automatic. For example, when
asked to spell the word cat, Student One quickly spells
the word on his paper in two seconds and is ready to
move on; this is automatic thinking. Student Two may
think, "Is the first letter a c or a k? Is the second letter
an a? How do I write an a? The last letter is t. Is that
the last letter?" Student Two demonstrates cognitive
thinking; cognitive thinking requires the individual to
focus on every step in the process and actively think
about all that is happening before acting (Cimera,
2007). Since students who are learning disabled require
extensive modeling and practicing before their learning
is associative, they have to use tremendous effort in
actively thinking about learning. In addition, it is
difficult for students with learning disabilities to be
involved in multiple processes simultaneously. "They
have to cognitively think about what is going on, much
like a new driver getting behind a wheel" (Cimera,
2007, p. 29). Metacognition is another higher-level
thinking skill that is often difficult for students with
SLD (Boyle, 1996). Metacognition exists when students
actively monitor their thinking process. "A major
reason for the poor performance of many children with
learning disabilities is failure to read strategically
and spontaneously monitor understanding of what is
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being read" (Gersten, Fuchs, Williams, & Baker, 2001,
p. 291). Reading comprehension requires higher-level
thinking skills, and this is a deficit for many students
with learning disabilities.
When students lack the cognitive processing skills to
understand what they read, the result is that they
may choose not to read as much as their peers. This
lack of reading puts them even further behind peers.
"Trying to read without the cognitive resources to
allocate to understanding the meaning of the text
is not a rewarding experience. Such unrewarding
early reading experiences lead to less involvement in
reading related activities" (Stanovich, 1994, p. 281).
In other words, students who struggle with reading
are not motivated to read for pleasure. Students
with learning disabilities often struggle with reading
comprehension and language skills, so they tend to
read less frequently than their peers (Montgomery
& Hayes, 2005). "The attitude of older readers who
remain in the early stages of lit~racy development,
however, may block their learning. Upper elementary
beginning readers have experienced years of
frustration, which often leads to low self-confidence
and apathy about their own learning" (Montgomery
& Hayes, 2005, p. 88). If these students do not read
as frequently as peers, then they will continue to fall
behind in reading comprehension.
Comprehension can be difficult for the average reader,
but it is especially difficult for students with learning
disabilities. For the student who is learning disabled,
"comprehending what is read presents a genuine
challenge" (Williams, 2003, p. 293). In a 5-year study
(Lipka, Lesaux, & Siegel, 2006) examined one group
of students from kindergarten through fifth grade
that included 22 average readers and 22 students
with reading disabilities; the researchers found that
the students with reading disabilities consistently
performed lower on many areas of reading including
reading comprehension. Reading comprehension, and
some reading genres, are overwhelming for students
with learning disabilities.
Specific genres of reading can be challenging for
students with a specific learning disability, especially
expository text. Students with SLD struggle with
reading and comprehending expository text structures
(DiCecco & Gleason, 2002; Gersten et al., 2001).
These students also tend to develop understanding
of text structure at a slower rate compared to peers
(Gersten et al., 2001). Due to their limited background
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knowledge, students who are learning disabled
may also struggle with expository texts. "Students
with learning disabilities have limited background
knowledge for reading most texts. Knowledge gaps
in history, geography, and science interfere with how
well students with learning disabilities understand
the material they are expected to understand"
(Gersten, et al., 2001, p. 286). Because students
with SLD struggle with reading comprehension and
some genres of text, educators need to know which
strategies are most beneficial for these students.

Strategies
It has been established that students who are learning
disabled often need support in the area of reading
comprehension. There are five strategies that have
been proven to improve reading comprehension
with these special needs students. The strategies
include the following: explicit instruction, prior
knowledge, theme identification, graphic organizers,
and literature circles. Although these strategies are
effective with students who have learning disabilities,
they can also be used successfully with the general
education population.

Explicit Instruction
Students with learning disabilities must have explicit,
step-by-step instructions on the comprehension
strategy being taught in order to improve their
comprehension. Explicit instruction is stating exactly
what is expected, defining terms, modeling, giving
examples, and including step-by-step directions
written on the board for students to follow. In
2000, Joan Rankin-Erickson from the University of
Nebraska and Michael Pressley from the University of
Notre Dame conducted a survey involving 31 effective
special education teachers from 19 states. Chosen
by their administrators as being the most effective
primary special education reading teachers in their
district, these teachers indicated that they taught
skills in isolation because their students needed a
systematic fashion of instruction. When skills were
taught in isolation, one skill was taught at a time, and
specific step-by-step instructions were used. Wilder
and Williams (2001) also determined that effective
teachers use explicit instruction with their students
because of the "specific characteristics of these
students, including their responsiveness to structured,
explicit instruction" (p. 268). Explicit instruction is
key to reading comprehension success for students
with learning disabilities.

FALL

A case study completed in 2006 demonstrates the
importance of explicit instruction. Students ranging
in age from 6 to 15 were part of a 6-month case
study at an independent benchmark school in Media,
Pennsylvania (Pressley, Gaskins, Solie, & Collins,
2006). Before entering the benchmark school, the
students had histories of struggling academically.
The average mean standard reading score of students
entering the benchmark school was the 34 th percentile.
When these same students were assessed at the end
of their second year of middle school, the average
mean increased to the 77 th percentile. These students
went on to make significant academic progress,
including almost 100% high school graduation or GED
completion. Many factors contributed to the success
at this school including the fact that teachers used
detailed instruction. After completing this case study,
Pressley et al. (2006) discovered that these students
needed "explicit and scaffolded comprehension
strategies instruction" ( p. 291). Naomi Zigmond,
(2003) PhD, Department of Instruction and Learning
at the University of Pittsburgh, agrees that "students
with LD need explicit and intensive instruction" (p.
120). Although not the only strategy available, explicit
instruction is crucial for reading comprehension
success for students with learning disabilities.

Prior Knowledge
Using prior knowledge is another important
reading comprehension strategy for students with
learning disabilities. "Good readers monitor their
understanding by linking new information with
prior learning" (Roberts, Torgesen, Boardman, &
Scammacca, 2008, p. 66). In the benchmark school
cited earlier, the teachers instructed students
to use their background knowledge to connect to
ideas encountered in stories (Pressley et al., 2006).
While reading, students need to "consider linkages
between what they are reading and learning, and
previous knowledge and experience" (Vaughn &
Klingner, 2004, p. 543). Developing prior knowledge
should occur in all stages of reading; in addition,
the Rankin-Erickson and Pressley 2000 survey
reviewed earlier indicated that all 31 effective special
education teachers used activating prior knowledge
in the classroom.
Though helping students to connect their
prior knowledge to what they are reading
occurs primarily prior to reading, good
teachers also assist students while they are
reading, verifying what students predicted

2012, VoL. 45, No.l

17

READING STRATAGIES FOR STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES

and comparing what they identified as prior
knowledge with what they are now learning.
(Vaughn & Klingner, 2004, p. 543)
Using prior knowledge is an important reading
comprehension strategy that should occur
before, during, and after reading; the use of prior
knowledge also assists students in developing theme
identification.

Theme Identification
Another key component of reading comprehension
for students with learning disabilities is theme
identification. Theme identification is determining
the lesson that is learned from a story (Wilder
& Williams, 2001). For example, in the story of
The Boy Who Cried Wolf, the theme is that people
need to be honest in order for others to trust them.
Student should then be able to apply it to their own
lives and connect that if they are not honest, then
people around them won't believe what they are
saying. Theme identification was also a significant
part of the lessons of the 31 effective special
education teachers; 97% of these teachers focus on
theme as one of the reading strategies to use with
students who are learning disabled and 83% of them
reported using theme to extend to other parts of the
curriculum (Rankin-Erickson & Pressley, 2000).
Theme identification should be part of a reading
comprehension program involving students with
learning disabilities.
Theme identification should also be used with early
elementary students, including those with learning
disabilities. One study completed in 2002 involved
five second-grade classes and five third-grade classes
for a total of 140 students in a high poverty school
(Williams et al., 2002). Included in this total were
12 students identified as learning disabled. All of
the students received a 14-lesson comprehension
program that utilized the same stories; in addition,
half of the students were instructed in theme
identification. The theme identification program
was "effective for students at high-, average-, and
low-achievement levels, including those with learning
disabilities or those who had been referred for special
education evaluation" (Williams et al., 2002, p. 243).
The students in the theme identification program
were able to generalize what they learned to other
stories unless it was a theme they hadn't seen in a
previous story. The theme identification program was
successful for second-grade and third-grade students,
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and especially the third-grade students (Williams et
al., 2002). In most elementary classrooms, traditional
instruction's main focus has been on the very concrete
plot level. Educators must
Move children from simple plot-level
comprehension to higher order, abstract
understanding. Many stories have meanings
beyond the plot level-a theme or lesson
that relates not only to the story characters
and events, but also to real-life people and
events. Mature comprehension involves
generalization beyond the confines of plot."
(Williams et al., 2002, p. 235)
This study demonstrates that students as young
as second and third graders who are struggling
readers can benefit from theme identification to
improve their higher-order reading comprehension
(Williams, et al., 2002). However, this is not the
only study that demonstrates the importance of
theme identification.
Another study involving theme identification also
showed favorable results when using this type
ofreading strategy. Wilder and Williams (2001)
conducted an experiment involving 91 students
from 10 special education middle school classrooms
all identified as learning disabled. These students
were, on average, several years behind their peers
in reading skills. The students were randomly
assigned to either the theme identification group
or the traditional story comprehension group. All
students received twelve 45-minute lessons at a rate
of three lessons per week. Both groups were exposed
to the same stories in the same sequence. However,
the students in the theme identification group were
instructed to use "theme scheme" (Wilder & Williams,
2001, p. 270) as part of their reading. Theme scheme
involves discussing important story information using
organizing questions. These questions were repeated
frequently and the students were encouraged to
internalize these questions over the duration of the
series of lessons. The questions included:
1. Who was the main character?
2. What was his/her problem?
3. What did he/she do?
4. What happened at the end of the story?
(Wilder & Williams, 2001, p. 270)
The questions above are the story summary questions.
After class discussion, instruction, and extensive
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modeling by the teacher, the students move on to
these questions:

•

Before reading-prior knowledge, prediction

•

During reading-connections, confirm/dispute
predictions, record important information

•

After reading-summarizes, review information,
make connections (p. 67)

5. Was what happened good or bad?
6. Why was it good or bad? (p. 270)
Questions 5 and 6 lead students to theme
identification. They used the information from the
answers to the questions above to create "should"
statements such as "The main character should
... " and "We should .... " The final step is to apply
this theme to real life. "As expected, the theme
identification program helped students learn the
fundamental aspects of theme comprehension:
the concept of theme and the identification of an
instructed theme in a previously unheard story"
(Wilder & Williams, 2001, p. 275). Most of the
students in the theme identification program
expressed positive opinions about the program, and
the teachers liked the explicitness, repetition, as
well as the organization of the theme identification
program. "This study demonstrates that students
with severe learning disabilities can be taught a
higher-order comprehension skill and that they
can generalize what they learn in instruction to
other stories and to real-life experiences" (Wilder
& Williams, 2001, p. 275). Students with learning
disabilities benefit from instruction involving theme
identification.

Graphic Organizers
Graphic organizers are important in helping students
with learning disabilities improve their reading
comprehension. "Graphic organizers are visual
representations that assist students in identifying,
organizing, and remembering important ideas from
what they read" (Roberts et al., 2008, p. 67). In other
words, a graphic organizer, also known as semantic
mapping or cognitive mapping, may be a Venn
diagram, flow chart, checklist or any form of organizer
that helps students interpret, categorize, summarize,
or document written text. When used effectively,
graphic organizers or GOs provide a tool to emphasize
important information and eliminate extraneous
information that often distracts struggling readers
from the most significant content (DiCecco & Gleason,
2002). Graphic organizers help students prioritize
important content from written text in a format that
is easy for them to visualize. In "Learning Disabilities
Research and Practice," Roberts et al. (2008) outlined
when graphic organizers can be used during the
reading process:
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This list shows some ways that graphic organizers can
be used with special needs students. In four studiesone at the elementary level (Sinatra, Stahl-Gemake,
& Berg, 1984), two at the middle school level (DiCecco
& Gleason, 2002; Boyle, 1996), and one at the high
school level (Bos, Anders, Filip, & Jaffe, 1989)students with learning disabilities had improved
reading comprehension when using graphic organizers
or cognitive mapping. "Students noted the mapping
format helped them see how ideas were connected"
(Sinatra et al., 1984, p. 28). Teachers appreciated how
students could visualize the relationship between
the main ideas and subordinate ideas. When given
time to independently complete a cognitive map,
even the students with reading difficulties could
determine and record the most important ideas
from the text (Boyle, 1996). If student use graphic
organizers, they begin to understand the connections
between concepts (DiCecco & Gleason, 2002). Another
important feature of graphic organizers is the visual
way they conceptualize story information. Semantic
maps differ from linear outlines in how they are
visually organized. In addition, "since maps can be
constructed with the students before, during, or after
reading, students are also given time to organize and
integrate their ideas about the selection as the whole
map conceptualization remains in view" (Sinatra et
al., 1984, p. 23). Graphic organizers are crucial for
students with learning disabilities to develop reading
comprehension.

Literature Circles
Organizing literature circles helps students with
learning disabilities achieve comprehension success
in the classroom. "Literature circles are small
collaborative reading groups in which students
assume shared responsibility for their learning, which
is guided and supported by the teacher" (Anderson &
Corbett, 2008, p. 26). In addition, these special book
clubs are for children and adolescents; literature
circles have special, organized learning activities that
support the curriculum. Literature circles are also
known as "literature response groups, literature study
circles, literacy circles, peer-led literature groups,
and book clubs" (Anderson & Corbett, 2008, p. 26).
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Most literature circles have four to six members, and
they each read the same poem, story, or book. Each
literature circle member is assigned a role "such as
discussion leader, vocabulary enricher, illustrator,
and connector" (Blum, Lipsett, & Yocom, 2002, p.
100). These roles are assigned in advance; each team
member is given an assignment sheet to complete for
his role in the group. Often students with learning
disabilities tend to initially request roles with fewer
tasks, but these same students soon realize that they
can contribute successfully to the literature circles
discussions (Anderson & Corbett, 2008). In many
classrooms the verbal students or high-achieving
students tend to dominate the classroom activities.
The students with reading challenges tend to be
peripheral to these classroom activities. But literature
circles allow all students the chance to be involved
members in the classroom (Anderson & Corbett,
2008). In this same study
One teacher reported hearing one of the top
students in a fifth-grade classroom make
the following observation after a lively
literature circle discussion, ''You know, I've
been in this class with Michael the whole
year, and I never knew how smart he was
until today." Although Michael was reading
more than 2 years below grade level, he
had been assigned a role that allowed him
to make a significant contribution and be
successful in his literature circle. (Anderson
& Corbett, p. 26)
Assigning students with learning disabilities into
appropriate literature circle roles gives them more
confidence that they may have not previously
experienced (Anderson & Corbett, 2008). When
assigned an appropriate role, students with learning
disabilities can be successful in using literature circles
to improve reading comprehension.
Another advantage of literature circles for students
who are learning disabled involves self-determination.
Anderson and Corbett (2008) and Blum et al. (2002)
discuss how self-determination develops with
literature circles. "Helping to foster all students'
abilities to set and reach goals through decision
making is a necessary outcome of self-determination"
(Blum et al., 2002, p. 100). If special needs students
are active participants in literature circles, then they
become empowered in the decision-making process.
"The reader attaches personal significance to elements

20

in the reading and then shares these ideas with other
students in his or her assigned circle" (Blum et al.,
2002, p. 100). In one study of a middle school inclusive
class, the target group of special needs students
felt the literature circles helped them improve their
comprehension. The target group had a significant
gain in comparing survey results with the peers
(Blum et al., 2002). Literature circles also create a
community of sharing and learning between students
(Montgomery & Hayes, 2005). Self-determination
helps students with learning disabilities feel more
successful in the classroom, which will help foster
comprehension development.

Challenges
Many challenges are involved in trying to improve
reading comprehension with students who are learning
disabled; even though it is a difficult task, it is still
an important task. One challenge in implementing
these strategies is time. Extra planning time and class
time are needed to give explicit instruction. Creating
graphic organizers for lessons requires extra planning
time on the part of the teacher. Although many graphic
organizers are already created for teachers in teacher
editions, in teacher reference materials, and online,
they still need to be located. Organizing literature
circles also requires additional planning time for the
teacher. When beginning to use these literature circles
in the classroom, extensive modeling and scaffolding
are needed before students can take ownership of the
literature circles. It is also very difficult to activate
prior knowledge when students have limited prior
knowledge. Another obstacle is how to accurately
assess reading comprehension. "There is always
concern about how well reading comprehension tests
measure processes specific to the comprehension
of written language, as opposed to other language
processes that must be in place in order for reading
comprehension to take place" (Fletcher et al., 2007,
p. 185). Facing challenges is one thing that many
educators do well. Even though there are obstacles, the
benefits of incorporating these strategies far outweigh
the challenges.

Classroom Implications
It is crucial for educators to develop reading
comprehension strategies with all of their students,
including those who have learning disabilities.
The current focus of reading instruction for the LD
population is primarily decoding, not comprehension
(Wilder & Williams, 2001).
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This focus not only limits the amount of
instruction devoted to comprehension, but
it also may lead to a view of reading as
accurate word recognition rather than as a
source of information about the world and
as a basis for critical thinking. (Wilder &
Williams, 2001, p. 268)

Reflection

It is important for educators and students to
know what strategies to use to develop reading
comprehension.
The reading comprehension strategies discussed can
be incorporated into the classroom and will benefit
all students, not only those with learning disabilities.
If the classroom teacher uses detailed instructions,
all of the students should have a clear expectation
of goals and strategies for the lesson. When the
classroom teacher writes explicit instructions on
the board, it allows the entire class to understand
the focus of the lesson and the steps involved in the
process. If steps are repeated each day and shared
with teachers at higher grade levels, imagine how
powerful this will be for students. Each year the
instructions can be continued and expanded from the
previous years.
In addition, activating prior knowledge should be
part of explicit instruction. If students know that
their teacher will ask about prior knowledge at the
beginning of each story and it is built into the detailed
instruction, then students may begin to anticipate
it and will begin using this strategy independently.
Activating prior knowledge needs to be modeled
extensively by the teacher in order for this strategy
to be successful. Students, especially students with
learning disabilities, need to be taught to filter out
irrelevant information and retain important prior
knowledge that may assist them in comprehending
a specific story. When students incorporate theme
identification, they understand the message of a story
and relate it to their own lives.
Activating prior knowledge and theme identification
can be used when completing graphic organizers as
well as during literature circles. The students can
complete graphic organizers before meeting with their
group, or they can complete them while they discuss
the story with their literature circle group. These
strategies should be used to complement each other
because consistency with these strategies will be
beneficial for all students.

FALL

As educators, we all have students who struggle
with reading comprehension; it is our responsibility
to use the available research to help our students
improve their reading comprehension. Using explicit
instruction, prior knowledge, theme identification,
graphic organizers, and literature circles in the
classroom will help all students, not only those
with learning disabilities. However, according to
Fletcher et al. (2007), "Research is only as good as its
implementation" (p. 274). If teachers choose not to
utilize these strategies, then we will continue to have
students who tell us "I don't know" when asked about
a story. During the school year I will utilize these
strategies with all of my students. The next time I
work with that sweet, energetic, blue-eyed student,
he may look up from the graphic organizer that he
developed in his literature circle, smile, have a lightbulb moment, and announce, "Now I get it!"

This is Kathy Spencer's 19th year in education
and her sixth year teaching as a special education
resource teacher in the Geneva school district. She
obtained her first master's degree from Eastern
Illinois University in 1991 and is currently pursuing
a master of education in literacy degree from Judson
University in Elgin, Illinois.
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