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This article provides practitioners with instructional technigues to support reading
and language comprehension development for children who demonstrate slower
growth, including those with autism and concurrent intellectual disability.

rs. Nolan is an elementary school special education
M teacher in a self-contained classroom. She teaches

children with a variety of disabilities, including chil-
dren with both autism spectrum disorder (autism) and intel-
lectual disability (ID). Lately, she has been struggling with
intensifying her reading instruction for some of her students
who have not been responding to instruction, particularly for
Hector, a 9-year-old boy with autism who has an 1Q of 65.
Hector is able to recognize a few irregular high-frequency
words on a consistent basis but struggles to blend pho-
nemes to sound out decodable words. Hector does not
enjoy participating in reading instruction with the class and
tends to severely withdraw, often hiding behind his hands or
covering up with his sweatshirt.

Mrs. Nolan was excited when she heard about a read-
ing program designed for children with intensive needs
that included instruction in both decoding and language
comprehension skills called Friends on the Block (Allor
et al., 2022). The program included instruction in foun-
dational reading skills as well as decodable books with
embedded comprehension questions and activities and
had been used with children from ages 6 to 13 with dis-
abilities such as autism, ID, and Down syndrome. Mrs.
Nolan liked that she was able to incorporate Hector’s per-
sonalized reward system into the structure of the activi-
ties. Hector earned a sticker on his individual checklist
each time he completed one of the activities that were
part of the program'’s daily routines and at the end of the
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TEACHING AND LEARNING IN ACTION

day he was able to trade the stickers in for minutes of
free time on his tablet. She was also able to design her
own decodable readers and incorporate some of Hector's
favorite characters, like Spider-Man, following the style of
readers in the program. After several weeks of participa-
tion in Friends on the Block, Mrs. Nolan observed that both
Hector's reading fluency and attitude toward reading had
improved. During group reading time,
Hector began to readily answer com-
prehension questions and became
more engaged and responsive during
instruction on foundational reading

PAUSE AND PONDER

= How can teachers support reading
development for children with

According to the simple view of reading (Gough &
Tumner, 1986), both decoding and language comprehen-
sion skills are necessary for reading comprehension devel-
opment. While children with ID have had historically limited
exposure to decoding and language comprehension instruc-
tion, recent research suggests that children with ID respond
positively to explicit, systematic, instruction in these areas
when provided with instructional
intensification. Instructional inten-
sification such as repeated expo-
sure, specific modeling, longer
duration or more frequent dosage

skills. disabilities who have been previously of lessons, and frequent cumulative
unresponsive to reading instruction? review and practice, have all been
Reading Instruction for - HieweEn leetaee develepat b found to be beneficial for students

Children with Autism and
Cognitive Disabilities

The ultimate goal of reading is to
develop reading comprehension, as
reading comprehension is necessary
for success in life outside of school as
well as almost all academic content
areas (Castles et al., 2018). In school,
a strong foundation in reading com-
prehension is necessary for children
to see success in not only reading/lan-
guage arts, but also in mathematics,
science, and social studies (Chiang & Lin, 2007). Outside
of school, reading comprehension is necessary to suc-
cessfully participate in tasks required for everyday life
such as following written instructions, navigating direc-
tions, understanding safety signs, responding to emails,
and more.

Children with autism and cognitive disabilities have
unique behavioral and academic needs that should
be considered when planning effective interventions.
Reading comprehension research inclusive of children
with autism is often limited to children with average or
above average 1Q (Conner et al., 2022; El Zein et al., 2016);
however, according to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), 33% of children diagnosed with autism
are also identified as having an ID (CDC, 2014, 2020). In
this article, we review successful reading and language
instructional practices for children who have both autism
and ID and provide practical recommendations for teach-
ers to incorporate these practices into everyday instruc-
tion. We provide examples from Friends on the Block,
which is designed to address the unique needs of stu-
dents with disabilities and we describe how teachers
can incorporate these practices into instruction without
Friends on the Block.

classroom?
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incorporated into instruction for
beginning readers who have yet to
master independent reading skills?

® What opportunities for embedding
child interests already exist in your

= How can a strong focus on language
development improve both reading
and listening comprehension for
children with disabilities?

with ID when developing reading
skills. Recent studies have found
that students with ID, including
ID and autism, can develop read-
ing skills beyond just sight word
memorization, including decod-
ing and language comprehension
skills (Afacan et al., 2018; Browder
et al., 2008; Conner et al., 2022;
Henry et al.,, 2022; Lemons
etal., 2015,2017).

Comprehensive
Reading Intervention: Friends on the
Block

One intervention that uses a comprehensive and integrated
approach for improving reading outcomes in children with
autism and ID is Friends on the Block, a multi-component
reading intervention designed to provide the support and
practice necessary for early readers, particularly those with
intensive needs, to develop foundational reading skills.
In this article, we use examples from this intervention to
describe how key strategies can be implemented with or
without the program. Models and sample materials are
available at no cost at friendsontheblock.com. The skills tar-
geted through the intervention include basic strands within
word recognition that are common to many evidence-based
programs. This intervention also simultaneously addresses
word reading and language development, so children learn
to integrate and apply skills when reading. Each lesson is
comprised of three predictable routines: (1) warm-up activi-
ties that introduce and practice foundational skills including
alphabetic knowledge, phonemic awareness, and decoding
strategies; (2) book reading accompanied by activities to
promote comprehension (e.g., shared reading strategies,
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TEACHING AND LEARNING IN ACTION

comprehension questions; cumulative review of high-
frequency decodable and irregular words within the books);
and (3) learning games that incorporate cumulative review
of key words and skills. While this predictable structure is
specific to Friends on the Block, a similar structure could
be incorporated into daily literacy routines for children
using any research-based reading intervention or lesson
structure.

As can be seen in Figure 1, the progression of skills
addressed in Friends on the Block is integrated and reflects
theory on the stages of development of word recognition
(Ehri, 2020) which indicates that over time children develop
complete processing of the letters within words; that is,
they develop complete orthographic maps (i.e., spellings)
of words. The books read by the children in Friends on
the Block address multiple criteria including decodability,
repetition of high-frequency words (both decodable and
irregular words), familiar words and contexts, and syntax
similar to spoken language. Language and comprehension
are integrated into lessons from the very beginning of the
intervention with word recognition and meaning explic-
itly integrated through book reading, consistent with the

simple view of reading (Gough & Tumner, 1986). Special
features to enhance meaning and allow for early inte-
gration of word recognition and meaning include (a) the
sequence of words facilitated the writing of meaningful
sentences that are similar to spoken language, as words
were selected that are common in early spoken language
(and early print) and that could be combined easily into
sentences (e.g., | do not like ____. I want _____.) and (b)
helper text that is read by the teacher, both of which are
beneficial for children with autism. We theorize that this is
particularly important for students with autism because it
integrates early literacy with spoken communication. For
example, the words in the books are also words that are
commonly used with communication devices.

Research on Effectiveness of Friends on the
Block

Friends on the Block has been evaluated in special education
classrooms and has demonstrated effectiveness for chil-
dren with intensive needs including those with ID, autism,
Down syndrome, and other developmental disabilities

Figure 1
Scope and Sequence: Levels 1-7
Instructional Strand | Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6 Level 7
Irregular Words a, do, I, dad, here, is, | are, at, happy, good, help, big, have, be, friend, because, care,
like, not, | look, mom, | in, no, she, yes, | play, there, to | little, my, give, go, he, come, could,
want see, the, you was please, very, | her, it, me, on, | feel, first, of,
where what so, thank, we, | how, next,
who, with, said, should,
your take, too,
why, would
Phonemic orally blend the first orally blend in Levels 4-7, students practice blending and segmenting
Awareness sound and rime into a sounds into a words with letters

spoken word; identify
the first sound in a
spoken word

word; identify
the individual
sounds in a
spoken word

Letter Sounds

c,f,p,m,
s, t

d,j,n

b,g, h Lt

Decodable Words

ck, k, a u ch, th, w, X, y, |1, 0, sh, qu, v
z

am, and, at, can, dad, mad, am, and, at, big, did, got,

sad can, dad, fun, | him, if, in, it,
had, hat, mad, | mom, not, on,
ran, run, sad, | sit, stop, this,
sun, up, us will, with

Language and
Comprehension

develop language and comprehension through predictions, discussion, and summarization of texts
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(Allor et al., 2014, 2018, 2020; Conner et al., 2022).
Research on the effectiveness of Friends on the Block finds
that children who participate in the intervention demon-
strate growth in word reading, including both irregular
and decodable words (Allor et al., 2018, 2020; Conner
et al., 2022). Qualitative data support growth in language
and reading comprehension. Specifically, teacher focus
groups and video observations indicated that during ses-
sions children discussed story events, answered literal
questions, and participated meaningfully in language and
comprehension activities (see Figure 2 for examples of
observations). Family members echoed these findings,
expressing high levels of satisfaction with progress and
increased interest during shared book reading and inde-
pendent reading at home. A randomized control trial study

that includes a broad array of word recognition and com-
prehension measures is currently underway (see frien
dsontheblock.com).

This paper outlines four key techniques incorporated
in Friends on the Block that can be incorporated into every-
day instruction with other research-based programs to
help promote success for children with autism and ID:
(1) routines and behavioral support, (2) relatable content
and interests, (3) shared reading activities to promote lan-
guage and listening comprehension, and (4) facilitation
of the development of academic and social vocabulary.
These four key techniques address both engagement
and behavior needs and promote language comprehen-
sion of children with autism and ID. In the following sec-
tions, we describe each technique’s proven effectiveness,

Figure 2
Sample Student Enthusiastic Reactions during Book Reading
Student Age 1Q Level Book Title
Ellie 9 42 3 Max Learns to Play Hide and Seek

S: [pointing to picture] Bed! Bed!

S: [pointing to picture of the bathtub] Bubbles!
T: Bubbles? Do you think he is going to take a...
S: Take a bath!

T: [flips page]

T: What game are they playing?
S: Hide and seek! [First time reading this book]

*First time reading the book, previewing the pictures with teacher*
T: Yes, you see the bed, he’s reading a book in the bed. [turns page]

S: [Sees picture of the dog] Max! He’s in the closet!
T: Yes, he is, and what do you see over here? [points to other page]

S: [points to picture of bed] Bed time! [makes sleeping motion with hands]

Max and Mom hid. Tim went fo find
them.
A

| e 6 % o ‘e o o

[ ¢

Where is Mom?
Where is she?

3 i Pages student gets excited about

“Max, you need to be quiet when you
play,” whispered Mom. But, Max
barked.

Here you are.
1see you.

———
|
(A

|

I

As the student previews the pages of the
book, she demonstrates enthusiasm about
the pictures through her expression,
gestures, and tone. She makes her own
connections to the text, exclaiming
“bubbles!"
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provide examples from Friends on the Block, and explain
how teachers can incorporate these techniques into daily
instruction using their existing instructional materials.

Routines and Behavioral Supports

When planning interventions for children with autism, it
is important to consider routines that support positive
behaviors. Children with autism often display disruptive
behaviors that can limit engagement and participation in
education settings (Kaat & Lecavalier, 2013). The design
of Friends on the Block promotes success and engage-
ment through clear routines, explicit modeling/scaffold-
ing, and many visual supports, all of which can often
prevent, reduce, or eliminate problem behaviors in chil-
dren with disabilities (Coyne et al., 2001), including those
with autism (El Zein et al., 2014; Knight et al., 2015). The
books provide children with practice reading words in
connected text and extensive repetition of high-frequency
irregular and decodable words. The instruction is system-
atic and explicit and also incorporates immediate error
correction that is delivered throughout instruction, which
has been found effective for children with disabilities
(Coyne et al., 2001), including those with autism (Knight
et al., 2015) and helps to minimize potential child frus-
trations when reading. For example, the corrective feed-
back pattern that immediately corrects errors, scripted in
Friends on the Block, is the “I do, we do, you do” model,
which addresses child errors as soon as they occur dur-
ing instruction, providing immediate support. The learn-
ing games included in Friends on the Block have also been
well received by the children, supported by focus groups
of parents and teachers. During focus groups, it was
revealed that children enjoyed playing the learning games
and that the games, designed to reinforce lessons, were
highly motivating even when used as a classroom reward
for good behavior in addition to being used as part of the
daily lessons. This is important for all struggling readers
(National Reading Panel, 2000), but specifically needed
for students with autism who may require additional
supports, including repeated exposure to information, to
develop skills (Conner et al., 2022).

How to Use Routines and Embed Behavior
Supports

While the predictable routines and behavior supports that
make up Friends on the Block are embedded within the
intervention, these routines can be integrated into instruc-
tion with other programs. The pattern of (1) brief warm-up
routines, (2) shared book reading, and (3) learning games
could either be fully or partially replicated (e.g., add a brief

The Reading Teacher  Vol.0  No.0  Month 0000

warm-up of explicit instruction in a small number of high-
impact target skills, along with more extensive practice
of skills during games later in the lesson; see the sample
lesson plan in Figure 3). In addition, explicit modeling and
immediate corrective feedback can, and should, be built
into any instructional routine for a child with ID, as both of
these supports have been found effective for students with
disabilities, including autism and/or ID (Conner et al., 2022;
Coyne et al., 2001; Knight et al., 2015). The visual supports
that are embedded into Friends on the Block are incorpo-
rated into the intervention through many different avenues,
including student book illustrations, graphic organizers,
and learning games, all of which can be added into any
lesson with simple adaptations. Many of these activities
are provided at no cost on friendsontheblock.com and can
be replicated by teachers or used alongside other books
or lessons that are already being used by teachers in their
classroom routines.

To support the behavior of students with ID and
autism, teachers will likely need to embed behavior or
reward systems into instruction. Positive behavioral
interventions, including those with both tangible and
intangible rewards, have been found to help prevent or
minimize behaviors that interfere with classroom instruc-
tion for children with autism (Neitzel, 2010). For example,
teachers can create checklists of the activities and award
children check marks that can count toward stickers
(tangible) or breaktime (intangible) for completing each
activity. Those check marks or stickers can later be traded
for a reward. The learning games themselves can also
be used as a intangible positive behavior reinforcer that
also provides additional skill practice. In addition, teach-
ers can use comforting props that are reinforcers for the
children (such as comic book or animal toy figures) which
can be available to children during story time when they
are reading with the teacher. This incorporation of graphic
organizers, props, or other visuals is beneficial for children
with autism, as found in literature reviews of comprehen-
sion supports for children with autism from both El Zein
et al. (2014) and Knight and Sartini (2015).

Relatable Content and Incorporation of

Interests

Embedding the interests of children with autism into inter-
vention contexts has been found to increase effectiveness
and response to intervention (El Zein et al., 2016). For this
reason, it is important that children can relate to the books
they read through their interests and familiarity with the
characters, content, and themes. Teachers need to care-
fully select books, keeping the interests of children in mind
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TEACHING AND LEARNING IN ACTION

Sample Level 4 Lesson Plan Overview

Step 1: Warm-Up Activities (5-8 minutes)
e Begin lesson with very brief routines to explicitly model and practice a few key skills.
e Model and provide corrective feedback, using the /, We, You routine

Objective

Activity/Routine

Orally blend phonemes into a word.

Say the Word: Teacher says sounds one at a time (e.g.,
/sss/ /aaa/ /t/). Student says the word (e.g., sat).

Say the sounds in a spoken word.

Say the Sounds: Teacher says a word (e.g., sat).
Student says sounds one at a time (e.g., /sss/ /aaa/ /t/).

Fluently say the most common sound
for taught letters.

Say the Letter-Sound: Teacher points to printed letters
one at a time. Student says the most common sound.

Sound out and read short vowel
words with taught letters. (e.g., and,
am, can, dad, sad)

Sound It Out: Teacher prompts the student to say the
sounds of a printed word one at a time and then say
the word as a whole.

Fluently pronounce taught irregular
words. (e.g., good, play, there, was)

Read It: Teacher points to a word. Student says the
word.

Step 2: Book Reading (10-15 minutes)

e Select books related to student interests with familiar content and settings.

e If book selected is to be read by the student, prepare supplemental helper text to be read by
the teacher that provides background knowledge, brief explanations of key vocabulary, and
sentences that model use of key vocabulary.

e Ifbook selected is to be read by the teacher, prepare simple sentences that can be read by the
student. These should relate to the book, but be simple enough for the student to read with
limited support from the teacher. These may be placed on sticky notes.

e Prepare questions that will foster conversation and reinforce vocabulary.

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 /, We, You routine.

Discuss text and vocabulary words

Stop periodically to prompt student to discuss the

book, modeling expanded responses, and encouraging
the student to repeat the teacher’s model.

when prompted by the teacher

Step 3: Learning Game (5-10 minutes)
e Select a learning game or two to practice skills the student has not yet mastered.
e Model and provide corrective feedback, using the /, We, You routine.

Objective Learning Game

Fluently read target high-frequency Word Bingo with high-frequency decodable words
irregular words and words with (e.g., and, am, can, dad, sad) and high-frequency
taught letters/patterns. irregular words (e.g., good, play, there, was)

Apply various skills in the context of | Scavenger Hunt: Teacher provides a clue (e.g., find

a book. the word was) and the child finds the clue (word was)
in the book and reads the sentence with that word.
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as much as possible. For example, Friends on the Block
includes multiple books per level covering a variety of
familiar and relatable topics, so children and teachers can
decide the order in which the books are read based on pref-
erences. When participating in Friends on the Block, chil-
dren also may not read all books on a level, depending on
how quickly mastery is reached. The Friends on the Block
books incorporate specific vocabulary chosen to facilitate
understanding and describe story settings that are famil-
iar to children, which may support children with autism in
making their own connections to books and can increase
comprehension and understanding (Henry & Solari, 2021).
Each student book includes a list of target words along
with a story starter that supports the student in making
predictions about the story. Qualitative video data from the
initial studies of Friends on the Block found increasing lev-
els of engagement and cross-textual connections as chil-
dren progress throughout the intervention (Conner, 2020).
Children in these videos demonstrate a fondness for cer-
tain characters, like the reoccurring dog named Max, and
make enthusiastic comments and personal connections
when they encounter those characters throughout the
books. See Figure 2 for an excerpt of a child who becomes
excited when reading a book about Max the dog playing
Hide and Seek.

How to Select and Adapt Books with
Relatable Content and Incorporate Interests

There are several ways that teachers can make books
more personal for children with autism and or ID. Teachers
can purposefully choose stories that have familiar content
or take place in a relatable setting, such as the playground,
school, or anything else the teacher knows would be famil-
iar to the child. Teachers can also create cover sheets
for books used in the classroom that include key high-
frequency and decodable words, as well as story starters
to help activate background knowledge, which is benefi-
cial for children with autism (see Henry & Solari, 2021).
Teachers can also add helper text to books that may be dif-
ficult to comprehend, making the content more accessible.
The children read text as it is written, and the teacher reads
new helper text that provides the children with additional
information that will aid in comprehension. For example, if
a book is about a circus, the teacher may add helper text
(read by the teacher) that describes a circus and then the
student reads text as usual. Similarly, if the child has a
favorite book the teacher reads aloud, the teachers may
write simple sentences related to that book that the child
can read-aloud. These sentences may be in the form of
thought or speech bubbles helping students to connect
written and spoken language.

The Reading Teacher  Vol.0  No.0  Month 0000

The style of the readers in Friends on the Block is easily
replicable, and teachers can choose to create their own
storybooks covering topics that are of particular interest
to the child. For example, teachers can create their own
book in which they change the characters to be family
members or favorite television or comic book characters
of the children, subsequently increasing attention during
instruction. By linking to these favorite characters, chil-
dren may be better able to make connections to books or
extend conversations during reading by asking questions
about the characters or making additional observations
about the stories. See Figure 4 for images of the relatable
content and characters in the Friends on the Block books.

When he began working with Friends on the Block,
Hector had minimal reading skills. After experiencing
initial growth in response to the program, his progress
began to plateau. To continue reading growth and pro-
mote engagement with the program, Mrs. Nolan created
her own books mimicking the Friends on the Block readers
that incorporated Hector’s favorite comic book character,
Spider-Man. Through these books, Hector had additional
exposure to words that he was still mastering, including
practice with all other words and sounds he had mastered
in previous levels.

Shared Reading Activities to
Promote Language and Listening

Comprehension

For children with autism, shared reading activities fos-
ter language and listening comprehension through tar-
geted instruction in vocabulary, making connections,
direct observations, and more (Henry & Solari, 2020;
Whalon, 2018; Whalon et al., 2015, 2016). Shared reading
activities can help improve oral language, which is linked to
reading comprehension in children with autism (Lindgren
et al., 2009; Ricketts, 2011). Friends on the Block incorpo-
rates shared reading activities with discussion questions
specifically designed to stimulate conversation about the
text, rather than to assess comprehension. Furthermore,
questions are of varying complexity so the teacher can
select more complex questions as the child progresses.
See Figure 5 for images of the intervention that include
specific instructions about how to create shared reading
questions as well as an excerpt of dialogue from a video
in which a child demonstrates their listening and lan-
guage comprehension through responses to a series of
in-text questions asked by the teacher. Story starters are
also included with each book to support comprehension
by setting expectations about the meaning of the story.
Video data of child/teacher interactions depict growth in
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Figure 4

TEACHING AND LEARNING IN ACTION

Relatable Content/Incorporation of Interests

Sam said, “I am sorry. Jazz won't hurt
you. Are you mad at me?"

written by Jill Allor, Francesca Jones, and Ashley Sandoval

Sam and Jazz Take a Walk

lllustrated by Jennifer Cheatham

Recurring characters include Sam, his dog
Jazz, and his family members, and friends.

baby?"

Mom said, "Where can she sleep? Can she
have the bed you used when you were a

No, Iam
not mad. T
am scared.

Relatable settings include
park and home (pictured) as
well as school, zoo, cafeteria,

Sam Gets a Baby Sister

Written by Stephanie Al Otaiba. Jill Allor, and Jennifer Cheatham
Tlustrated by Jennifer Cheatham

Cooyigh © 20°8 K. Alor Jerriter P Sheahem, 4o Stepacrie A Crolbo, Al ight eserved. 1o SpiodueTon wiiFou pior It er s,
P FIRRN 788 ock.oem

Yes, she can
have my little

these areas through conversations about the books (see
Figure 2 for examples).

How to Create Meaningful Shared Reading
Activities

Teachers can use techniques to create their own lists of
questions, varying in complexity, to accompany any book.
As teachers use these questions to engage students in
discussion, they can provide opportunities for expan-
sions to support expressive language development (see
Flynn, 2011 for details). An expansion is when the teacher
either models an elaboration to a child response or pro-
vides the opportunity for the child to expand upon their
own answer. For example, one story from Friends on the
Block depicts a reoccurring character who is afraid of a
dog; this is a place in the story where the teacher has an
opportunity to have the child who is reading expand upon
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feeling afraid. If the child were to respond to a question
about how the character feels by stating “Pam is scared,”
the teacher could provide opportunity for expansion by
saying, “Yes, Pam is scared. Why do you think Pam is
scared?” or “Yes, Pam is scared. She is scared of Sam'’s
dog, Jazz.” Teachers can follow this model and find appro-
priate places for expansion during any read-aloud.

There are several other techniques that teachers
can use to promote oral language during book reading.
Teachers can create one or two questions that are asked
before the story, instruct the child to think about the
answer during the joint read-aloud, and debrief at the end
of the book. For example, the books included in Friends on
the Block each have a short sentence on the inside cover
that tells the child what the story will be about. These sen-
tences provide the opportunity to activate background
knowledge, discuss new vocabulary words, and discuss
predictions about what may happen in the story. Teachers
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Figure 5

TEACHING AND LEARNING IN ACTION

Images of Shared Reading Activities

Book Reading
Dialogic Reading Questions

* Purpose is to foster Lesson B Book: Read and Discuss
comprehension and build

language (a dialogue)

Use this guide to direct discussion and enhance student engagement. Select
1-2 questions per page based on student ability. Questions increase in difficulty
as the question “steps” and numbers increase, with the highest step (#3) being
the most difficult.

* Read each page of the book

If needed, Echo Read with the student for the student text.

 After reading discuss 1 —2

questions per page

* Use the provided questions
as a guide

difficulty as the steps

" 3

* Questionsincrease in uFE R

Why is Sam sad? (forgot his lunch af home) Who
will help him2 (Tom and Will) How will they help
him? (share their lunches with him)

What is this? (point to tray) What is this? (point to brown
lunch bag) Which one was brought from home?
(lunch bag) Does Sam have alunch? (no)

Where are the boys? (school cafeteria) How many boys are
sitting at the table? (3) What color is Wil's tray? (green)
Whot s Wil edting for lunch? (banana, carrofs, sandwich, diink)

increase

Student | Age 1Q Level

Book Title

Isabelle 10 47 8

Let’s Get Ready for Bed

S: Spaghetti! [mispronounced]

S: Dad!

S: Read a book!

Sam put a little bit more of what kind of water in?
S: More water in?

T: Was it more hot water or more cold water?

S: Cold water.

That is where they are. [flipping to next page]
S: Let’s read! Yes!

*Student and teacher are reviewing chapter that had been read previous day*
T: What did Sam and Mom and Dad have for dinner?

T: Yes, spaghetti [emphasizes correct pronunciation]. And who did Sam want to put him to bed?
T: You got it!...What did Sam want to do before he went to bed? He wanted to look at something...

T: Yes, he wanted to look at a book. And we got ready for Sam’s bath. At first the water was too hot, so

T: Yes, Sam put some cold water in. And then the bath was just right and Sam said “Can I get in?” Ok!

can create a list of questions that accompany a book, or
they may prefer to write specific questions on stickers or
sticky notes and place them on corresponding pages as
a reminder to stop and ask a question that is associated
with a specific event or character. Personal reading ques-
tions can also help children make personal connections to
their own culture or heritage. For example, a story about
a birthday party where the characters are baking a cake
might prompt a discussion about desserts and other food
specific to the children’s cultural backgrounds and that
they bake with their families.

Facilitating Vocabulary Growth

Vocabulary (i.e., the meanings of individual words) knowl-
edge is important for all children to develop language
comprehension and is especially important to target for
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children with disabilities, including those with autism and
ID, as vocabulary knowledge is directly associated with
their reading growth (Sevcik et al., 2019). One way that
Friends on the Block supports vocabulary knowledge is
by including “helper text” read by the teacher in addition
to the text that is read by the child. This helper text adds
more context to the story to facilitate comprehension and
vocabulary growth. Explanations of key vocabulary are
frequently included in the helper text. Vocabulary devel-
opment is also promoted in Friends on the Block through
discussion about the stories as teachers provide children
with opportunities to practice using story vocabulary dur-
ing shared reading activities (discussed above). As this
intervention is designed for children with low language, the
vocabulary words included in the helper text and supported
with pictures are often basic words, such as “scared” or
“dog” (see Figure 6).
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TEACHING AND LEARNING IN ACTION

Figure 6
Images that Support Vocabulary Development

Read It
good help play
there to was
Sound It Out
am and at
can mad

Picture Words

dog dogs scared
Story Starter

This is a story about a boy who takes his dog on a walk.

Sam asked the gir if she wanted to play
with Jazz.

|Meaningfu| helper text

Jozz can play. |Varied sentence structure |
Do you want

to play?

Yes, I want to play!
Iam happy. Sheis
a good dog.

How to Facilitate Vocabulary Growth

The vocabulary structure of Friends on the Block can be
easily replicated by teachers with a variety of books.
Teachers may add their own helper text to any books they
have access to and incorporate those modified texts into
their lessons. Teachers may also add student text, made
up of words the children are learning to read, to more
complicated books they currently use during read-alouds.
These simple sentences may be placed on sticky notes,
so the teacher reads the text in the book and the students
read the simple text on the sticky notes. Teachers can
be purposeful about modeling specific vocabulary during
shared reading activities and provide children with the
opportunity to practice using those words in spoken lan-
guage. Figure 6 points out key vocabulary features on a
page from a Friends on the Block book that teachers can
either use when creating their own books or look for when
choosing books for their students.

As mentioned, the books from Friends on the Block are
easily replicable, and teachers may choose to create their
own books that incorporate Friends on the Block features.
When creating or choosing books for instruction, teachers
can incorporate appropriate high-frequency irregular words
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EAEWEI

1. Children with intensive needs should have access to
literacy instruction, including both word reading and
language comprehension instruction, designed to meet
their needs.

2. Many children with intensive needs, including children
with autism and ID, can respond positively to word
reading instruction, but at a slower rate than their
typically developing peers. Even though these children
may develop decoding skills at a slower rate, they
should still be provided with ample opportunity to learn
to decode.

3. In addition to word reading instruction, children with
disabilities should also be provided with language
comprehension instruction, which is also necessary for
reading comprehension success.

4. Language comprehension instruction can be
incorporated into everyday routines for all children in
several different ways, as outlined in the manuscript
above and supported by the instructional routines
in the Friends on the Block intervention, designed
for children who demonstrate slower than average
reading growth.

or choose books with appropriate high-frequency words
that are repeated throughout the text as well as decodable
words. In addition, creating helper text is a way to further
support vocabulary development as helper text can include
words children have not yet learned how to read, thereby
enhancing the meaning of the story through oral language.

Summary

Friends on the Block key features: (1) behavior supports,
(2) relatable content/incorporation of interests, (3) shared
reading activities for explicit language and listening com-
prehension, and (4) facilitation of vocabulary develop-
ment have been associated with improved engagement
and comprehension for elementary-aged children with
autism and concurrent ID. Teachers can feasibly embed
these four features into their daily instruction with a few
purposeful modifications, as described. These key tech-
niques can be replicated by any general or special educa-
tion teacher who is seeking resources for children with
autism and ID, including those who have not previously
been responsive to reading instruction, regardless of that
child’s irregular word knowledge or decoding ability.

As Hector progressed through the more advanced
levels of the Friends on the Block program, he was con-
sistently able to decode short words and recognize many
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TEACHING AND LEARNING IN ACTION

high-frequency irregular words. Hector also became a
much more engaged and confident reader than he previ-
ously had been, participating fully in lessons and discuss-
ing the stories. Mrs. Nolan observed that he was more
engaged during shared reading activities in not only one-
on-one but small-group lessons. Mrs. Nolan contributed
this success that Hector was experiencing to his partici-
pation in Friends on the Block, designed to meet the needs
of children with autism and ID, like Hector.
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MORE TO EXPLORE

® Friendsontheblock.com—The website for Friends on the
Block, described in the manuscript. This website
includes research, video blogs, reports, and case
studies as well as free example materials, including
ebooks, instructional routines, and games.

= Building Vocabulary and Early Reading Strategies
(Eager BVERs)—A language comprehension
intervention designed to support early developing
readers. Information for the intervention can be found in
the following publications:

= Solari, Henry, Mclntyre, Grimm & Zajic (2020).
= Henry & Solari (2020).
= Henry, Conner, Zajic, & Solari (2022).

= Flynn, K. S. (2011). Developing children’s oral language
skills through dialogic reading: Guidelines for
implementation. Teaching Exceptional Children, 44,
8-16. https://doi.org/10.1177/004005991104400201

= There are many online resources, such as Canva—
https://www.canva.com/—that teachers can use to
create their own books/readers.

= Foundational Skills to Support Reading for
Understanding in Kindergarten Through 3rd Grade—
What Works Clearinghouse—Practice Guide—https://
ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/21

The following podcasts all contain information about

reading development, language development, and include

episodes that specifically focus on children with different

abilities:

® The SLP now Podcast—https://blog.slpnow.com/ask/

= Science of Reading: The Podcast—https://amplify.com/
science-of-reading-the-podcast/

= SeeHearSpeak Podcast—https://www.seehearspe
akpodcast.com/
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