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DISCLAIMER

This presentation contains examples and resource materials that are provided for the 
user’s convenience. The inclusion of any material is not intended to reflect its 
importance, nor is it intended to endorse any views expressed, or products or services. 
These materials may contain the views and recommendations of the presenter as well 
as hypertext links, contact addresses and websites to information created and 
maintained by other public and private organizations. The opinions expressed in any 
of these materials do not necessarily reflect the positions or policies of the U.S. 
Department of Education or Ohio Department of Education and Workforce. The U.S. 
Department of Education and Ohio Department of Education and Workforce do not 
control or guarantee the accuracy, relevance, timeliness, or completeness of any 
outside information included in these materials. Mentions of specific programs or 
products in these examples are designed to provide clearer understanding and are not 
meant as endorsements.



SUPPORTING LITERACY ASSESSMENT AND 
INSTRUCTION FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

AND COMPLEX COMMUNICATIONS NEEDS

SHAWNA

BENSON
Program Director – Teaching Diverse Learners Center 
OCALI

Email: shawna_benson@ocali.org

Desk: 614-410-0321

Cell: 330-464-4294 



WELCOME Session Targets: 

• Review Assessment Supports and 

Resources

• Emphasize Focus on Diagnostic Data 

Collection

• Learn More About Dipping Back to 

Communication/Language and Access 

Data Collection

• Explore 2 Student Data Profiles

• Briefly Explore Differentiated Methods 

and Materials That Support Learner 

Needs 
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SCIENCE OF READING FOR ALL

• “Science of Reading” for All

“In every study I’ve ever done, there are 

kids who blow us out of the water and 

master everything we teach them. Truly,  

the sky is the limit with this population of 

students.” Chris Lemons, Associate 

Professor at the GSE

• “Learners with disabilities benefit 

from more complex reading 

instruction.” Stanford Report, January 

2025 by Chris Lemons and Lakshmi 

Balasubramanian

• “Research shows that students with 

disabilities such as Autism and Down 

Syndrome can learn to read 

independently through an approach 

that includes phonics, vocabulary and 

reading comprehension.”



INSPIRING TEACHER QUOTES

“He came to me this year and I was told he was a non-reader and uses an AAC 
device. Everything was pictures for him. One month of explicit Wilson teaching and 
he is making great progress with literacy and also using more vocal speech.”

“It never ceases to amaze me what high expectations and quality instruction can 
do for a student.” 

“I have another student who also started reading with me this year…we had 
parent conferences tonight and he read for his mom, and she cried.”



WHAT STAYS THE SAME WHEN WORKING WITH NEURODIVERSE LEARNERS?

AND

WHAT DIFFERS WHEN WORKING WITH LEARNERS WHO HAVE COMPLEX 
PROFILES, INCLUDING NEURODIVERSITY?

We must often dip back to gather 

diagnostic data and provide 
explicit instruction in 

language/communication and 
print concepts

We must honor participation in 

both instruction and assessment 
with embedded supports

We must focus on skills and next 

steps before deficits

We must ensure full access to high 

quality language and literacy 
instruction based on the science of 

reading



FOLLOW AN 
EVIDENCE-BASED 

SCOPE AND 
SEQUENCE FOR 

TIER 1 
& 

INTERVENTION
(THESE ARE EXAMPLES 

NOT RECOMMENDATIONS)



SAME: TEACHING ALL 
44 ENGLISH PHONEMES AND 26 LETTERS



DO YOUR LEARNERS HAVE MULTIPLE NEEDS?

Communication

Language?

Fine and/or 
gross motor?

Working 
memory and/or 

processing?

Sensory 
sensitivities or 

sensory seeking? 

Vision and/or 
hearing?

Attention?
Behavior 

expressions?



DIFFER: ACCESS SUPPORTS

• Guidance includes supports for 

• Blindness and Low Vision 

• Deaf/Hard of Hearing 

• Language/Communication Modes

• Executive Functioning and Behavioral Needs

• Sensory Regulation 

• And more



DIPPING BACK TO SUPPORT LANGUAGE

The Cognitive Model
(McKenna & Stahl,
2009)

Language/
Communication

Access and 
Development



DIP BACK BASED ON THE DATA



FOUR PART PROCESSOR

(Based on a Seidenberg & McClelland reference from a paper in 1988 and research by Seidenberg in 1985)



FROM “SPEECH” (COMMUNICATION) TO PRINT



ADD SUPPORTS TO IMPROVE 
RECEPTIVE COMMUNICATION



HONOR ALL EXPRESSIVE COMMUNICATION MODES



YOU CAN’T HAVE LITERACY WITHOUT…LANGUAGE!

DHH learners typically arrive at school with significant language delays which are often persistent. 
We must always monitor language development and language access to determine what and how to explicitly 
teach language to our DHH learners.

SPOKEN LANGUAGE 

ASSESSMENT

• Spoken English (CELF, 
TACL, CASLLS)

• English Language 
Learners (e.g., spoken 
Spanish)

• Auditory Access (Early 
Speech Perception Test 
– ESP)

• Hearing Technology

SIGNED LANGUAGE 
ASSESSMENT
• American Sign Language 

(ASL-RST and ASL-EST)

• Other signed language 
(e.g., Mexican Sign 
Language, MSL)

• Visual Access (functional 
vision assessments)

• Vision Support

ALTERNATIVE FORMS OF 
COMMUNICATION  (AAC)
• Single-meaning pictures (one picture = 

one word) – simplest of all devices; do 
not require literacy. Pictures typically 
need to be taught to the user.

• Alphabet-based systems (spelling and 
letter codes) – These systems do 
require a basic level of literacy use. 
Training is required.

• Semantic compaction (multi-meaning 
icons) – These systems involve short 
series of symbols per word (usually 1-
2). Training is required.

• Many of today’s AAC devices use a 
combination of the three.



EXPRESSIVE 
LANGUAGE 
LEVELS AND 
DOMAINS



DETERMINING SKILLS NOW AND NEXT

Learner Profile Data = Access Supports Language/Communication Data = Now & Next



EXPRESSIVE LANGUAGE PROGRESS MONITORING DATA

Baseline Current



LEARNER PROFILE DATA



STUDENT DATA FOLDER 
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Concepts of Print Data  

Communication/Language Diagnostic Data

Screening Data, Phonics Diagnostic Data & Writing Sample

Fluency Data

Comprehension Samples



DHH LITERACY RESEARCH: LEARNER PROFILES
F

(LEDERBERG, BRANUM-MARTIN, WEBB, SCHICK, ANTIA, EASTERBROOKS, & CONNOR, 2019)

• Auditory access to 
spoken language 

• Learns and 
communicates through 
spoken language

• Uses hearing technology 
(HAs, CIs, BAHAs)

• Auditory/listening skills 
should be assessed and 
monitored

• Code-based instruction 
uses a sound-based 
approach (e.g., letter-
sound correspondence, 
phonics)

Unilingual – Unimodal
“Ears Only”

• Auditory access to 
spoken language 

• Learns and 
communicates through 
spoken language and 
sign language

• Uses hearing technology 
(HAs, CIs, BAHAs)

• Auditory/listening skills 
should be monitored

• Code-based instruction 
uses a sound-based 
approach and MAY use a 
secondary sign-based 
approach (e.g., letter-
handshape 
correspondence)

Bilingual – Bimodal
“Eyes and Ears”

True bilingual-
bimodal users:
Primary code-

based 
instruction is 
sound-based 

Subset 1

Sign-supported 
Speech users:
Primary code-

based 
instruction is 
sound-based

Subset 2

• No auditory access to 
spoken language

• Learns and 
communicates through 
ASL

• Code-based instruction 
uses a sign-based 
approach that leverages 
fingerspelling phonology

• Bilingual translation 
strategies will be 
necessary for reading 
instruction (e.g., 
bridging English phrases 
into ASL)

Bilingual – Unimodal
“Eyes Only”



CRITICAL QUESTIONS

• What are the 

strengths and needs 

of the student? 

• What are the instructional 

next steps based on 

diagnostic data? 

• What questions do we 

still need to answer? 

Do we have that data?



LET’S TALK ABOUT DIFFERENTIATION



MULTI-SENSORY ACCESS FEATURES (SUPPORTS)



ADAPTED MATERIALS: ONSETS



SOUND PRACTICE: SANDWICHING

Letter Sound with Visual 
Cues + Letter + Point to 
Letter in Word + Letter 
Sound with Visual Cues 

Vocal Sound with Visual 
Cues  + Letter + Image + 
Vocal Sound with Visual 

Cues 

Letter + Signed Letter + 
Sound w/Visual 

Phonics/Cued Speech + 
Letter



SOUNDS AND BLENDING PRACTICE: CHAINING

Point to 1st Letter in Word > 
Vocalize Letter Sound > Point to 

2nd Letter in Word > Vocalize 
Letter Sound > Point to 3rd 

Letter in Word > Vocalize Letter 
Sound >  Blend Sounds > Say 

Whole Word

Vocalize Letter Sound with 
Mouth Cues > Pick Mouth Picture 

for Sound > Select Letter the 
Sound Represents

Vocalize the 1st Sound in a Word 
(picture or sound placeholders 

may be used) > Select Letter the 
Sound Represents > Write or 

Locate Letter on Letterboard or 
Keyboard



LEARN MORE: ADDITIONAL OCALI RESOURCES



education.ohio.gov/LiteracyAcademy

QUESTIONS?

QUESTIONS?



Ohio the Heart of it ALL Ohio.org



education.ohio.gov/LiteracyAcademy
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