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The Pervasive Narrative of the 95%
• Where does this narrative come from?

• Mathes et al., 2005; Moats, 2020; Torgesen, 2004; Al Otaiba & Fuchs, 2006

• Is it true? 

• Who can learn to read?

• We are working to rewrite the narrative of 95%!
• Allor et al., 2014; Browder, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Courtade, Gibbs, & Flowers, 

2008; Connor, Alberto, Compton, & O’Connor, 2014; Lemons et al., 2015



Reading: WHAT you need to learn doesn’t change

• "Cultural, economic, and educational circumstances obviously 
affect children's progress," …"But what they need to learn does 
not change." 

• (Dr. Mark Seidenberg in his book Language at the Speed of 
Sight: How We Read, Why So Many Can't, and What Can Be 
Done About It )

• Differences in necessity for intensive repetition and scaffolding 
certainly exist when working with students who have complex 
needs



The Simple View of Reading 
• Decoding (code focused)

• Language Comprehension (meaning focused) 
• Reading Comprehension (the goal of reading)
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Primary Research Questions
Do students with disabilities who experience intensive literacy 
needs, including students with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities, who participate in FOTB demonstrate greater reading 
and language outcomes compared to students who participate in 
BAU reading instruction?



Participants
• Gender: 61% male, 28% female
• Race: 56% African American, 30% White, 14% Hispanic/other
• Disability labels:

• 11% Intellectual Disability
• 46% Developmental Delay
• 13% Autism (IQ mean=64.4; SD=17.6)
• 20% Specific Learning Disability
• 1% Speech/ Language Disorder
• 1% Other Health Impairment
• 5% Not Available



Results Summary
Measure p g

FOTB (proximal measure of 
target words)

.0006 1.2

CTOPP Blending .0702 0.5

WIAT Pseudoword Decoding .0326 0.6

WIAT Word Reading .0326 0.4

WIAT Oral Reading Fluency .0006 1.0

WIAT Receptive Vocabulary .9388 0.0

WIAT Oral Discourse .7561 −0.1

WIAT Expressive Vocabulary .7606 −0.1

WIAT Oral Word Fluency .4026 0.2

WIAT Reading Comprehension .0176 0.7

Measure p g

WIAT Sentence Repetition .5565 0.1

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test .5482 −0.1

Expressive Vocabulary .4658 0.1

CUBED Phonological Awareness .2208 0.3

CUBED Word ID .0326 0.6

CUBED Decoding .0006 0.9

CUBED Narrative Lang. Reading WPM .0006 0.9

CUBED NL Reading Story Qs .0310 0.6

CUBED NL Listening Story Qs .0310 0.7

CTOPP Elision .0018 0.8

CTOPP Sound Matching .0136 0.9

CTOPP Phoneme Isolation .2313 0.4

Note. p values adjusted with Benjamini–Hochberg correction for 22 total tests 



Word Reading



Oral Reading Fluency



Receptive Vocabulary (Language Comprehension) 



Reading Comprehension
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What is Friends on the Block?
A comprehensive and intensive early literacy program 
(initial instruction or intervention) designed to be 
customizable and provide needed supports and practice 
so all students can attain early literacy skills, particularly 
those with intensive needs such as students with 
disabilities (e.g., dyslexia, learning disabilities, intellectual 
and developmental disabilities).



What are the components of FOTB?
• 60 student books with carefully controlled, decodable text 
• Each book has a detailed Teacher’s Guide and materials
• Over 100 learning games that provide specific cumulative practice 

of skills
• Organized into 14 levels that span four stages of skill development



What makes 
Friends on the Block 
special?

Research

InnovationOngoing 
Research

• Applies existing 
research

• Ongoing process of 
research and innovation



Research: Evidence-based practices 

• National Reading Panel (2000)     

• Principles of Effective Instruction (Coyne 
et al., 2006; Kame’ennui et al., 2002; Coyne al al., 
2011)

• WWC Practice Guide (2016)



Benefits of Friends on the Block 

REDUCED COGNITIVE LOAD EMBEDDED LANGUAGE AND 
COMPREHENSION SUPPORTS 

EXTENSIVE USE OF 
CONNECTED TEXT



Innovation: Features of FOTB
• Multicriteria Student Books

• Decodable with extensive cumulative review 
• Features enable students to begin reading in a book, with support, in 

the very first lesson
• Culturally diverse
• Natural sounding sentences that reflect spoken language to facilitate 

comprehension
• Meaningful stories in common settings (familiar)
• Fiction and Nonfiction with simple illustrations and photographs that 

enhance meaning and engagement
• Easily customized and highly engaging (student books and 

games)



Innovative 
Scope and Sequence
• Focuses on key skills within all 

strands of word recognition and 
language

• Facilitates integration of skills 
across strands and apply as they 
read books



FOTB Target Word List and Phonics Patterns



A Typical FOTB Lesson (Flexible: About 20-35 minutes)

Part 1: Warm-Ups
5-8 minutes

Part 2: Book Reading
10-15 minutes

Part 3: Learning Games
5-10 minutes

Level 4 Example



General Customization of FOTB
• Selecting the appropriate starting level with our simple placement test
• Deciding when to move from one level to the next

• Students do not need to read all the books and complete all the lessons in each level
• They move to the next level as soon as they know most of the target words in that level
• Students with intensive needs will need to read more of the books and complete more of the 

lessons before moving to the next level; other students may move through the levels more 
quickly

• Selecting games to practice specific skills based on student need
• Adjust amount of time spent on book reading and games (we recommend doing 

ALL 3 parts of every lesson – warmup, book, game)
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Sayla Ben Caleb Dashia Darius

Primary Disability Developmental 
Disability 

Developmental 
Disability 

Autism Spectrum 
Disorder 

Developmental 
Disability

Intellectual 
Disability 

IQ (K-BIT) 60 63 64 67 77

Initial Grade/Follow-up Grade 1/3 3/5 K/3 2/4 2/3*

Initial Age 6:11 9:1 6:4 7:7 7:11

Pre Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test 
Age Equivalent 

4 5:4 4:5 4:4 4:6

Hours of Instruction 42 65 38 70 46

FOTB Starting/Ending Level 1/14 1/14 5/14 1/14 1/6B

Pre/Post/Follow-up FOTB Words 19/296/302 3/265/273 100/294/302 4/277/294 1/79/258

Pre/Post/Follow-up Word Reading 
Grade Equivalent k.4/2.5/2 Pk.9/3/2.1 k.5/3.4/3.6 K/2.1/2.3 Pk.6/1.9/1.4

**Post/Follow-up Oral Reading 
Fluency Grade Equivalent 3.6/2.8 3/5.1 1.9/2.5 1.2/2.3 <1.0/1.6

Pre/Post/Follow-up Oral Expression 
Grade Equivalent Pk.2/pk.8/2.1 1.4/k.4/1.5 Pk.1/pk.1/k.0 Pk.2/k.2/k.2 Pk.3/1.4/4

Pre/Post/Follow-up Reading 
Comprehension Grade Equivalent

k.3/1.2/1.3 k.4/1.2/2 k.5/k.8/1.5 k.2/k.7/2.2 k.3/k.6/2.2
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Pre/Post/Follow-up Oral Expression 
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“Sayla”
Age 6

Diagnosis: Developmental Disability 
IQ (KBIT): 60 (School Provided IQ: 57 Battelle) 

FOTB Dosage: Began FOTB at level 1 and completed all 14 levels 
in 26 instructional weeks 

Initial Placement: 1st grade general education classroom
Final Placement: 3rd grade general education classroom 

Challenge I: Initially, Sayla struggled with motivation to 
accomplish academic tasks and used avoidance tactics when 
pulled for intervention. 

Challenge II: Sayla struggled with language comprehension 
throughout intervention. Her decoding abilities were stronger 
than her ability to understand what she read. 
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Targeted Customization 

Maintain a quick instructional 
pace and strong consistency 
in lessons to prevent student 
boredom and possible 
distractions.

Incorporate more challenging 
isolated decoding practice (an 
academic strength) to grow 
student confidence. 

Support comprehension at 
the student's decoding level 
with graphic organizers and 
think alouds.

Begin by selecting more 
obtainable comprehension 
questions and scale up as 
appropriate. 

Challenge I: Initially, Sayla struggled with motivation to accomplish academic tasks and used avoidance 
tactics when pulled for intervention. 

Challenge II: Sayla struggled with language comprehension throughout intervention. Her decoding 
abilities were stronger than her ability to understand what she read. 

“Sayla”, Age 6



Chunking Multisyllabic Words and Words with Affixes

Customization: Incorporate more challenging isolated decoding practice (an academic strength) to grow 
student confidence. 



Graphic Organizers for Interest/Comprehension Level Text

Customization: When decoding and comprehension levels are misaligned, support comprehension at the 
student's decoding level with graphic organizers and think alouds.



Scaling the Difficulty of Comprehension Questions

Customization: Begin by selecting more obtainable comprehension questions and scale up as appropriate.



Do you have any 
students like Sayla?

• Think about your students, do 
you have any who struggle with 
the same things Sayla did?

• When they struggle with 
reading, what is preventing 
their success?

• What strategies would be 
helpful for those students?
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Pre/Post/Follow-up Oral Expression 
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“Ben”
Age 9

Diagnosis: Developmental Disability  
IQ (KBIT): 63 (School Provided IQ: 66 Battelle) 

FOTB Dosage: Began FOTB at level 1 and completed all 14 
levels in 42 instructional weeks 

Initial Placement: elementary self-contained classroom 
Final Placement: 4th grade general education classroom  

Challenge I: Ben struggled with his academic confidence 
and often verbalized his doubt that he could learn to read.

Challenge II: Ben lacked reading stamina and easily 
became overwhelmed by text presented to him. 
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Targeted Customization 

Break longer text into 
smaller chunks and 
gradually add more to help 
build reading stamina. 

Ensure that students who 
are overwhelmed by text do 
not look ahead or count 
pages in books. 

Recognize that a whole book 
might be overwhelming, but 
a single page may not be. 

Challenge I: Ben struggled with his academic confidence and often verbalized his doubt that he could 
learn to read.

Challenge II: Ben lacked reading stamina and easily became overwhelmed by text presented to him. 

“Ben”, Age 9



Do you have any 
students like Ben?

• Think about your students, do 
you have any who struggle with 
the same things Sayla did?

• When they struggle with 
reading, what is preventing 
their success?

• What strategies would be 
helpful for those students?



Sayla Ben Caleb Dashia Darius

Primary Disability Developmental 
Disability 

Developmental 
Disability 

Autism Spectrum 
Disorder 

Developmental 
Disability

Intellectual 
Disability 

IQ (K-BIT) 60 63 64 67 77

Initial Grade/Follow-up Grade 1/3 3/5 K/3 2/4 2/3*
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Fluency Grade Equivalent 3.6/2.8 3/5.1 1.9/2.5 1.2/2.3 <1.0/1.6

Pre/Post/Follow-up Oral Expression 
Grade Equivalent Pk.2/pk.8/2.1 1.4/k.4/1.5 Pk.1/pk.1/k.0 Pk.2/k.2/k.2 Pk.3/1.4/4

Pre/Post/Follow-up Reading 
Comprehension Grade Equivalent

k.3/1.2/1.3 k.4/1.2/2 k.5/k.8/1.5 k.2/k.7/2.2 k.3/k.6/2.2



“Caleb”
Age 6

Diagnosis: Autism Spectrum Disorder
IQ (KBIT): 64 

FOTB Dosage: Began FOTB at level 5 and completed all 14 
levels in 29 instructional weeks 

Initial Placement: kindergarten general education classroom
Final Placement: 3rd grade general education classroom

Challenge I: Caleb struggled behaviorally during pretesting 
for this study due to the lack of routine and predictability.  

Challenge II: Expectations of Caleb in the classroom did not 
match his abilities. 
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Targeted Customization 

Establish routines for 
intervention sessions 
immediately and keep them 
consistent throughout your 
time with a student. 

Develop visual schedules for 
intervention times and keep 
them visible during sessions. 

Alert the student to any 
foreseen departures from the 
typical intervention session 
routine as soon as possible.  

Students cannot rise to meet 
expectations that are not set for 
them. Ensure high expectations 
are held for all students. 

Challenge I: Caleb struggled behaviorally during pretesting for this study due to the lack of routine and 
predictability.  

Challenge II: Expectations of Caleb in the classroom did not match his abilities. 

“Caleb”, Age 6



Customization: Develop visual schedules for intervention times and keep them visible during sessions. 

Visual Schedules



Do you have any 
students like Caleb?

• Think about your students, do 
you have any who struggle with 
the same things Sayla did?

• When they struggle with 
reading, what is preventing 
their success?

• What strategies would be 
helpful for those students?



Sayla Ben Caleb Dashia Darius

Primary Disability Developmental 
Disability 

Developmental 
Disability 

Autism Spectrum 
Disorder 

Developmental 
Disability

Intellectual 
Disability 

IQ (K-BIT) 60 63 64 67 77

Initial Grade/Follow-up Grade 1/3 3/5 K/3 2/4 2/3*

Initial Age 6:11 9:1 6:4 7:7 7:11

Pre Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test 
Age Equivalent 

4 5:4 4:5 4:4 4:6
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Pre/Post/Follow-up FOTB Words 19/296/302 3/265/273 100/294/302 4/277/294 1/79/258
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Grade Equivalent k.4/2.5/2 Pk.9/3/2.1 k.5/3.4/3.6 K/2.1/2.3 Pk.6/1.9/1.4

**Post/Follow-up Oral Reading 
Fluency Grade Equivalent 3.6/2.8 3/5.1 1.9/2.5 1.2/2.3 <1.0/1.6

Pre/Post/Follow-up Oral Expression 
Grade Equivalent Pk.2/pk.8/2.1 1.4/k.4/1.5 Pk.1/pk.1/k.0 Pk.2/k.2/k.2 Pk.3/1.4/4

Pre/Post/Follow-up Reading 
Comprehension Grade Equivalent

k.3/1.2/1.3 k.4/1.2/2 k.5/k.8/1.5 k.2/k.7/2.2 k.3/k.6/2.2



“Daisha”
Age 7 

Diagnosis: Developmental Disability 
IQ (KBIT): 67 (School Provided IQ: 56 Battelle) 

FOTB Dosage: Began FOTB at level 1 and completed all 14 levels in 42 
instructional weeks 

Initial Placement: elementary self-contained classroom
Final Placement: Transitioning to a 4th grade general education 
classroom

Challenge I: Daisha employed avoidance tactics to remove herself from 
classroom activities. 

Challenge II: Daisha became overwhelmed by reading tasks and would 
vocally refuse to participate in activities she perceived as too difficult.  
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Targeted Customization 

Student perception of mismatch 
between difficulty levels of 
activities and their own ability 
levels can lead to unwanted 
behaviors. 

Ensure that students have at least a 
few activities each day that they 
can easily find success with to 
support positive behavior and 
confidence. 

Sometimes, making a reading task 
appear less overwhelming/ difficult 
for a student can be as simple as 
covering excess text on a page with 
a piece of paper. 

When using one book for lessons 
throughout the week, consider 
creating a story map to organize 
thoughts and aid in student focus.  

Challenge I: Daisha employed avoidance tactics to remove herself from classroom activities. 

Challenge II: Daisha became overwhelmed by reading tasks and would vocally refuse to participate in 
activities she perceived as too difficult.  

“Daisha”, Age 7



Overwhelming Text

Customization:  Sometimes, making a reading task appear less overwhelming/ difficult for a student can be 
as simple as covering excess text on a page with a piece of paper. 



Story Maps

Customization: When using one book for lessons throughout the week, consider creating a story map to 
organize thoughts and aid in student focus.  



Do you have any 
students like Daisha?

• Think about your students, do 
you have any who struggle with 
the same things Sayla did?

• When they struggle with 
reading, what is preventing 
their success?

• What strategies would be 
helpful for those students?



Sayla Ben Caleb Dashia Darius

Primary Disability Developmental 
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Developmental 
Disability 

Autism Spectrum 
Disorder 

Developmental 
Disability

Intellectual 
Disability 

IQ (K-BIT) 60 63 64 67 77

Initial Grade/Follow-up Grade 1/3 3/5 K/3 2/4 2/3*

Initial Age 6:11 9:1 6:4 7:7 7:11

Pre Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test 
Age Equivalent 

4 5:4 4:5 4:4 4:6
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FOTB Starting/Ending Level 1/14 1/14 5/14 1/14 1/6B

Pre/Post/Follow-up FOTB Words 19/296/302 3/265/273 100/294/302 4/277/294 1/79/258

Pre/Post/Follow-up Word Reading 
Grade Equivalent k.4/2.5/2 Pk.9/3/2.1 k.5/3.4/3.6 K/2.1/2.3 Pk.6/1.9/1.4

**Post/Follow-up Oral Reading 
Fluency Grade Equivalent 3.6/2.8 3/5.1 1.9/2.5 1.2/2.3 <1.0/1.6

Pre/Post/Follow-up Oral Expression 
Grade Equivalent Pk.2/pk.8/2.1 1.4/k.4/1.5 Pk.1/pk.1/k.0 Pk.2/k.2/k.2 Pk.3/1.4/4

Pre/Post/Follow-up Reading 
Comprehension Grade Equivalent

k.3/1.2/1.3 k.4/1.2/2 k.5/k.8/1.5 k.2/k.7/2.2 k.3/k.6/2.2



“Darius”
Age 7 

Diagnosis: Intellectual Disability 
IQ (KBIT): 77 (School Provided IQ: 56 RIAS_2 ) 

FOTB Dosage: Began FOTB at level 1 and completed levels 
through 6B in 46 hours across 42 weeks of instruction*  

Initial Placement: 2nd grade general education classroom
Final Placement: 3rd grade general education classroom**

Challenge I: Darius struggled with inconsistent attendance and 
excessive absences from school during our study.  

Challenge II: Due to the inconsistency of his school attendance, 
Darius struggled with retention of newly learned skills.  
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Targeted Customization 

When a students suffers from 
frequent absences, consistency and 
structure can help them succeed. 

Students who suffer from frequent 
absences or who struggle with 
working memory need cumulative 
and intensive review of previously 
learned skills.  

When students who were 
unaccustomed to academic success 
finally learn to read, their confidence 
blossoms and they may begin to seek 
out opportunities to read to others! 

Challenge I: Darius struggled with inconsistent attendance and excessive absences from school during 
our study.  

Challenge II: Due to the inconsistency of his school attendance, Darius struggled with retention of newly 
learned skills.  

“Darius”, Age 7



Do you have any 
students like Darius?

• Think about your students, do 
you have any who struggle with 
the same things Sayla did?

• When they struggle with 
reading, what is preventing 
their success?

• What strategies would be 
helpful for those students?



Customizing Instruction for Students with Complex Needs
Maintain a quick instructional pace and strong consistency in 
lessons to prevent student boredom and possible distractions.
Incorporate more challenging isolated decoding practice (an 
academic strength) to grow student confidence. 

Support comprehension at the student's decoding level with 
graphic organizers and think alouds.

Begin by selecting more obtainable comprehension questions 
and scale up as appropriate. 

Break longer text into smaller chunks and gradually add more to 
help build reading stamina. 

Ensure that students who are overwhelmed by text do not look 
ahead or count pages in books. 

Recognize that a whole book might be overwhelming, but a 
single page may not be. 

Establish routines for intervention sessions immediately and 
keep them consistent throughout your time with a student. 

Develop visual schedules for intervention times and keep them 
visible during sessions. 

Alert the student to any foreseen departures from the typical 
intervention session routine as soon as possible.  

Students cannot rise to meet expectations that are not set for them. 
Ensure high expectations are held for all students. 

Student perception of mismatch between difficulty levels of activities 
and their own ability levels can lead to unwanted behaviors. 

Ensure that students have at least a few activities each day that they 
can easily find success with to support positive behavior and 
confidence. 
Sometimes, making a reading task appear less overwhelming/ difficult 
for a student can be as simple as covering excess text on a page with a 
piece of paper. 

When using one book for lessons throughout the week, consider 
creating a story map to organize thoughts and aid in student focus.  

When a students suffers from frequent absences, consistency and 
structure can help them succeed. 

Students who suffer from frequent absences or who struggle with 
working memory need cumulative and intensive review of previously 
learned skills.  

When students who were unaccustomed to academic success finally 
learn to read, their confidence blossoms and they may begin to seek 
out opportunities to read to others! 



• How do students learn to read?

• Our current study

• The intervention

• Case studies of students with varying needs 

• Questions

Agenda



We will describe the one-year follow-up results from a randomized control trial efficacy 
study examining the effectiveness of Friends on the Block, a comprehensive early 

literacy curriculum, with 59 elementary students with Intellectual and Developmental 
Disabilities on a broad array of reading and language outcomes.

Long Term Effects of a Comprehensive Early Literacy 
Curriculum on Reading Performance of Students with 

Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities 
_

January 24th, 8:30- 9:30am, Sundial 
_



For More Information on Friends on the Block
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Overview & Demonstration Videos
FREE Materials

OSF Registries

https://youtu.be/eFYsqHfBinw
https://www.friendsontheblock.com/freemembers


Thank you!

Takeaway: Through targeted 
customization and effective 
programming, students with 
complex needs can learn to read! 

Jill Allor, jallor@smu.edu

Charlotte Gregor, cshowalter@smu.edu

Stephanie Hermecz, shermecz@ua.edu


