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The Why



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 
• Word Recognition (code focused)

• Language Comprehension (meaning focused) 
• Reading Comprehension (the goal of reading)



The Study



Primary Research Question
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 and Dosage
Total Participants: 132 (67 treatment; 65 control)
• Mean Age: 7.69 years
• Mean IQ (KBIT): 70.84 (range: 40–106)

Disability Percentages (Combined):
• Intellectual/Developmental Disability: 42.4%
• Autism: 7.6%
• Specific Learning Disability: 14.4%
• Speech/Language or Other: 20.5%
• Not Available: 15.2%

Intervention Dosage (Averaged):
• Hours of instruction: ~51 hours
• Weeks of instruction: ~34 weeks
• Days per week: ~3.6
• Minutes per session: ~25

Program Completion:
• Cohort 1: 51.6% 
completed program in ≤42 weeks
• Cohort 2: 36.1% 
completed program in ≤42 weeks



Results Summary
Measures Reported Today (C1) 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

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

Measures Reported Today (C2) p g

FOTB (proximal measure of 
target words)

.0110 0.8

CTOPP Blending .8617 -0.0

WIAT Pseudoword Decoding .9981 0.0

WIAT Word Reading .5688 0.1

WIAT Oral Reading Fluency .1455 0.6

WIAT Receptive Vocabulary .4558 0.3

WIAT Oral Discourse .4558 -0.2

WIAT Expressive Vocabulary .3875 -0.3

WIAT Oral Word Fluency .3958 -0.3

WIAT Reading Comprehension .3875 0.5



The Intervention



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



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





The Intervention: Supporting Fluency



FOTB Fluency Building Routine
• Students are not expected to be fluent before they move to a new level; 

important to move to next level so students will learn new words and 
letter patterns 

• Use the Fluency Building Routine to focus on fluency
• Consider additional practice with previous level books and games 
• Add fluency passages to lessons when students reach Level 5. 

• Begin with Level 4 passages. 



Fluency Building Routine Directions



Sample Passage: Level 4



Sample Passage: Level 10



The Intervention: Supporting Comprehension 



How to Support Comprehension in an FOTB Lesson

• Sometimes, students need a faster pace of instruction 
to prevent boredom/distractions

• Consider incorporating more challenging isolated decoding 
practice 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



Graphic Organizers Used in FOTB Lessons



Scaling Up the Difficulty of Comprehension Questions



The Case Stories



The Importance of Early Intervention 

Diagnosis: Developmental Disability
IQ (KBIT): 53 

Began FOTB at level 1 and completed all 14 levels 
in 39 instructional weeks.

Received a total of 63.95 hours of one-on-one*, 
pull-out instruction with an average of 1.63 hours 
per week.

“Edwin”
Age 5



Edwin: Oral Reading Fluency



Do you have any 
students like Edwin?

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

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

• What strategies would be 
helpful for those students?



Gamification and the Communal 
Aspects of Learning 

Diagnosis: Other Health Impairment *
IQ (KBIT): 61 

Began FOTB at level 1 and completed all 14 levels 
in 34 instructional weeks.

Received a total of 45.67 hours of one-on-one, 
pull-out instruction with an average of 1.35 hours 
per week.

“Finn”
Age 8



Finn: Oral Reading Fluency



Do you have any 
students like Finn?

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

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

• What strategies would be 
helpful for those students?



The Importance of Appropriate 
Placement and Retention Considerations 

Diagnosis: Intellectual Disability
IQ (KBIT): 64 

Began FOTB at level 2 and completed all 14 levels 
in 42 instructional weeks.

Received a total of 61.43 hours of pull-out 
instruction* with an average of 1.47 hours per 
week.

“Griffin”
Age 9



Griffin: Oral Reading Fluency



Do you have any 
students like Griffin?

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

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

• What strategies would be 
helpful for those students?



The School to Prison Pipeline 

Diagnosis: Other Health Impairment (ADHD) 
IQ (KBIT): 70 

Began FOTB at level 1 and completed all 14 levels 
in 36 instructional weeks.

Received a total of 49.33 hours of one-on-one*, 
pull-out instruction with an average of 1.37 hours 
per week.

“Lamar”
Age 7



Lamar: Oral Reading Fluency



Do you have any 
students like Lamar?

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

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

• What strategies would be 
helpful for those students?



Questions



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

OSF Registries

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


Thank you!

Takeaway: Students with a variety 
of different needs can learn to read 
with appropriate fluency and 
comprehension when provided with 
effective instruction. 

Jill Allor, jallor@smu.edu

June Preast, jlpreast@ua.edu 

Charlotte Gregor, cshowalter@smu.edu

Greg Benner, benner@ua.edu


