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The 
Neurobiology 
of Literacy

(Adapted from Overcoming Dyslexia, Sally Shaywitz , 
2003. Graphic shared with permission from 
Lexercise)



Orthographic Mapping: Creating 
a Bank of Sight Words

Word Meaning:
Cat

Sounds 
(phonemes)

/c//a//t/

Letters
(graphemes)

C-A-T



Dyslexia is a Profile 
of Strengths
ÅCapacity to learn, especially if 

information is presented orally

ÅAverage or above -average oral 

vocabulary skills 

ÅExcels in academics or activities not 

necessarily dependent on 

reading/writing ie. math, science, 

history, arts, sports, engineering, etc.

ÅOut -of -the-box thinking

ÅHigh 3-D thinking and spatial 

awareness skills



Typical Literacy 
Characteristics of Dyslexia 
by Age - Preschool ÅDelay in learning to talk

ÅDifficulty in rhyming

ÅDoesnƞt enjoy listening to books that are read 

aloud

ÅWill reverse or leave off sounds in words, i.e., 

pushetti  for spaghetti

ÅDifficulty remembering the alphabet or 

understanding letters represent sounds



Typical Literacy 
Characteristics of Dyslexia by 
Age ƛ K-1st  grade (ages 5 -7)

ÅDifficulty in remembering letters and sounds

ÅCannot say the alphabet without singing

ÅUnable to break words into smaller parts, i.e., 

base/ball

ÅDoes not spell phonetically

ÅHas difficulty blending sounds for phonics or 

segmenting sounds for spelling

ÅHas difficulty remembering simple sight words 

ie. Ơthe,ơ Ơsaid,ơ

ÅWill say they Ơhateơ reading or writing.

ÅLacks understanding of print concepts ie. Left -

to-right orientation of words/sentences



Typical 
Characteristics of 
Dyslexia by Age ƛ 2nd ƛ 
3rd grade (ages 7 -9)

ÅDoes not remember common sight words

ÅHas difficulty sounding out individual words

ÅGuesses or skips unknown words

ÅTries to memorize text to look like they are 

reading or uses picture support/context clues 

to make up the words.

ÅSlow or choppy fluency rate; has to repeatedly 

sound out the same words

ÅNon-phonetic spelling or using incorrect letters 

for sounds, i.e., sh for th



Typical Characteristics of 
Dyslexia by Age ƛ 4 th  ƛ 6 th  
(ages 8 -12)

ÅSlow and inaccurate reading

ÅAvoidance of reading or writing tasks

ÅInability to decode multisyllabic words or words 

with advanced patterns

ÅReduced vocabulary from not engaging in 

reading grade/age -level text

ÅUses simple words in writing that are easy 

to spell, as opposed to more complex spoken 

vocabulary words

ÅTakes longer than expected to complete 

academic tasks that involve reading/writing



Typical Characteristics of 
Dyslexia by Age ƛ 
Middle/High School/Adult 
(ages 12-18)

ÅSlow reading fluency rate

ÅUncomfortable reading out loud

ÅHave to read a text multiple times before it makes sense

ÅStruggle with vocabulary

ÅStruggle to keep up with homework

ÅAvoidance of writing tasks

ÅDifficult time pronouncing and decoding multi -syllable 

words

ÅDifficulty learning a foreign language



Social/Emotional Considerations of Reading 
Delays or Dyslexia



Growth Mindset: 
Effort Matters More 
than Talent

ƠPROGRESS OVER 
PERFECTIONơ

ƠPRACTICE MAKES 
PROGRESSơ



Be Realistic About the 
Challenges and Setbacks 
Faced by Your Child

б˾̠̞˝ ̡̡̙̟̖̤̤̒̚ ̘̖̥̤ ̥̙̤̚ ̞̦̙̔˝в ̞̪ ̤̩̚- year - old 
daughter Eloise said, pointing to a small petal on the 
̘̣̠̦̟̕˟ б˲̟̕ ̤̟̖̤̤̒̕ ̘̖̥̤ ̥̙̤̚ ̞̦̙̔˝в ̤̙̖ ̖̒̕̕̕˝ 
pointing to the larger one.



How Can We 
Balance the Scale?

Make Happiness 

Bigger

Validate the Hard 

Stuff

Teach Them That 

Emotions Change



Psalm 139.14 

òI praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made.ó



Scaffolding 
for Success

ÅAccommodations 

ÅOrton -Gillingham/ 

Structured Literacy 

Approaches



Accommodations

Accommodations do not:

- Change the content of instruction 

- Provide unfair advantages

- Make a student lazy

ƠAccommodations are adjustments made to allow 
a student to demonstrate knowledge, skills, and 

abilities without lowering learning or performance 
expectations and without changing what is being 
measured .ơ (International Dyslexia Association, 

Accommodations for Students with Dyslexia )



Johnny

Å9 years old

ÅStudent with dyslexia

Å1st grade reading level; works with an 

Orton -Gillingham trained specialist for 

his reading/spelling/literacy skills

Å3rd grade math

Å6 th grade science



General Accommodations

Extended Time
Spelling 
Assistance/Scribing

Audio Books or Read -
Alouds

Read 
Question/Answer 
Choices



Scaffolding 
for Success

ÅAccommodations 

ÅOrton -Gillingham 

(OG)/ Structured 

Literacy 

Approaches



Itƞs All About Orthographic Mapping

 /C /  /A/  /T/    /S/  /E/  /D/

saidcat

(Ehri, 2014)



Structured 
Literacy/Orton -
Gillingham is 
About Creating 
Connections 
Through :

Explicit 
Instruction
 
Practicing to 
Proficiency



Explicit Instruction Cycle

I Do

We DoYou Do



Practicing to 
Proficiency
Understanding vs. Proficient Usage

Understanding a concept is different from being able to 

proficiently use it in real -world contexts.

Practice Intensity

For struggling readers, the intensity of practice is as 

critical as explicit instruction for achieving proficiency.

Connection Across Literacy Skills

Typical children may master a phonics concept in 5 -10 

practices, while children with dyslexia may need.

I Do

We DoYou Do



Multisensory 
Instruction and 
Practice

V ƛ Visual 

A ƛ Auditory

K- Kinesthetic

T-Tactile



Multisensory Macro Strategies

Uses large 
muscle 
groups.

Makes 
learning fun 

and 
engaging.

Skywriting

Tracing letters 
in a sand tray

Moving letter 
tiles



Multisensory Micro Strategies

Small muscle 
movements of 
the mouth to 

create sounds.

The best way to 
introduce 

letters/sounds.

The best way to 
cue for error 
correction.

Vowels  are open and 
voiced

Consonants  are 
blocked by teeth, lips, 
or tongue and can be 
voiced or unvoiced.



Phonemic 
Awareness/
Decoding/
Spelling

Morphology

Fluency

Vocabulary

Sentence Dictation



Phonemic 
Awareness

ÅManipulating sounds in 

words

ÅBlending sounds ƛ 

decoding

ÅSegmenting sounds - 

spelling



Oral Blending and 
Segmenting

Blending:

 Segmenting:

You say the sounds - 
/d//o//g/

Ask your child ƛ 
ƠWhat word do those 
sounds make?ơ

You say the word ƛ 
ƠShipơ

Ask your child ƛ ƠCan 
you tell me the sounds 
in the word Ơship?ơ



Teach 
ƠBlendableơ 
Sounds

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=des

ktopv=K8Dh_cubb-4

No Ơuhơ on stopped consonants 

such as /p/ or /b/

Vowels should be stretched out

Blendable  Sounds Video:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=des
ktop&v=K8Dh_cubb -4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=K8Dh_cubb-4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=K8Dh_cubb-4


Word Chains

ÅWord Chains help with spelling and 

reading, where either you or the 

child is switching or changing out 

letters to create new words.

ÅVirtual blending board  at UFLI 

Toolbox

ÅFree Word Chains at The Six Shifts

https://research.dwi.ufl.edu/op.n/file/bca9ju45kvvrvoan/?embed&fbclid=IwAR0xziIDWq8RDOkOG-P8G4EQ0d3dpamYRD2XzKqSjZ0aBQTAbDriYTZtpBs
https://thesixshifts.com/downloads/word-chain-lists-pdf/


Use Connected Phonation
Scaffolds Working Memory

Connected phonation helps scaffold a child's working memory 

by linking sounds together fluidly, aiding in letter and sound 

recall.

So instead of saying /f//u//n/

Stretch it out as a continuous flow:

fffffffuuuuunnnnn




