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			Introduction

		

		
			Why Update Drawing a Blank?

			For more than 35 years, I’ve been keenly interested in the dramatic differences in skills among readers with autism, particularly those with excellent decoding skills but poor comprehension. I’ve gone from being an unsuspecting parent, to a concerned parent, to a professional in the field of special education, actively seeking information and answers. 

			Because understanding what is read is crucial to the success and lifelong outcomes of those we teach and/or love, I studied the reasons behind the comprehension problem in autism, read the research about it, and searched for effective interventions. The first edition of Drawing a Blank: Improving Reading Comprehension for Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (DaB) was the outcome of that process. 

			I started writing DaB in 2006, nearly two decades ago; it was published in 2011. As is customary, writers typically rely on research from the previous ten years. Most of the information I consulted was written between 1996 and 2010. As I’m getting closer to retirement, I knew I had to explore this topic again and discover what has been learned since then to add to the body of knowledge. 

			My cousin “B,” a senior in high school, and his mother also inspired me to update this book. I was discouraged to learn that families and educators are still struggling to identify and address the comprehension issues of good decoders with autism. Like many other autistic students, B is a good decoder who can recognize words automatically and read fluently. In contrast, he does not necessarily understand the meaning of the words, sentences, paragraphs or passages that he reads. I call this an “uneven” reading profile, when a reader’s decoding skills and comprehension skills are not equally developed.
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			My cousin “B,” a senior in high school, and his mother also inspired me to update this book. I was discouraged to learn that families and educators are still struggling to identify and address the comprehension issues of good decoders with autism. Like many other autistic students, B is a good decoder who can recognize words automatically and read fluently. In contrast, he does not necessarily understand the meaning of the words, sentences, paragraphs or passages that he reads. I call this an “uneven” reading profile, when a reader’s decoding skills and comprehension skills are not equally developed.

			I thought the link between autism and comprehension breakdown would be generally well-understood by now, nearly two decades since I started the first draft of this book. Unfortunately, “B” is just one of the many autistic readers whose potential is being blocked by a lack of awareness and action on this issue. I could not retire a decade or so from now without updating Drawing a Blank for him and everyone else who needs it!

			In truth, I was hoping that many researchers and educators would be actively pursuing this topic, making DaB obsolete. Instead, (foreshadowing here), I was disappointed to discover that in the past fifteen years or so, there have been no large-scale experimental studies about effective interventions to help readers with autism and comprehension issues. 

			To make up somewhat for this setback, I was happy to find more than six recent meta-analyses or literature reviews about smaller studies on this topic. That is when I realized that it is still important to update DaB. We need to learn everything possible about high-impact, effective interventions for autistic readers, even if the studies are small-scale!  The ultimate goal is to provide you, the reader, with the information and tools you need to help your children, students, and/or clients unlock meaning and benefit from whatever they read. 

			I read and compared the literature reviews, looking for common findings, and I summarized highlights from the approximately 10-15 small studies that were reviewed in each literature review. The largest two studies had 45 and 29 participants. The majority of the studies had just three participants each, but the information can still be helpful. 

			Next, I integrated the information into my book chapters to be as user-friendly as possible, highlighting new proven and promising interventions. I’ve tried to weave together as much relevant information as possible to help you develop a deep level of understanding of reading comprehension issues and autism, the causes and effects of the difficulties, and how you can help. I hope you’ll feel like an expert on the topic when you read and refer to this version of Drawing a Blank to help you in teaching and advocating for the needs of readers with autism.

			Happily, I’ve also discovered that much of the information and foundational material cited in the first edition of DaB is still valid, so I’ve kept it in this version (even if the studies would otherwise be considered “old).” Many newer references cite the same thought leaders that I do because their ideas are still relevant. 

			

			I’ve also added lots of current information and references. Several promising strategies from the first edition of DaB have since been endorsed by recent studies and are presented with their “effective” status.

			The Purpose of This Book

			Most readers of this book want to know something specific: What can I do to help autistic readers understand what they read? Comprehension difficulties in readers with autism can be subtle, qualitative, and difficult to tease out. As a result, their substantial level of risk for reading comprehension problems is often overlooked or unaddressed. This book offers as many teaching strategies and tools for improving comprehension as possible, because addressing the problem effectively is key for these individuals, no matter their age. Of course, the comprehension strategies and suggestions may also be helpful for readers with autism who struggle with both decoding and comprehension. 

			The literacy needs of every child deserve attention. As is often the case, teaching methods that help learners with autism can often benefit most learners. The reverse is not true: things that benefit most learners do not necessarily benefit learners with autism! The reasons for this reality are explored in depth in Chapters 2 and 3.

			You, the Reader

			The material in the book is intended for a variety of adults. For simplicity, I use the terms professionals and parents. No matter what your role is in the life of a struggling reader, his book is designed to help you understand and identify the needs of autistic students who are good decoders but have reading comprehension difficulties, and then use this understanding to find effective ways to help them. 

			In many of the chapters, I refer to students because of the need to reach the substantial number of learners with autism who are still in school. The individuals of interest to you may be children or adults, in public school, non-public school, private school, or being homeschooled. When you see the word student, think “client,” “son,” or “daughter,” or whatever relationship that is most appropriate. Also, please note that I use s/he as a global pronoun in my writing. It’s my way of simplifying he or she.

			

			Many students with autism struggle in silence in general education classrooms. Many general education teachers do not know what to do when they realize that a student on the spectrum is having problems understanding. Professionals, including reading specialists, speech pathologists, and resource teachers, are ideally involved in remediation for students with autism and comprehension issues. 

			Very capable educational professionals in general education and special education settings welcome ways to expand their competencies, especially if they have limited training and experience helping readers with autism. One of the most important first steps for them and for all readers of this book is becoming well-informed about the features of autism and the many ways autism affects learning and literacy. The developmental issues underlying autism have a direct relationship to appropriate, effective intervention. This topic is explored extensively throughout this book.

			This book is also intended for educational therapists who wish to better serve clients with autism in individualized therapeutic sessions. Until I entered the field of special education and chose a specialization in educational therapy (ET), I did not even know what ET was! Educational therapists (ETs) work with individuals of any age, even adults who left school and need assistance in learning how to learn. (If you are not familiar with the field of educational therapy, please visit www.AETonline.org.) 

			During my graduate program, and while teaching a master’s-level course on autism at my alma mater, I recognized the need for educational therapists to become more familiar with autism to help struggling readers on the spectrum. Ed therapy has typically focused on intervention for learning disabilities. Methods for intervening with students with learning disabilities are not necessarily effective for readers with autism and comprehension issues. It is encouraging to see ETs expanding their practices to serve this population. 

			Role of Parents

			Parents often realize that their child has difficulty long before it is verified by an outside expert (inference: parents are experts on their child). Therefore, parents play an important role in identifying and addressing their child’s comprehension challenges. Parents (and those in parenting roles) want to help their children read and understand, and they want to know how to do it. The community of homeschool parents is also actively seeking information and strategies to be effective in their role of parents-as-teachers. 

			As a mother, I realize that parents of children with autism (or related diagnoses) need to educate themselves quickly in areas they never expected to know about. Parents want to become partners in the literacy process to meet the needs of their children, particularly because of what is at stake. For this reason, I try to write in a clear manner so that the material about autism, literacy, and intervention is helpful to readers with different backgrounds and needs. 

			As a grandmother, I’m delighted to sit my two little granddaughters on my lap and read together. The enjoyment almost masks the fact that by reading with them I’m actively participating in the literacy development of the young preschooler and the kindergartener. With heightened awareness, I’m witnessing how social connection, language, and curiosity intertwine and contribute to their interest in books and their excitement for learning. The experience also helps me look back and recognize when and where that process did not occur as expected in my eldest son, in the children of my friends and relatives, and for the hundreds of other children for whom I’ve advocated in the past.

			Working Together

			Parents and professionals can achieve the best possible outcomes for autistic readers by understanding the same essential concepts, working together to identify needs, and collaborating on interventions for home and school. It’s logical to learn as much as possible about autism, and identify certain features or characteristics of the “group.” Learners with autism are truly unique compared to learners with other cognitive profiles.

			At the same time, each person with autism is unique. Information should be adapted to the unique characteristics, personality, preferences, temperament, strengths and needs of each individual. This approach is consistent with the mantra of educational therapy and educational ethics.

			

			The information in this book may also be useful to prevent comprehension problems. For students with autism, it is important to monitor comprehension from the start and address gaps in understanding. The National Early Literacy Panel report (2008) urges teachers to emphasize comprehension in the early grades, rather than waiting until students have mastered “the basics” of reading. 

			
					Conscious efforts to build comprehension from the earliest stages of reading, what I consider a kind of “early intervention,” have the potential to prevent or mitigate future difficulties. 

					This perspective is being verified by researchers such as Newman and colleagues (2007), Macdonald, Luk, and Quintin (2022), Whalon and Hart (2011), and Whalon and colleagues (2015). 

			

			In fact, MacDonald, Luk and Quintin developed a tablet-based intervention for preschoolers with ASD who were early readers, to be used with their parents (2022). 

			
					The goal was to improve oral and reading comprehension at the word, phrase, and sentence level. 

					The intervention resulted in a significant increase in reading comprehension scores, compared to typically developing children who received the same intervention.  

			

			Lastly, individuals with autism can become involved in understanding and addressing their own comprehension issues. Readers on the spectrum are likely to need support to demystify their difficulties, understand their challenges, and learn to manage their reading. Demystification (or self-understanding) can be a huge relief, reducing feelings of shame, stigma, self-blame, and anger. Demystification can also lead to significant growth in self-awareness, self-advocacy, the use of strategies, and access to accommodations in higher education and the workplace. 

			A Note About Word Choices

			From the beginning of the social inclusion movement for individuals with disabilities around the late 1980’s, person-first language was promoted as a way to refer to a person first and then to a disability they have. Examples are “student with autism” or “child on the spectrum.” This wording was intended to help people see what they have in common before focusing on differences. Educators in teacher training and support service staff have been taught to use person-first language since that time. 

			

			In contrast, some adults with autism are expressing their preference for “identity first” language. They see their autism as their identity and want to own it. They refer to themselves and others as “autistics.” To respect both choices, I will use both options. 

			There’s also been a shift away from labels such as “high-functioning” and “low-functioning.” These terms are considered ableist, a type of discrimination that devalues people who are deemed “less capable.” I’m onboard with this social equity movement. At the same time, research is full of functioning labels (especially older research that is otherwise still valid). That is the sole context where functioning labels are used in DaB.

			When I first wrote Drawing a Blank, the criteria for “autistic disorder” were defined in the DSM-IV or Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 4th Edition (2000). Separate but related diagnoses listed under the umbrella of pervasive developmental disorder (PDD) included autistic disorder, Asperger syndrome, pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS), Rett syndrome, and childhood disintegrative disorder (CDD). These conditions were often referred to as autism spectrum disorders, or ASDs. Many of the references in DaB use the term autism spectrum disorders, or ASDs.

			The DSM-V (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th Edition, 2013) consolidated the separate PDD diagnoses to autism spectrum disorder, or ASD. You will find “autism” used throughout the book for ease of writing and reading! In 2022 the DSM-5-TR (text revision) was issued to clarify specific aspects of the criteria for ASD; this will be highlighted in Chapters 2 and 3.

			Some people object to the “medical model” of autism, particularly because the diagnostic criteria focus on deficits and “inabilities,” rather than what the person can do and/or has learned to do. People think and learn differently. The term neurodiversity and neurodivergent are sometimes used instead (including by me) to take away the stigma of autism as a disorder and celebrate the abilities of autistic individuals. Autistics are telling the world that they are not broken and don’t need to be fixed. Autism is a natural part of human diversity.

			Please don’t be offended by references to information based on medical models using words like “deficits.” This information is useful to help unmask difficulties and reveal the person’s needs, which otherwise could be minimized and ignored. The ultimate goal is to help these learners realize their potential, succeed more, struggle less, and achieve the goals they want for themselves. If these are also the goals you have in mind, please read on!

		

		

		
			Prologue

			A Personal Perspective on a
Pressing Problem

		

		
			It may be helpful to begin with a brief version of my own family’s experiences, to which many families and professionals can relate. When I tell our story at conferences, parents tell me, “That’s my child!” Teachers and interventionists tell me, “That is what I have been wanting to know!” This is a story waiting to be told on behalf of all those who are trying to make sense of and address the struggles of “uneven” readers with autism, a group that is growing as the population of individuals with autism continues to grow and grow up. 

			My first exposure to the issues of reading and autism was as the astounded mother of a toddler, who, while still in diapers, revealed that he could read and spell. I came into the kitchen one morning when my son, Tom, was around three years old and found the magnetic letters on the refrigerator arranged to read “don’t walk,” “one way,” “cerrado,” and “agua.” When I asked my husband, Steve, about it, he said that he had not arranged the letters and that he thought I had done it. That only left our little boy as the one who had faithfully reproduced six of the Sesame Street sight words on our fridge, leaving just a few letters unused. 

			More than thirty-five years later, I have not forgotten that moment. It was especially shocking because Tom had spent several silent months after his second birthday. He had been saying over one hundred single words but had gone down to using only six. I wrote all of his words in four columns on a sheet of loose-leaf paper and took the list to our pediatrician. Alarmed, I asked, “Why is he only using six words?” The doctor answered, “I don’t know, but don’t worry. He’ll talk again.” 

			So when Tom did start talking again, just before he turned three, and could also suddenly read and spell, my husband and I, and even the pediatrician, decided that Tom had experienced a “pregnant pause.” He stopped talking so he could listen. This was followed by an amazing explosion of speech, reading, and spelling. We noticed that a lot of Tom’s talking was repeating lines from TV programs or even from entire videos that he watched repeatedly. His amazing memory and the big words he was saying were impressive. The “pregnant pause” theory made sense to us, so we were relieved.

			Many other examples of Tom’s remarkable untaught ability to read emerged over the next few years. On the first day of preschool, when he was three, Tom spent most of the day putting his hands on every word on the classroom walls and reading aloud as he moved around the perimeter of the room. When I picked him up, the teacher asked, “Did you know that Tom can read?” Unfazed, I said, “Yes.” As a new mother, I did not know that other three-year-olds typically don’t know how to read. I didn’t realize that the teacher was surprised that Tom could read.

			Around Tom’s fourth birthday, we went to Ireland to visit his granddad. We have a photo of Granddad and Tom on the floor that shows Tom reading the words of every rhyme in the new book Granddad had given him. Granddad looked up at me and Steve and said, “He can’t be reading; he must have memorized this!” We replied, “You just gave him the book five minutes ago. How can it be memory?” We all agreed that whatever it was, it was amazing! 

			A few months later, we visited Tom’s grandmother. Tom had been fascinated by the Wheel of Fortune TV show since he was an infant and watched with rapt attention every day. That day, my mother and I looked on in utter disbelief as Tom stood in her living room and solved the bonus round puzzle, “Spring Break,” before the contestant did.

			Tom’s precocious reading skills continued to develop. He was fascinated by letters and numbers. He preferred reading, alphabet, and book activities to everything else. He seemed to decode automatically, not stopping to sound out words. He read rapidly and with good fluency, often echoing the accents, intonation, and phrasing he had heard on his books on tape or TV. 

			

			He read signs in the environment, read books to his baby sister, and began to write. One day when he saw a road sign that read, “Signal Ahead,” he said, “Sign-al ahead.” I did not correct him or try to explain; his pronunciation was more logical than English!

			When getting together some materials for a scrapbook, I looked at the artwork that I had marked “First day of preschool, age 4.” It was a picture of a squirrel. Tom had colored it in a very organized way, with a single stripe from each crayon in the box going from top to bottom. 

			I turned the picture over to find that Tom had written “In cannis corpore transmuto.” The Latin phrase means “I change (transmute) into a dog’s body.” It’s from the 1959 Disney movie The Shaggy Dog. Wilby, the hero of the story, chanted the inscription found inside a magic ring. Then he was turned into a shaggy dog. 

			Tom was an avid fan of the film. He watched the video often and rewound his favorite parts, but I had not realized that he was spontaneously writing in Latin at age four! Figure 1is a copy of that preschool page. This image may also include the ring and the dog; it’s hard to say (Tom’s fine-motor skills were less developed than his spelling).

			Figure 1. In cannis corpore transmuto
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			Tom’s passion for reading became the focus of his time and attention. We praised and encouraged him and followed his lead. He had obvious literacy skills and a photographic memory. We were amazed and proud of him and his “super ability.” 

			At the same time, his “reading talent” also became an explanation for other things that were happening (or not happening). When Tom did not answer when we called him, we assumed he was too engrossed in his reading. Tom did not interact much with other children or play imaginatively, which led our neighbor to observe, “My kids may not know how to read, but they do know how to play.” I was taken aback by the comment and thought my friend was jealous of our son’s ability. 

			When Tom wanted to read a certain set of books again and again, I did not worry. After all, they were years above his age level. More importantly, I never questioned whether he understood what he read. How could he not if he read with such great inflection and fluency? 

			In my mind Tom’s reading talent explained everything else. I did not recognize that another pattern of differences in his development was revealing itself. When my sister Barbara T. Doyle, an autism expert, told me. “Tom has hyperlexia,” I answered proudly, “Yes, isn’t it great!” I did not realize that she was suggesting that hyperlexia was not only a gift, but an explanation for the social and language deficits associated with it. 

			I was only focused on the gift. I looked at the American Hyperlexia Association website when Tom was in the primary grades. There was mention of social difficulties associated with hyperlexia, but no direct association was made with hyperlexia being any kind of problem. Therefore, it didn’t raise any alarms in my mind.

			Barbara was alarmed. She was trying to warn me about something when she said, “When Tom gets to school, the other kids will learn to read, and they will catch up to him. Then it won’t matter if he learned to read early.” I felt that she was pouring water on our fire of enthusiasm, but in reality she was trying to encourage us to focus on building Tom’s underdeveloped play, social, and communication skills. I was far from the point of recognizing the close link between autism and early untaught reading, but I eventually came to understand that reality and its implications.

			Fast-forward from age four to grade four, and to a changed mother with the same child. By now, Barbara’s prediction had come true—Tom’s ability to read was no longer exceptional. That otherwise positive gap had closed. Tom’s ability to decode had remained constant, but I was becoming more and more aware of his comprehension difficulty. 

			I was alarmed by his increasing academic struggles and saw a new, problematic gap opening. Fourth grade seems to be a turning point for good decoders with poor comprehension, for multiple reasons. Looking back, Tom changed from a happy boy who had an easy time at school into an anxious and struggling student (who ironically still looked good on paper!). 

			Since then, I’ve discussed the “fourth-grade turning point” with many parents and professionals. The issues and factors that contribute to the timing of the comprehension difficulties will be expanded upon in different chapters of the book. Suffice it to say here that fourth grade was when we, as a family, hit the wall. It was at that point that I resolved to get help for my son. 

			Unfortunately, this time, everyone else seemed to think that Tom was “fine,” “doing well,” and “at grade level.” Tom’s teachers and the school staff did not understand what I was worried about. This was the “masking and minimizing” phase of our journey. As frustrated as Tom was with his schoolwork, I was equally frustrated because I was getting the “nothing is wrong” response even as I knew that something really important was wrong. 

			My only option was to manage the situation on my own, which involved hours of daily one-on-one time, re-teaching his school lessons so that Tom could complete his homework. Once I was so surprised about how little of a lesson he had grasped, I asked, “Did you go to school today?” It really seemed as if he hadn’t been there.

			

			The situation deteriorated so greatly that by the end of sixth grade, besides being a full-time homework tutor, I decided to research the problems and find someone who could delve deeper into the situation. My sister Barbara, who never stopped looking for answers, phoned one day in 1994 and said, “I think I found an answer. Wait ’til you hear about Asperger syndrome!” We turned to a famous professor at a Los Angeles university to begin the diagnostic process. 

			At that time, Asperger’s and autism were thought to be separate but related diagnoses. Although he was capable in many areas and appeared to have no language difficulty, Tom received a diagnosis of autism due to his language regression and other features seen in his first three years. Because he was bright and articulate, Tom’s autism was considered “mild” by the diagnostician who saw him. That was a hopeful statement for us, but at the same time, the effects of his autism and the circumstances we were in did not feel mild to Tom or to our family.

			A team of school district specialists assessed Tom to identify his needs when he was thirteen. Tom’s reading comprehension was at a fourth-grade level. His mathematics skills were at a grade sixteen level. Not only was he four years behind in reading comprehension, but Tom also had a twelve-year gap between his ability to do math and his ability to understand what he read. 

			Believe it or not, the math and reading results were averaged together. As a result, we were told that Tom’s overall academic performance was in the average range and that, therefore, no help was necessary. This was a devastating roadblock. 

			We asked the school team to reconsider the validity of averaging scores in this case and instead focus on the one area of need which they did. As a result, the district agreed to provide resource services. This was a step in the right direction, although we later discovered that more intensive remediation was needed.

			Around the time of his diagnosis, Tom described his difficulty understanding, which was affecting all the schoolwork he was being asked to do. He told me, “Mom, if it hasn’t happened to me, my mind is a blank page.” Imagine not being able to imagine the world created by the words on a page, but instead having a concrete, literal understanding based only on personal experience. That was a fabulous insight and led to the title of this book! 

			Reading comprehension is the foundation for all literacy skills, including learning from textbooks, writing, listening, speaking, following directions, and critical thinking. We had a lot of work to do so Tom could be successful in high school, college, and life. Becoming eligible for special education and receiving resource support in eighth grade was the first door that opened for Tom. 

			Goals and services expanded during high school to address multiple areas of need, including speech and language, social skills, and intensive help with reading and writing. Tom also spent two years in a specialized high school for students with autism, where he thrived. Although he made great gains from the interventions, there was not enough time to catch Tom up on vocabulary, comprehension, and writing skills before high school graduation. He had not met his IEP (individualized education program) goals in these areas at graduation, although he met the other academic requirements.

			Addressing the comprehension issue is critical so that competent, capable people can fully realize their potential. For us, the crucial issue was whether Tom had the skills required to pass English 101 at the community-college level. If he did, his career plan to become an accountant would move forward. If he did not, his post-high school academic career could completely derail. 

			When he was in twelfth grade, we set up an appointment for Tom to take the free, computerized placement tests in English and math at the local community college. Math was fine, but Tom tested into the most remedial English class. I had my answer. He was not ready to take English 101. Now I needed to be sure he received the services and supports that he needed. 

			

			I’m convinced that the key to Tom’s success was the continued work on his unmet comprehension and writing goals through an individualized transition plan implemented by the school district at a community college. Tom needed more time and more assistance to develop these skills. Had he been exited from special education with a diploma at eighteen because he met graduation requirements, he would not have received the support he needed to be successful at community college. With extra time and instruction, Tom successfully graduated with an associate’s degree, with honors, from our local community college. 

			Moving on to college to pursue an accounting degree, Tom realized that sometimes the meaning of a single word he did not know in a test question (like conservative) prevented him from solving a problem, even though he understood the mathematical procedures involved. To explore this further, Tom took a standardized reading test and came out a few years below grade level in both vocabulary and comprehension. This continued delay in vocabulary raised concern about reading comprehension for taking the certified public accountant (CPA) exam that he needed to pass for his career. 

			For this reason, Tom documented his vocabulary problem and applied for an accommodation for the exam. The Board of Examiners granted the accommodation of using an electronic dictionary. (What a great idea! Don’t wait until college to start using this accommodation or another technological equivalent!).

			The rest of the story is history, as they say. Tom is now 42. He earned his BS in accounting, passed the CPA examination, and spent nearly a decade working as an accountant. He decided that accounting was not the right career for him and chose a new path in life. He is realizing his potential and his new dreams, including getting married.

			I also moved on, from learning what I needed to know to help my own son, to becoming very active in the autism community. I worked as a professional advocate for a decade, serving nearly two hundred families. I worked with parents and school teams to focus particular attention on students’ “hidden” comprehension issues.

			

			In 2007 I completed a master’s degree in special education with an emphasis in educational therapy (ET). I enrolled in the course hoping to find answers to the two big questions about reading comprehension problems in autism: (1) What exactly is the problem? and (2) What works to improve comprehension? 

			While graduate school and my post master’s certificate studies were wonderful, this topic was not being discussed in any of my classes! I didn’t find the answers I was looking for, but I didn’t give up. I did an independent study of reading comprehension and autism and wrote the manuscript for Drawing a Blank. 

			I enjoyed three years as an adjunct professor at my alma mater, teaching a master’s-level autism course for in-service teachers. In addition to the usual curriculum, I made sure that everyone in the class was aware of the ways that the features of autism affect comprehension. (This information is covered in depth in Chapters 2 and 3, but is still not covered in typical teacher training, even special education teacher training at the master’s level!)

			Presently, I consult and collaborate on projects; write curricula, books, and articles; provide training and education; and speak at conferences on many topics related to autism and neurodivergence. I intentionally incorporate comprehension strategies into all the work I do, including this book, to help all readers, autistic or not, understand better! 

			A Growing Concern, a Lasting Concern

			Tom was one of ten thousand people with autism when he was diagnosed in 1994. A dramatic and alarming increase in the incidence and diagnosis of autism has been documented in the past two decades. As of 2025, the Centers for Disease Control reports that about one in thirty-one children has been identified with autism spectrum disorder (CDC 2025). 

			At a minimum, that means that 3.2% of the child population has autism, affecting all racial, ethnic, and socio-economic groups. 

			

			
					Black, Asian, and Hispanic children are finally being identified at rates similar to White children. This is not by chance, but due to concerted efforts to promote access and equity to diagnostic services and healthcare.

					Girls and women are still under-identified, so the true incidence is probably even greater.

			

			As the number of children with autism continues to grow, and children with autism grow up, more and more autistic students will be enrolled in the public school system and in higher education. In the 2022–2023 school year 980,000 students ages three through twenty-one were classified as having autism and being served in public special education programs nationally. The number just one year earlier was 882,000 (Korhonen 2024). Compare this to 211,610 students with autism served in 2006 and 22,664 students served in 1994 (CDC 2008). 

			These shocking numbers affect more people on a personal level than ever before. There are also clear and far-reaching repercussions in the education and service systems. There are significant differences in the learning profile of a student with autism compared to learners with other exceptional needs. It is critical to connect the developmental features of autism with the resulting challenges, including academic, social, cognitive, etc. 

			More students than ever will need help with reading comprehension and related skills, such as writing. Developing comprehension is essential for students with autism; unfortunately, this need is often overlooked. Readers with autism of any age and grade level may need support to develop comprehension skills if their skill gaps were not identified and addressed early on. It is never too late to identify comprehension issues, even for adults, because they will continue to affect and interfere with understanding until addressed.

			Further, educational professionals will be called upon to respond to the unique needs of the ever-growing population of readers, and more parents will want to identify and get help with the literacy needs of their children with autism. My hope is that the insights in this book will provide direction to meet the needs of these students and the adults who are trying to help them. 

			The good news is that each individual can be helped to develop in his or her areas of need. With appropriate education, therapies, and supports, people on the spectrum can learn and improve. The strengths and abilities of autistic individuals, along with awareness and skill on the part of interventionists, can pave the path to success in reading comprehension. Because readers with autism and comprehension issues often have many strong reading skills (such as decoding and fluency), it is possible to focus on the crucial reading skill that is missing: comprehension. 

			How This Book Is Organized

			I hope to support each reader’s comprehension of this fascinating topic by being a good author: organizing the material logically, using visuals like charts and color coding to guide interpretation of the material, highlighting key points, and summarizing main ideas. You may also notice I repeat key points in various places. This is intentional! Besides knowing that readers may choose to jump around in the book, research shows that readers retain more information if they have repeated exposure. Understanding new, unfamiliar information can be challenging; repeated exposure helps build familiarity with new ideas. 

			To these ends, the content of the book is organized into four major themes: 

			
					Definition of the comprehension problem.

					In-depth explanation of how features of autism can affect comprehension at the word, sentence, and text level.

					Methods to identify comprehension issues in “good readers” with autism.

					Evidence-based, effective, and promising practices to improve comprehension, matched to the needs and learning style of individuals on the autism spectrum.

			

			The Appendices offer specialized information on particular topics.

			

			I hope that all readers will take advantage of the information in the chapters and appendices to understand the reasons behind the comprehension difficulties that are specific to autism. This foundational knowledge helps create a holistic view of a person’s needs. Understanding the precise nature of hyperlexia and autism can help in selecting curricula, materials, and activities for remediation. The suggested interventions and research on the topic will make even more sense when connected to the evidence and rationale behind them. 

			While some ideas are original to this text, other ideas may simply be considered part of good teaching. Once the problem is clearly defined and understood, educational professionals will find that they already have many tools in their toolboxes that can be effective in helping readers with autism. Remediation may be a matter of assessing needs and selectively applying good teaching methods in a different way than expected.

			I hope that all of this information contributes to the continuing discussion on this topic and progress in the field of special education for this population. I will leave it to each reader to analyze, synthesize, internalize, elaborate, gain meaning, and apply the information as you see fit ... because that’s what good readers do! 

		

		

		
			Chapter 1

			Autism & the Task of Reading

		

		
			This chapter offers foundational information about the process of reading and discusses:

			
					How young children learn to read

					The building blocks of reading

					Important definitions of reading, from simple to complex

					An updated definition of hyperlexia

					Specific skills needed to comprehend text

					Five different types of reading comprehension

					The nature and extent of comprehension difficulties in autistic readers

					The vulnerability of readers with poor comprehension 

					Reasons to prevent reading comprehension failure

			

			The Paradoxical Reader

			For most children, learning to read is an easy and enjoyable part of childhood. It’s a shock when a child who learned to read words easily suddenly struggles to understand what s/he has read. Yet, this pattern is becoming more common, especially as the number of children diagnosed with an autism continues to rise. 

			
					Current statistics show that about 3% of children, one in thirty-one, have an autism diagnosis (CDC 2025). 

					Many of these children, even those who seem to read well, will have reading comprehension issues. The first question to ask is, “Why?”

			

			How Do Young Children Learn to Read?

			Reading readiness begins at an early age, through the development of language, which is one of the foundations of literacy (Vukelich, Enz, Roskos & Christie, 2020; Hamilton & Hayiou-Thomas, 2022). For example, children start to develop receptive language, or understanding of language, when they hear other people speaking, reading, and singing.

			

			
					Children learn by observing. They develop expressive language, the ability to express themselves, by copying the things that the people around them say. 

					Young children engage in imitative play, pretending to do chores and activities like they see adults doing at home. They are actually learning and practicing real-life roles and the vocabulary and conversations that go along with them.

			

			Stimulation from people and things in the environment supports the cognitive development of young children. Growth in thinking and learning contributes to the natural development of language. Children listen and learn the meaning of spoken words and are encouraged to express themselves. 

			
					Children begin to link the words they know to the written words they see in print (Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborn 2003). 

					One of the first indicators of this print awareness is when young children start to recognize signs in the environment, like their favorite place to eat french fries or their name on a cubby at preschool. 

			

			The link between development, language, and literacy is illustrated in Figure 1.1. These related, interactive processes comprise the bioecological model of child development (Hamilton & Hayiou-Thomas, 2022).

			
					Problems with the expected stages of language development often affect literacy skills such as reading, writing, and speaking. 

					Because autism is a developmental disorder, it can interfere with multiple aspects of the typical process in ways that will become clear as we explore them.

			

			Figure 1.1. The Development, Language, and Literacy Link

			
				
					
						Cognitive Development

					

					
						
						

						
						

						
							[image: ]
						

					

					
						Language Skills

					

					
						Literacy

					

					
						+

					

					
						
							[image: ]
						

						
						

					

					
						Environmental Stimulation

					

					
						
							[image: ]
						

						
						

						
						

					

				

			

			

			Typical literacy development is an interactive, social process between a child and adult, usually centered around storybook reading. One of the keys to early literacy is joint attention; that is, the child pays attention to the book and follows along with adult guidance.

			Storybook reading is also considered a reciprocal activity, in which the child engages with the reading partner, takes turns, and maintains a balance of give-and-take in the interaction. While the adult reads, a young child does his or her part in a “communication partnership” by responding with words or actions, pointing to pictures, and turning pages. 

			
					These steps in the interactive literacy process also stimulate a child’s imagination. 

					Early reading experiences help children learn to take the perspective of others and develop abstract thinking skills (Kaderavek & Rabidoux 2004; Bean, Perez, Dynia & Kaderavek 2020; Hou, Liang & Li 2025).

			

			The “social construction of literacy” views the early interactive social activity of reading as the key to understanding that letters and words are symbols (Kaderavek & Rabidoux 2004, p. 241).

			
					“Alphabetic insight” occurs when a child realizes that each written letter is related to a specific sound and that letters the key to the code of written language (Hamilton & Hayiou-Thomas 2022).

					Completing the developmental cycle, exposure to reading contributes to further cognitive development in areas such as oral language comprehension, information processing, expressive language, attention, and memory (Levine 2002).

			

			Literacy development is likely to be different for children with autism compared to typically developing children because of the developmental nature of autism and specific features of the diagnosis. Research indicates that:

			

			
					Problems with literacy development can relate to the impaired language and cognitive development that an individual with autism experienced as a young child, no matter how old they are when reading challenges are noted (Vukelich and colleagues 2020). 

					Skills that are key for literacy development, such as joint attention, socialization, oral language and vocabulary may be underdeveloped due to differences in the learning profile, growth, and maturity of a child with autism (Kaderavek & Rabidoux 2004; Bean, Perez, Dynia & Kaderavek 2020). 

					These factors can have a lasting, negative effect on reading comprehension (Willems, Loveall, Goodrich & Lang 2025).

			

			The Reading Process

			To understand why comprehension can be difficult for readers with autism, it is helpful to understand what reading is and what processes are involved. There are many definitions of reading. Let’s begin with the definition from the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 [NCLB]. 

			Figure 1.2 NCLB Definition of Reading

			Reading is “a complex system of deriving meaning from print.”

			NCLB 2001, Part B Sec.1208(5)

			NCLB established the Reading First initiative as a cornerstone for providing quality instruction in reading by defining requirements, providing funds, and asking schools to create literacy partnerships. NCLB is explicit: 

			
					To understand words and text, a reader must have direct instruction in five skill areas: phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary development, fluency development, and reading comprehension strategies (NCLB Part B Sec.1208(5)(A-E)). 

					The five components of reading are summarized in Figure 1.3, based on descriptions in Put Reading First (Armbruster and colleagues 2003).

			

			

			Development of these five key reading skills does not necessarily follow a specific sequence. Instead, the processes may be simultaneous and intertwined. 

			
					For example, the ability to recognize a word (phonics) and to learn what the word means (vocabulary) may be acquired at the same time. 

					Any reader may need additional support in one or more of the five areas to become proficient, benefit from what they read, and enjoy reading. 

			

			In December 2015, NCLB was replaced by the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) to address student achievement and achievement gaps. ESSA was reauthorized in 2021. This law continues the requirement for “age-appropriate, explicit, systematic, and intentional instruction in phonological awareness, phonic decoding, vocabulary, language structure, reading fluency, and reading comprehension” (Sec. 2221 [b][1][B]).

			The Simple View of Reading

			Decoding is attaching sounds to the letters in a word and then blending them to say the word. 

			
					Good decoders demonstrate automaticity when they decode or recognize words quickly, with little or no conscious attention. 

					It is assumed that someone who reads fluently understands what he has read. 

			

			Yet, just sounding out the letters or recognizing words is not reading; as NCLB states, the purpose of reading is to gain meaning from the words. A young reader’s decoding skills at age six are typically considered the best predictor of future reading comprehension.

			In the Simple View of Reading, made famous by Gough and Tunmer (1986), reading (R) is the product of decoding (D) and listening comprehension (C). Reading is the product of the ability to decode and understand what is read. This idea is expressed with the following formula: 

			R = D × C

			

			The Simple View of Reading can help predict why a reader is struggling. Either a reader has a problem with decoding (D), or has a problem with comprehension (C), or both. Knowing where the problem lies helps in designing interventions to address the issues. 

			
					When a significant problem relates to D, or decoding, this type of reading disability is known as dyslexia. Direct instruction will be needed in phonemic awareness, phonics, and fluency (and perhaps some vocabulary building). 

					When the difficulty involves C, comprehension, this type of reading disability is known as hyperlexia. Direct instruction will be needed in vocabulary development and reading comprehension skills. Support is likely to be needed in oral language and listening skills as well. 

					Some struggling readers will need intervention for both D and C.

			

			More about Hyperlexia (HPL)

			The word hyperlexia is familiar to most people to describe a child who reads spontaneously and automatically at an early age. A more recent definition of hyperlexia is “strong mechanical word recognition with comparatively poor comprehension,” whether it occurs in a young reader or an older reader (Grigorenko and colleagues 2002, p. 1079). 

			
					Despite strong decoding skills, readers with hyperlexia do not automatically understand the meaning of what they are reading. 

					For this reason, hyperlexia is also referred to as word calling to indicate that the decoding or word recognition process happens without understanding the meaning of the words being read (Truch 2004). 

					Hyperlexic readers may have trouble understanding single words, sentences, paragraphs, and longer stories (Carnahan & Williamson 2012). 

			

			The Hyperlexia and Autism Connection

			It’s estimated that 7 to 10% of typically developing children have poor reading comprehension (Lucas & Norbury 2014). Hyperlexia is now linked to the autism spectrum because research reveals that study subjects who have good decoding with relatively poorer understanding frequently have a diagnosis of autism. 

			

			
					Some people, including educators, may not be aware of current research and findings on this topic. 

					Here is some of the evidence that supports the link between autism and hyperlexia.

			

			Sorenson Duncan and colleagues did a meta-analysis of twenty-six research studies about reading comprehension and autism (2016). The studies involved 1,211 children with autism. In all of the studies, the participants’ word-reading abilities exceeded their reading comprehension abilities. 

			
					This was determined by comparing word-reading scores with reading-comprehension scores. 

					This finding represents a significant association between the hyperlexic profile and readers with autism and confirms the hyperlexic profile of this population as a group.

			

			Ostrolenk and her colleagues also wished to determine to what extent the hyperlexic profile is associated with autism (2017). The researchers systematically reviewed thirty-nine case studies of eighty-two readers with hyperlexia published prior to March 2017. 

			
					The researchers concluded that 69 of 82 individuals with hyperlexia in the case studies had autism or several autistic features, a total of 84.15 %. 

					Their findings confirmed “a strong association between autism and hyperlexia” (p. 139).

			

			Individual studies also support the finding that children with autism whose word decoding is intact have deficits in reading comprehension.

			
					Multiple researchers have documented that 38 to 73% of readers with autism have above-average word-reading abilities but comparatively poorer comprehension. 

					These include experts such as Davidson, Kaushanskaya, and Ellis Weismer (2014); Dyson (2015); Henderson, Clarke, and Snowling (2014); Huemer and Mann (2010); Jacobs and Richdale (2013); McClain and colleagues (2021); McIntyre and colleagues (2017); Nicolosi and Dillenburger (2024); Randi, Newman, and Grigorenko (2010); Ricketts, Jones, Happé, and Charman (2013); Singh and colleagues (2020); and Williamson, Carnahan, and Jacobs (2012). 

			

			

			The Autistic-Hyperlexic Cognitive Profile

			Hyperlexic readers with autism have a distinct profile of challenges compared to readers who struggle for other reasons. The features of autism and related thinking processes result in a unique cognitive profile in autistic individuals (O’Connor & Hermelin 1994; O’Connor & Klein 2004). 

			
					Leading experts in the autism field recommend that the term hyperlexia be used exclusively for those with autism and a comprehension issue. 

					They recommend that the term reading comprehension disorder be used to describe others who struggle to understand but do not have autism (Grigorenko and colleagues 2002, p. 1079). 

			

			This distinction takes into account that hyperlexia in young readers with autism usually includes unique features such as these:

			
					The early and spontaneous ability to read words.

					An intense focus or preoccupation with numbers and letters. 

					Repeated, solitary reading of preferred materials to the exclusion of other activities (such as imaginative play or engaging with other children).

					A significant gap between word-level decoding and comprehension. 

			

			Ostrolenk and her colleagues (2017) reviewed the traditional model for learning to read and understand, in which word recognition and word meaning are acquired together in three steps:

			
					Word recognition: sight word reading and decoding skills

					Grapheme-to-phoneme conversion: matching letters with their sounds

					Semantic access: acquiring word meaning as words are read, storing this knowledge, and retrieving it when needed

			

			The researchers found that due to “their extensive self-exposure to printed materials and thorough practice of reading,” readers with hyperlexia are highly successful with the first two steps, yet “semantic access does not seem to be achieved” (2017, page 145). 

			

			
					In other words, the fluent decoding of words is achieved without access to meaning. 

					In light of this information, the researchers conclude, “The evidence showing differences in behaviors, brain activity, and connectivity in autism in general, and hyperlexia in particular, suggests that hyperlexic reading is a substantially different process from typical reading” (2017, page 145).

			

			Logically, inherent differences in the reading process result in a need for tailored interventions to address comprehension problems in readers with hyperlexia. The authors continue, “The pattern of dissociation between decoding abilities and comprehension evident in hyperlexia results from the particular characteristics of autistic perception and learning modalities, the understanding of which is essential to adapt education and pedagogy to the special needs of autistic individuals” (2017, page 146).

			In other words, readers with hyperlexia have a unique way or thinking and learning, which the authors call the hyperlexic cognitive profile. Learning more about this profile, including the strengths within it, can guide effective intervention.

			
					Linking the term hyperlexia specifically to autism may surprise some people who are not aware of the research and reasons behind this. 

					Consistent with the findings discussed so far, readers with autism who have good decoding and relatively poorer comprehension are referred to as readers with hyperlexia in this book.

			

			Is Hyperlexia a Reading Disability?

			Dyslexia has been recognized as a learning disability and/or a specific reading disability for some time. It is logical to also view hyperlexia as a reading disability (Grigorenko Klin, & Volkmar, 2003). Literacy expert Dr. Timothy Shanahan concurs, saying, “Indeed, I do consider low comprehension with average or higher decoding to be a reading disability…” (Personal correspondence, May 22, 2025).

			Therefore, I’m proposing a novel reading “equation,” inspired by the Simple View of Reading and current research, to clarify this relationship, shown in Figure 1.4.

			

			Figure 1.4 A Novel Reading Equation 

			Autism Spectrum Disorder - Comprehension = Hyperlexia

			or

			ASD - C = HPL

			Iland, 2026

			I propose that it’s time to retire the common usage of the word hyperlexia as “precocious untaught reading” and move to a definition closer to that of Gough and Tunmer (1986), which is “failure in comprehension.” Why retire the common definition? When hyperlexia is viewed as precocious untaught reading, it is estimated to affect only 5–10% of autistic individuals (Brown, Oram-Cardy, & Johnson 2013). 

			
					The precocious reading gift is temporary. When the other kids catch up to precocious readers, the issue “disappears!”

					Then, there is no urgency to fully understand or address the causes of the precocious reading or the hidden lack of comprehension that come with it.[image: ]


			

			Hyperlexia is like a Trojan horse. Early, intense fascination with reading, letters, and numbers in a young child looks like a gift, and in many ways, it is. Hyperlexia is also paradoxical, meaning two things can be true at the same time: 

			

			
					The child “reads” well, if reading means decoding (recognizing words). 

					The child does not read well if reading means understanding. 

			

			Using the term hyperlexia to describe good readers with autism who have significant comprehension issues alerts us to the needs and vulnerability of this population. 

			
					Hyperlexia is a symptom that needs attention. Hyperlexia signals that the expected process of learning to read for meaning is disrupted. 

					While these readers quickly recognize words, they don’t necessarily process the meaning of the words automatically.

			

			Autistic researcher Dr. Jaime Hoerricks explains that for most individuals with autism, “language arrives in wholes,” with tone and memory (2025).  This language pathway is called Gestalt language processing, or GLP. The  meaning of the parts is attached to language over time, through experience. Hoerricks emphasizes that GLP is not a deviant or broken way of processing language, but a different cognitive path (neurodiverse).

			The educational system is built upon analytic language processing (ALP), where comprehension is built through the segmentation and recombination of language. This teaching approach is probably used because ALP is the most prevalent language pathway.  Hoerricks believes that the structure of literacy education is a mismatch to GLP thinkers. Breakdowns in comprehension can result from the mismatch between autistic thinking and traditional teaching.

			How to Identify Hyperlexia 

			Hyperlexic readers speed past comprehension at the word, sentence, and text level. Cain calls this “superficial reading” (2003).

			
					Because they are good decoders, their comprehension issues can go undetected until fourth grade or much later! 

					The lack of recognition of the unique profile of hyperlexic readers can blind us from the start to how lasting and significant their comprehension issues are. 

			

			

			Here’s one of the most important things to know about hyperlexia: It can be detected when a significant discrepancy exists between the reader’s ability to decode and their relatively lower level of comprehension, as well as their ability to decode compared to their developmental age (Grigorenko and colleagues 2002; Newman and colleagues 2007; Chang, Menzies & Osipova 2020). 

			
					At first, the gap between decoding and understanding is most noticeable within the person’s own skill set: comparing their own decoding skills to their own comprehension. This is called an internal gap.

					After the primary grades, the discrepancy in understanding is likely to become noticeable when compared to classmates. This is called an external gap.

			

			Hyperlexia can be detected when a significant discrepancy exists between the reader’s ability to decode and their relatively lower level of comprehension, as well as their ability to decode compared to their developmental age.

			Many researchers have measured the degree of the internal and/or external discrepancy between decoding and comprehension with significant findings: 

			
					Multiple researchers found internal gaps of one to two standard deviations (15 to 30 points) between a reader’s own decoding skills and comprehension skills. These findings are statistically significant with many practical implications, including a lack of benefit from reading, despite an excellent ability to decode.

					Researchers also found external gaps of one to two standard deviations between the comprehension skills of readers with autism and those of their same age peers. Again, these findings are statistically significant with many practical implications, especially for learning in the classroom.

			

			Two studies are highlighted here to illustrate the comprehension discrepancy. The first study focused on children with an average age of ten years, and the second study included older teens. 

			

			
					The research supports the idea of “hidden” difficulties and the discrepancy between the ability to decode and the ability to understand. 

					The findings also suggest that learning can become more difficult for readers with hyperlexia around fourth grade.

					Figure 1.5 summarizes key information from these two studies.

			

			

			Switching to Another Perspective: The Dynamic View of Reading 

			In contrast to “the simple view of reading” (R = D × C), the process of reading can be broken down into specific interwoven skills and actions. When you see the demands of the reading process spelled out in this section, it’s clear how comprehension breakdown can occur for readers with hyperlexia.

			Shanahan defines reading as “a form of active and dynamic thinking” (2006, p. 28). Snow (2002) described the highly complex cognitive processes and abilities that readers use to understand what is read: 

			
					Attention. 

					Memory. 

					Critical analysis.  

					The ability to visualize. 

					The ability to infer.

			

			In addition, the reader needs a certain level of knowledge to understand text: 

			
					Vocabulary. 

					Knowledge about the topic.

					The knowledge of comprehension strategies to use while reading.

					Real-life experiences.

			

			The National Reading Panel (NICHD 2000) also views reading as an active thinking process. They emphasize that to understand while reading, readers must engage in the following cognitive actions: 

			
					Read with purpose and motivation.

					Use the author’s organizational plan to think about information (or impose organization on the ideas).

					Interpret information through the filter of their own knowledge and beliefs.

					Infer what the author does not tell explicitly.

					Monitor their own comprehension actively and effectively.

			

			

			What Good Comprehenders Do

			Good comprehenders read with purpose and know what they are trying to get out of the material (Shanahan 2006). For example, when reading a recipe, the reader needs to know if they will use the information to make a shopping list or to assemble the ingredients. Attention and focus differ, depending on the purpose. 

			Good comprehenders are motivated to read and interested in the material (Snow 2002). People who read well and enjoy it may be more motivated to read than those who struggle. 

			
					Everyone has preferred and non-preferred subjects and interests. 

					The desire to read can vary greatly, depending on the type of material. 

					It’s important to find ways to interest a reluctant reader and help them understand the purpose or how they can benefit from the material. 

			

			Background Knowledge

			Background knowledge, or general knowledge about the world, is necessary to understand and relate to written words. For this reason, background knowledge is also called world knowledge. 

			
					Background knowledge is typically acquired though personal experiences, conversations with others, and exposure to media, including books, television, film, the Internet, and even video games.

					Exposure to many different experiences can expand vocabulary and word meaning, and improve reading comprehension (NICHD 2000).

			

			Expanding background knowledge and connecting relevant information to the material to be read is considered an effective pre-reading comprehension strategy for most readers. However, common methods of stimulating prior knowledge are not always successful for readers with hyperlexia. 

			
					Typical teaching techniques need to be modified for readers with autism. 

					Direct instruction can help readers with hyperlexia expand their background knowledge. The reasons for this and carefully “tailored” methods designed for these learners will be discussed in the chapters on interventions

			

			

			Infer and Connect

			Good comprehenders go beyond the text to infer meaning, relate to the material on a personal level, and make connections with other experiences and ideas. 

			
					Reading comprehension skills help readers understand, remember, and communicate with others about what has been read. 

					The ability to write a cohesive, on-point essay or report is an example of a written demonstration of comprehension. 

					Struggling writers may actually be struggling comprehenders![image: ]


			

			Self-Monitoring

			Good comprehenders are aware of their own understanding (or lack of it) and monitor understanding while reading. When they realize that understanding has broken down, they use “fix-up” strategies to keep understanding on track. They:

			
					Use certain strategies to repair understanding during and after reading, such as re-reading, looking back, restating what they have read in their own words, or comparing text to known information. 

					Use a combination of comprehension strategies, depending on the material they are reading. 

					Are flexible and switch from one strategy to another as needed.

			

			Figure 1.6 summarizes what good comprehenders do during the active, dynamic thinking process known as reading.

			

			The Mismatch Between Cognitive Skills and Reading Demands

			A proficient reader is “one in whom multiple neurodevelopmental functions and relevant educational factors have worked together to promote the acquired ability to extract meaning efficiently from written language” (Levine 2002, p.183). 

			It is a primary premise of this book that the demands of the dynamic reading process present a mismatch with multiple cognitive skills and “core deficit areas” often seen in autism and, therefore, are at the root of comprehension problems. 

			
					The foundational skills, abilities, and knowledge needed in the dynamic reading process may be underdeveloped or missing. 

					This affects both comprehension and learning how to comprehend. 

					As a result, the needs of readers with autism are unique, particularly when compared to those of other struggling readers. 

			

			Clearly, multiple cognitive actions are involved in reading comprehension, and many of them may be challenges for readers with hyperlexia. Understanding where comprehension breakdown occurs for a particular reader is essential to address or remediate it. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Five Types of Reading Comprehension

			To discover how to assess “comprehension,” I referred to textbooks by Salvia, Ysseldyke and Witmer, leaders in the field of educational assessment (2004, 2017). 

			
					The authors indicate that there are actually five types of reading comprehension. 

					The five types of comprehension clearly align with the active, dynamic thinking processes of reading that were just described, as shown in Figure 1.7.

			

			

			Figure 1.7 

		

		
			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							Five Building Blocks of Reading

						
					

					
							
							Phonics includes learning the alphabet and identifying the sounds the letters make (also called sound-symbol correspondence). Readers use their firm understanding of the relationships between sounds and letters to recognize familiar words accurately and automatically and to decode unfamiliar words. 

							Without a solid foundation in phonics and phonemic awareness, a reader will struggle to sound out words, blend sounds together and recode or spell by writing the sounds they hear in a word.

						
					

					
							
							Phonemic Awareness is “the ability to hear, identify, and manipulate the individual sounds-phonemes-in spoken words” (Armbruster and colleagues, p. 4). 

							
									A person who has phonemic awareness can tell each sound that is heard in the word c-a-t and blend the sounds represented by the letters c-a-t to say “cat.” 

									S/he can manipulate the sounds, for example, deleting the ‘c’ sound in cat and instead saying the ‘m’ sound with -a-t, when asked to do so, saying “mat.”

							

						
					

					
							
							Fluency is “the ability to read a text accurately and quickly” (Armbruster and colleagues, p. 22). Building fluency creates a bridge between recognition and comprehension. 

							
									A reader who is struggling to decode and recognize words will miss the flow of ideas behind the words. This is true whether the person is reading silently to himself or reading aloud to others. 

									A fluent reader can recognize a word and understand what it means at the same time. 

									Reading fluently is thought to free up the reader’s attention and help them focus on the meaning of the sentence, paragraph, or passage.

							

						
					

					
							
							Comprehension Strategies are sets of steps that help purposeful, active readers make sense of text. Reading comprehension skills help readers understand, remember, and communicate with others about what has been read. 

							
									Comprehension strategies can be taught, and readers can learn to use different strategies before, during, and after reading. 

									Most good readers use a combination of comprehension strategies, such as asking questions about the text and summarizing, depending on the material they are reading.

							

						
					

					
							
							Vocabulary development is a comprehension skill necessary to gain meaning from text, starting at the word level. Readers learn and “store information about the meanings and pronunciation of words” (Armbruster and colleagues, p. 22). 

							
									As children learn to sound out and recognize words, their vocabulary grows. They may begin to recognize words they have heard when they see them in print. They may learn to spell and write the words they can read. 

									Gains in spelling and writing support reading and understanding of what is read. Students gain vocabulary indirectly when they engage daily in oral language, listen to adults read to them, and read extensively on their own.

									Students learn vocabulary directly when they are explicitly taught both individual words and strategies for learning new words.

							

						
					

				
			

		

		
			Figure 1.3. (Adapted from Armbruster and colleagues 2003)

		

		
			
				
					
						
							
						
						
							
									
									The Comprehension Discrepancy Internal & External Gaps

								
							

							
									
									Nation, Clarke, Wright, & Williams 2006 

									A study of 41 children with autism with an average age of 10.33 years found that 65% of the students with autism had poor comprehension, defined as a deficit of at least one standard deviation compared to peers.

									More than one-third of the study subjects (38%) had severe impairments in comprehension, scoring more than two standard deviations below their peers. 

									The internal gap was also seen within study participants, with as wide a gap as two standard deviations between an individual’s word accuracy reading compared to their own comprehension scores. 

								
							

							
									
									Saldaña & Frith 2007 

									A study about inferencing included 16 male adolescents with autism who had poor comprehension and sixteen typically developing readers without autism, ages 11 to 19.

									Students with autism and controls were matched for age, vocabulary, and word reading accuracy. 

									The students with autism differed significantly in reading comprehension from the controls. 

									Internal and external gaps were documented with a discrepancy of 19 points, or 1.5 standard deviations in comprehension compared to their peers, and compared to their own ability to read words.

								
							

							
									
							

						
					

				

				
					Figure 1.5

				

			

		

		
			What does
it mean?

		

		
			
				
					Figure 1.6 

				

				
					
						
							
							
						
						
							
									
									Reading as a Process of Active and Dynamic Thinking
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			The graphic below, in the form of a mind map, expresses many of the complex actions that are involved in reading comprehension.
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							Five Types of Reading Comprehension

						
					

				
				
					
							
							
							Type

						
							
							Meaning

						
					

					
							
							1

						
							
							Literal

						
							
							Understanding explicit material in text.

						
					

					
							
							2

						
							
							Lexical

						
							
							Making sense of text by knowing the meaning of key vocabulary words.

						
					

					
							
							3 

						
							
							Inferential

						
							
							Understanding ideas beyond the literal text by interpreting, synthesizing, and extending meaning.

						
					

					
							
							4

						
							
							Critical

						
							
							Meaning derived by evaluating, analyzing, and making judgments about material that was read.

						
					

					
							
							5

						
							
							Affective

						
							
							Relating to the material at a personal and emotional level.
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			Readers with autism and hyperlexia often have success with literal comprehension, meaning that they can find or recall factual information and answer the basic “Wh-questions” (who, what, where, and when) very well. 

			
					It is important to consider that a hyperlexic reader may be able to find or remember information that is explicitly stated in the text, but this can be done without truly understanding the meaning. 

					Take for example a sentence in a passage, “The bride wore a beautifully beaded red sari.” A reader can correctly answer many factual questions, such as the color of the sari, or what the bride wore, without having any idea of what a sari is.

					This situation can result in overestimating the reader’s comprehension.

			

			Despite genuine or relative strength in literal comprehension hyperlexic readers are likely to have difficulty with the other four types of comprehension: lexical, inferential, critical, and affective (Dennis, Lockyer, & Lazenby 2000; Nation & Norbury 2005; O’Connor & Klein 2004; Wahlberg 2001a, 2001b). 

			
					Salvia, Ysseldyke and Witmer point out that no one assessment measures all five type of comprehension. 

					The writers who create a standardized assessment define what comprehension is. They spell out how their assessment tool proposes to measure “it” in the test manual. 

			

			Many popular standardized assessments do not reveal the comprehension gap that is characteristic of hyperlexia. Assessments will be discussed further in Chapter 5 and Appendices B and C, but I want to mention them here, so readers know that truly understanding comprehension issues involves identifying the reader’s abilities and challenges in all five areas of comprehension. Do you think this is happening routinely for good decoders with autism?

			The Matthew Effect

			As discussed, the reading problems of students with autism are not always obvious. In primary grades, comprehension issues for students with hyperlexia may be masked by strong decoding skills, good memory for facts, and understanding of concrete content (Doyle & Iland 2004; Nation & Norbury 2005; Beckerson and colleagues 2024). 

			Students with autism may become more at-risk in elementary school, from about fourth grade on, for reasons such as these:

			
					Students are required to “read to learn.” In other words, students’ own reading abilities, including comprehension, directly affect their progress in the curriculum.

					Reading demands move from narrative material (such as fiction and non-fiction stories) to expository material (informational non-fiction, such as social studies and science textbooks). Expository material is more difficult for almost all students. 

					Grade-level content and curriculum become increasingly complex and abstract.

					The material presented goes well beyond the personal experience and knowledge base of the typical reader with autism. 

			

			Stanovich described the “Matthew effect” in reading, based on the Old Testament tenet that, “The rich get richer, and the poor get poorer” (1986). For students with hyperlexia, the Matthew effect often begins around age ten as they lose motivation and interest in reading because of their weak comprehension. 

			
					This can start a cycle of weaker vocabulary, less comprehension, less motivation to read, and less time spent reading (Nation & Norbury 2005; Newman and colleagues 2007). 

					It’s very difficult to motivate someone to read who has experienced failure. In this case it is not failure to read (decode), but failure to understand.

					Withdrawing from the reading experience means that students do not gain the rich information available from text. They don’t expand their vocabulary and world knowledge.

					They are less prepared to read and to benefit from reading (Erhen 2005). 

			

			Deceleration of Word Reading and Comprehension

			Several studies have documented the decline in both word reading and comprehension for readers with autism and hyperlexia after the primary grades. 
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