
Reading Comprehension 
 
Reading comprehension is the ability to construct meaning from text. Without reading 
comprehension the activity of reading is simply the practice of word recalling. Research 
has revealed that comprehension is a significant area of difficulty that reflects slow 
improvement for children with Down syndrome.  
 
You can be a great decoder and still not have good comprehension skills. Learners with 
Down syndrome experience deficits in at least two of the areas needed for 
comprehension. Working memory, accessing background knowledge and inferential 
processing are weaknesses. When asked questions that are literal, the ability to answer 
was higher than when asked questions that require inferential comprehension. One 
study (Reading Intervention for Children with Down Syndrome, Kelly Burgoyne, DSE 
Online) found that the reading comprehension of a group of readers (aged 11-19) was 
on average 18 months below their attained reading level. Reading comprehension is still 
an area that lacks a lot of research.  
 
Reading comprehension skills needed include: 

● Decoding or recognizing sight words 
● Understanding the meaning of words/sentences 
● Relating the meaning of the sentence to the rest of the text 
● Activating prior knowledge and experiences about the topic 
● Using prior knowledge to infer meaning and support understanding 
● Monitoring understanding of the text continually 
● Memory skills to recall vocabulary knowledge 

 
Strategies to support reading comprehension that you can practice with your child 
include: 
 

1.  Ability to recall past events/experiences 
● Use lots of language and descriptions with a child all the time so it is 

easier to recall the vocabulary and build an image when reading 
● Practice recalling past experiences especially related to what you are 

reading before you read or before a topic at school 
● Use question words to access prior knowledge (Where do you get a 

hamburger?) 
● Background knowledge has to connect to what you are about to read 

 



● Model background knowledge….I feel anxious when…..I remember the 
first time I went on a train…..This reminds me of the time…. 

 
 2. Predicting what might happen in the story 
 
 3. Developing working memory 

● Play games, color, paint, use play dough 
● Show the child items on a tray, cover and have the child name what is 

there (Use only the number of items that a child can do successfully; even 
if it is only 2 to begin.) 

● Another version of this is: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i0uZm-HgJYY 

● Show items, take one away when he isn’t looking; what disappeared? 
(Again use only the number of items that creates success) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=exCrFJLRfms 

● Make a string of items to repeat and build on it. I got a hamburger with: 
 Person one: a bun 

Person two: I got a hamburger with a bun and ketchup. 
Person one: I got a hamburger with a bun, ketchup, and pickles. 
Continue 

● Or you can do this with picture support 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uso_Q2B8N4k 

● Give directions (short enough he can be successful following them) 
 
 4. Comprehension monitoring and summarization 

● Stop at regular intervals while reading a text  
● Stop frequently enough to be able to recall information 
● Determine whether or not they understand the text 
● Summarize the main idea of each part of the text (Who is this about? 

What happened? Avoid why questions at first.) 
● Sequence cards can help in retelling the text 

 
 5. Question answering 

● Read the text 
● Have the child answer questions about the text 
● Provide immediate feedback on answers 
● Teach him to find answers by looking at pictures or looking for keywords in 

the text 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i0uZm-HgJYY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=exCrFJLRfms
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uso_Q2B8N4k


 6. Use of mental imagery techniques (Lindamood Bell, Oakhill and Patel) 
● Visual mental images can help organize information for retrieval 
● Teach children to picture stories in their mind 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u3w6Gvk9umA 
● Use picture cues at first 
● Ask lots of questions to build an image in his mind of who is in the story, 

where they are, what they are doing, etc. Build in lots of details….tall, 
short, long hair, short hair, a person, an animal, hot or cold, at the ocean 
or in the mountains. What does this sound like, look like, etc? 

 
 7. Graphic and semantic organizers 

● Read the text 
● Use organizational aids to map out the content of the text (google graphic 

organizers or ask a teacher) 
● Illustrate visually the structure of the story in a story map 

Who? What happened? Where? When? Why did they act like they did? 
 

 
 

 
8. Repetitive reading increases fluency and comprehension 

● Read text multiple times (3 or more) 
● You can look for different aspects with each reading  

Who is in the story? 
What were they doing? 
Where are they? 

 
 8. Cooperative learning 

● Interact with peers (or family) about written text. Discuss the text. 
● Implement the other strategies above with a peer/family member 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u3w6Gvk9umA


 
Instructional Procedures for Reading Comprehension 
Select books that are easy reads for the learner. 
The instructor models the strategy. 
The instructor provides scaffolding support or prompting to help the learner implement 
the strategy successfully. 
The instructor gradually fades support. 
The learner has repeated opportunities for independent practice using the strategy. 
The instructor monitors progress and provides appropriate feedback or additional 
modeling. 
 
Pointers 
Start to build comprehension skills very early on, even before he reads independently. 
Read books on a regular basis. 
Talk with him about the books read. Ask questions. Have him sequence the events. 
Teach new vocabulary words. 
Give learner the chance to ask questions. 
Ask learners questions that require him to think about the book: 

What do you think will happen? 
How does the character feel? 

There is no reading comprehension without fluency (accuracy and fluid reading) and 
speed so use appropriate leveled books. A child can not be working on concentrating on 
words and improving speed at the same time he is paying attention to what a passage 
means. 
 
 
Resources: 
 
https://www.down-syndrome.org/reviews/2128/ 
 
https://www.down-syndrome.org/reports/290/ 
 
http://aacliteracy.psu.edu/index.php/page/show/id/11/ 
 
http://www.learnalberta.ca/content/ieptLibrary/lib08.html There are a lot of strategies 
explained for a variety of topics. Go to the home page for more resources. 
 
 
 

https://www.down-syndrome.org/reviews/2128/
https://www.down-syndrome.org/reports/290/
http://aacliteracy.psu.edu/index.php/page/show/id/11/
http://www.learnalberta.ca/content/ieptLibrary/lib08.html


2 videos from the Learning Program illustrating several of these strategies 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xikuwkDLWwE&index=3&list=PLZGIodLYpKsDbulK
LdWzWnddqZlD89M1x  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xikuwkDLWwE&index=3&list=PLZGIodLYpKsDbulKLdWzWnddqZlD89M1x
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xikuwkDLWwE&index=3&list=PLZGIodLYpKsDbulKLdWzWnddqZlD89M1x

