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Helping Individuals with Dyslexia Gain Access to Text 
by Dave Edyburn 

 
 
 

You can't learn much from books you can't read. 
Richard L. Allington, 2002, pp. 16-17. 

 
For students with disabilities, and Dyslexia in particular, there is little evidence that specialized 
remedial interventions close academic achievement gaps. As a result, there is an urgent need for 
parents, educators, and administrators to consider the use of compensatory tools like assistive 
technology.  
 
Assistive technologies are easily recognized for individuals with physical impairments (e.g., 
wheelchairs), blindness or low vision (e.g., Braille, screen enlargement), and deaf or hard of 
hearing (e.g., captioning). However, because Dyslexia impacts cognition, an unseen cognitive 
function, the need for assistive technology is not readily observable. Yet, persistent academic 
failure should signal an urgent call for assistive technology. 
 
Figure 1 illustrates how chronicle academic failure creates an achievement gap that is difficult to 
close after the early grades. When a student's academic performance tends to look like the lower 
line, it is essential to ask, "How much failure data do we need before we know you can't do a 
specific task?" And perhaps more importantly, "What are we going to do about it?" (Edyburn, 
2006). Unfortunately, persistent academic failure by students with Dyslexia often damages their 
self-efficacy such that "I can't read" becomes internalized as "I can't learn." 
 
Figure 1 
Graphic representation of how an achievement gap grows over time and becomes more 
resistant to intervention. 
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The need to prevent academic failure is also related to the increased emphasis on helping 
students achieve high academic standards. In the past, many educators felt it was their job to sort 
students on the Bell Curve (see Figure 2). However, expectations that students achieve high 
standards are more properly reflected as a J-Curve (see Figure 3). That is, performance is low 
when a new topic or skill is introduced, but in a very short time, with proper evidence-based 
instruction, competency and high performance is achieved. Holding students accountable to 
achieve high standards does not allow extra time to go back and remediate poor performance. 
Therefore, we must find ways to ensure that students with Dyslexia are able to access the general 
curriculum, engage in meaningful learning activities, and demonstrate successful learning 
outcomes within the same time frame as their non-handicapped peers. Otherwise, we are simply 
contributing to the achievement gap rather than closing it. 
 
Figure 2 
The Bell Curve 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3 
The J-Curve 
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Designing Interventions 
 
One problem with assistive technology service delivery systems is that it requires the student to 
fail, and someone to notice, before the student is able to receive an evaluation and appropriate 
assistive technology devices and services (Edyburn, 2013). Unfortunately, this model is not 
scalable for the needs of high-incidence disabilities like Dyslexia. One important alternative is 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL). One principle of UDL involves making interventions 
available to the entire class in order to reach those who need them (some of whom we can 
identify in advance, and many whom we cannot). 
 
Since students with Dyslexia are likely to be found in every classroom, it is appropriate to 
consider how assistive technologies might be made available to all students in accordance with 
the philosophy of UDL. This means publishers and educators should embed supports in the 
curriculum to ensure that every student is able to access, engage, and benefit from instruction 
such that academic achievement looks like the J-curve.  
 
Table 1 summarizes some interventions that students with Dyslexia may find useful for 
accessing text that they cannot independently read or comprehend. As we have discussed, 
embedding these supports within the curriculum will provide the necessary support needed by 
students with Dyslexia (primary beneficiaries) but also support other students who are at-risk of 
academic failure but may not be known in advance (secondary beneficiaries).  
 
Table 1 
Selected Strategies and Tools for Improving Access and Engagement to Text 
 

Instructional 
Challenge 

Strategy Technology Options 

Student is unable to 
read standard 
textbook. 

Provide text-to-speech 
supports. 

Natural Reader  
http://www.naturalreaders.com/ 

Provide students with tools to 
summarize complex texts in 
order to extract the essential 
meaning. 

Text Compactor  
http://www.textcompactor.com 

Low reading skills 
limit access to content 
knowledge. 

Provide digital tiered reading 
materials to enable students 
to select the most appropriate 
challenge level. 

Books that Grow 
http://www.booksthatgrow.com/ 
NewsELA 
 http://www.newsela.com 
The Brain:  
From Top to Bottom 
http://thebrain.mcgill.ca/ 

Students have 
difficulty finding 
independent reading 
materials. 

Provide access to multimedia 
story books. 

Story Online  
http://www.storylineonline.net/ 

Convert Wikipedia text to 
Simple English. 

Wikpedia: Bear 
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bear 
 
Simple Egnlish Wikipedia: Bear  
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http://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bear 
Student has difficulty 
understanding words 
in context. 

Provide a tool that 
dynamically alters 
vocabulary difficulty. 

Rewordify  
https://rewordify.com/ 

 
Conclusion 

 
The need to help students with Dyslexia achieve grade-level standards is urgent. Whereas the 
marketplace continues to develop tools and resources, more effort must be devoted to studying 
their application in the classroom to measure the value of each tool for closing the achievement 
gap. 
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