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READING AND
LITERACY SKILLS
Helping Teens with Disabilities

Why Reading Matters

Reading is more than just decoding words; it's the key to unlocking knowledge, independence, and 
opportunity. For teens with disabilities, strong literacy skills are crucial for academic success, personal 
growth, and future employment. Reading empowers them to participate fully in society and achieve 
their goals.

Understanding Literacy Challenges

Teens with disabilities may face a variety of challenges that impact their reading and literacy skills. 
These can include:

Decoding Difficulties: Trouble sounding out words or recognizing sight words.
Comprehension Issues: Difficulty understanding the meaning of what they read.
Vocabulary Deficits: Limited understanding of word meanings.
Attention and Focus: Challenges staying focused while reading.
Visual Processing: Difficulties with visual tracking or perception.
Executive Functioning: Problems with planning, organizing, and remembering information.

What You Can Do at Home

Creating a supportive and engaging reading environment at home can make a significant difference. 
Here are some practical tips:

Make Reading Enjoyable:
Choose books and materials that align with your teen's interests and reading level.
Visit the library together to explore different genres and authors.
Create a cozy reading nook where your teen can relax and focus.

Read Aloud Together:
Even older teens benefit from listening to stories. Take turns reading aloud.
Discuss the characters, plot, and themes of the book.
Ask questions to check for understanding.
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Break Down Reading Tasks:
Divide longer texts into smaller, more manageable chunks.
Encourage your teen to take breaks when needed.
Use visual aids, such as graphic organizers, to help with comprehension.

Focus on Vocabulary:
Introduce new words in context.
Use flashcards or online games to reinforce vocabulary learning.
Encourage your teen to keep a vocabulary journal.

Celebrate Progress:
Acknowledge and praise your teen's efforts and achievements.
Focus on growth rather than perfection.
Reward reading milestones with small treats or activities.

Tools That Can Help

Numerous tools and technologies can support reading and literacy development:

Audiobooks: Provide access to literature for students who struggle with decoding.
Text-to-Speech Software: Converts written text into spoken words.
Speech-to-Text Software: Allows students to dictate their writing.
Graphic Organizers: Help students visualize and organize information.
Reading Apps and Websites: Offer interactive reading activities and games.

Family Tips and Strategies

Be Patient and Supportive: Learning takes time, and setbacks are normal. Offer 
encouragement and understanding.
Model Reading Behavior: Let your teen see you reading for pleasure. Discuss what you are 
reading and why you enjoy it.
Connect Reading to Real Life: Help your teen see the relevance of reading by connecting it to 
their interests and experiences.
Create Opportunities for Writing: Encourage your teen to write emails, journal entries, or 
stories. Writing reinforces literacy skills.
Advocate for Your Teen: Work with the school to ensure your teen receives the necessary 
accommodations and support.

Partner with Your Teen’s School

Attend IEP Meetings: Participate actively in your teen's Individualized Education Program (IEP) 
meetings.
Communicate Regularly: Stay in close contact with your teen's teachers and special education 
staff.



Share Information: Provide the school with insights into your teen's strengths, weaknesses, and 
learning preferences.
Collaborate on Goals: Work with the school to set realistic and achievable literacy goals.
Request Accommodations: Ensure your teen receives appropriate accommodations, such as 
extended time, assistive technology, or modified assignments.

Final Thoughts

Building literacy skills is an ongoing process. By providing support, encouragement, and access to 
appropriate resources, you can help your teen with a disability unlock their full potential and achieve 
lifelong success.

References & Resources

National Center for Learning Disabilities (NCLD): https://www.ncld.org/
Understood.org: https://www.understood.org/
Reading Rockets: https://www.readingrockets.org/
International Dyslexia Association (IDA): https://dyslexiaida.org/
Bookshare: https://www.bookshare.org/ - An accessible online library for individuals with print 
disabilities.


