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REMEDIAL READING

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Education, Educational Psychology, Special Education

1. Core Definition and Scope

Remedial reading refers to a specialized educational intervention designed to assist students

whose reading skills are significantly below the accepted or expected standard for their age or

grade level. The fundamental goal of the process is one of remediation--to transition the student

from a deficient level of literacy to a proficiency that allows for successful engagement with the

curriculum. This objective goes beyond mere tutoring or supplemental support; it requires a

focused, intensive, and systematic approach aimed at diagnosing and correcting the underlying

cognitive and linguistic deficits contributing to the reading difficulty. The resulting improvement is

measured not just in anecdotal progress but through objective, standardized assessments

demonstrating a reduction in the gap between the student's actual reading ability and their

potential capacity.

The scope of remedial reading encompasses various essential components of literacy, including

**decoding**, **fluency**, **vocabulary acquisition**, and **reading comprehension**. A student

requiring remediation often struggles across multiple dimensions of reading. For instance, weak

decoding skills (the ability to sound out words) directly impede fluency, which in turn burdens

working memory, ultimately hindering comprehension. Therefore, effective remedial programs are

holistic, addressing these interconnected skills sequentially and explicitly. They are typically

administered by highly trained specialists--often reading therapists or special education teachers--

who possess expertise in evidence-based instructional methodologies.

It is crucial to differentiate remedial reading from standard differentiated instruction provided within

a general education classroom. While classroom teachers accommodate diverse learning needs,

remedial instruction is reserved for students demonstrating persistent and severe struggles, often

categorized under specific learning disabilities, such as developmental dyslexia. The intensity and

duration of the intervention reflect the severity of the deficit, often requiring small-group settings or

one-on-one sessions to provide the necessary diagnostic teaching and immediate corrective

feedback that is essential for skill acquisition in these populations.

2. Etymology and Historical Evolution

The concept of specialized reading intervention emerged prominently in the early 20th century,

coinciding with the rise of compulsory education and standardized testing. As schools began

tracking student performance more formally, a significant portion of the population was identified as

failing to meet basic literacy benchmarks. Initially, these students were often labeled as 'slow

learners' or simply placed in segregated, less rigorous educational tracks, reflecting a lack of

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dyslexia
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=48021
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


REMEDIAL READING 3

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

understanding regarding the specific cognitive mechanisms involved in reading failure.

A major turning point occurred with the increased psychological study of reading difficulties,

particularly the work related to specific reading disabilities. Figures like Samuel T. Orton and Anna

Gillingham, in the 1930s and 40s, pioneered structured, multi-sensory approaches designed to

teach reading explicitly, focusing on the link between auditory and visual processing. Their

methodologies laid the groundwork for modern remedial instruction, shifting the focus from simply

practicing reading to systematically rebuilding the underlying linguistic architecture required for

literacy. This structured approach contrasted sharply with the more global, whole-language

methods prevalent in general education during various periods.

The contemporary understanding of remedial reading solidified with the advent of large-scale

federal educational initiatives, such as the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (1975) and

its successor, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). These legislative mandates

required schools to identify students with learning disabilities and provide appropriate, research-

based interventions. This institutional commitment cemented remedial reading as a distinct and

necessary component of the public education system, demanding accountability through

measurable outcomes and emphasizing the use of **evidence-based practices** derived from

cognitive science and educational research.

3. Theoretical Foundations and Models

Effective remedial reading instruction is deeply rooted in robust theoretical models of reading

acquisition. One of the most influential frameworks is the **Simple View of Reading** (SVR), which

posits that reading comprehension is the product of two core abilities: decoding (word recognition)

and linguistic comprehension (understanding spoken language). Deficits requiring remediation can

stem from a breakdown in either or both of these areas, although many remedial programs focus

heavily on improving decoding skills, as these are often the primary barriers for struggling readers.

Another foundational theory is the **Double-Deficit Hypothesis**, which suggests that severe

reading difficulties often involve simultaneous weaknesses in two key areas: phonological

processing (the ability to manipulate the sounds of language) and rapid naming (the speed at

which one can retrieve and name familiar symbols, letters, or numbers). Remedial programs

targeting these specific deficits often incorporate exercises designed to increase the automaticity of

processing, allowing cognitive resources to be freed up for higher-level comprehension tasks.

The instructional methodology used in most successful remedial programs aligns with the

principles of **Structured Literacy**. This framework is heavily influenced by the Orton-Gillingham

approach and emphasizes explicit, systematic, cumulative, diagnostic, and multi-sensory

instruction. By breaking down the English language into its component parts (phonemes,

morphemes, syllables) and teaching them in a logical sequence, Structured Literacy ensures that
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students build a solid, internalized understanding of how the writing system works, which is often

missing in those who struggle to learn reading naturally.

4. Key Instructional Components

Remedial instruction differentiates itself through the intense focus it places on foundational skills

that are often acquired implicitly by successful readers. The primary instructional components are

consistently addressed in a systematic hierarchy, moving from the smallest units of sound to

complex text analysis.

Phonological Awareness: This is the most foundational skill, involving the ability to hear, identify,

and manipulate phonemes (the smallest units of sound) in spoken words. Remediation begins

here, often using highly explicit methods, because weak phonological awareness is the single most

reliable predictor of future reading difficulties.

Phonics and Decoding: Once students understand the relationship between sounds, they move

to phonics, learning the reliable correspondence between letters (graphemes) and sounds

(phonemes). Remedial instruction must be **synthetic** (blending sounds to read words) and

**analytic** (breaking down words into component parts), ensuring mastery before moving to the

next level of complexity.

Fluency Training: Fluency encompasses reading accuracy, rate, and prosody (expression).

Remediation techniques, such as repeated reading, guided oral reading, and paired reading, are

employed to increase the speed and automaticity of word recognition, thereby reducing the

cognitive load necessary for comprehension.

Vocabulary and Comprehension Strategies: While addressing basic decoding, remedial reading

also incorporates explicit teaching of **Tier 2 vocabulary** (high-frequency academic words) and

meta-cognitive strategies. These strategies teach students how to actively monitor their

understanding, make inferences, summarize, and question the text, transforming passive readers

into active constructors of meaning.

5. Intervention Strategies and Delivery Models

The delivery of remedial reading instruction varies widely but is consistently characterized by its

intensity and precision. Two prominent models guide how this specialized instruction is

implemented within educational settings.

The **Response to Intervention (RTI)** model is a multi-tier system used widely in the United

States and elsewhere. In this model, all students receive high-quality core instruction (Tier 1).

Students who fail to respond adequately are moved to Tier 2, where they receive small-group,
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evidence-based supplementary instruction. Students who still struggle despite these targeted

efforts are moved to Tier 3, which often involves the most intensive, individualized remedial

reading instruction, frequently culminating in assessment for special education services. This

model ensures that remedial services are preventative and diagnostic, relying heavily on

continuous progress monitoring to gauge effectiveness.

Another critical strategic approach involves the use of **Multi-Sensory Teaching** techniques,

often employed in Tier 3 interventions. Methods derived from Orton-Gillingham integrate auditory,

visual, and kinesthetic/tactile pathways simultaneously to reinforce learning. For example, a

student might simultaneously say the sound of a letter (auditory), look at the letter (visual), and

trace the letter in sand or air (kinesthetic). This multimodal input strengthens the neural pathways

associated with reading and writing, providing robust support for learners who struggle to form

these connections through traditional methods alone.

Regardless of the model, effective remedial practice necessitates high student engagement,

immediate, corrective feedback, and high instructional efficiency--maximizing the time spent on

direct instruction. The success of the intervention relies heavily on the instructor's ability to perform

**diagnostic teaching**, adjusting the pace, content, and method based on real-time assessment of

the student's specific learning needs and error patterns.

6. Significance and Educational Impact

The significance of successful remedial reading programs extends far beyond the classroom.

Literacy is the gateway skill for all academic subjects; a student who cannot read proficiently by the

third or fourth grade faces cumulative academic failure, often referred to as the "fourth-grade

slump," when curriculum shifts from learning to read to **reading to learn**. Remediation prevents

this cycle of failure, allowing students to access and process complex information in history,

science, and mathematics.

From a psychological perspective, successful remediation significantly impacts a student's self-

efficacy and motivation. Struggling with reading often leads to feelings of inadequacy, anxiety, and

learned helplessness, which can manifest as behavioral issues or school avoidance. By providing

the tools for success, remedial programs restore confidence and foster a positive identity as a

learner, contributing to better long-term mental health and greater engagement in education.

Economically and socially, effective remedial reading programs are a vital investment. Strong

literacy skills correlate highly with educational attainment, employment stability, and overall civic

participation. By ensuring that fewer individuals exit the educational system with functional

illiteracy, remedial services contribute directly to a more skilled workforce and reduced reliance on

social services, affirming the principle that foundational literacy is a fundamental right and a

necessary prerequisite for socioeconomic mobility in modern society.
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7. Challenges and Criticisms

While the necessity of remedial reading is widely accepted, the field faces several persistent

challenges and criticisms. One primary debate centers on funding and resource allocation. High-

quality remedial instruction requires highly trained specialists, low student-to-teacher ratios, and

specialized, often costly, materials. Many school districts struggle to provide the required intensity

and duration of services, resulting in interventions that are too brief or insufficiently specialized to

address severe deficits effectively.

Another criticism relates to the problem of timely identification and intervention. Despite

sophisticated screening tools, many students are not identified for intensive remediation until they

are several years behind, making the task significantly more difficult and resource-intensive.

Furthermore, inconsistencies exist in the fidelity of implementation; even research-validated

programs can fail if teachers are not adequately trained or if they deviate significantly from the

structured curriculum protocols necessary for success.

Finally, there is an ongoing discussion regarding the effectiveness of different approaches across

diverse populations, particularly multilingual learners. While structured literacy methods are

generally effective, remedial programs must be culturally and linguistically responsive,

acknowledging that phonological and linguistic differences may require tailored instructional

adaptations that go beyond a one-size-fits-all model. Continuous research is necessary to refine

diagnostic tools and intervention strategies for all groups of struggling readers.

Further Reading

Remedial Education (Wikipedia)

Reading Rockets: Remedial Reading Programs

LD Online: Reading Difficulties and Remediation

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
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