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BrightFish Reading Strategies for Students with Learning Disabilities 
Students with a disorder in one or more of the learning processes involved in language often have 

significant difficulties with reading comprehension. BrightFish Reading is a structured, online program 

that employs a research-based methodology and instructional approach that helps students with 

learning disabilities to increase their word recognition processing, apply comprehension strategies and 

develop the focus required to extract information from text. 

Word Recognition Fluency 

We know that working memory is temporary and it has a small capacity – about 5-7 items. It requires a 

lot of effort to hold information there, so the brain is more efficient when it can “overlearn” tasks and 

move them to long-term memory storage. Students with learning disabilities also require more 

attention and effort to process information. The BrightFish Reading approach to word recognition 

fluency builds on the body of reading research combined with Cognitive Load Theory that instruction 

needs to be chunked, layered and manageable to build efficient processing. 

Word recognition fluency in BrightFish Reading builds on mastering subskills (such as rapid word 

recognition) to the point of automaticity. When word recognition becomes virtually automatic, 

students can use their cognitive capacity in working memory to attend to the meaning of what is being 

read. Passages are broken down to word level in visual and sound match activities that develop 

automatic recognition through mastery criteria that incorporates both accuracy and speed. Working on 

both auditory and visual processing in sequence activates those pathways in the brain.  

Visual and Auditory Processing  

The ability to see and hear words and 

phrases accurately has an enormous impact 

on reading comprehension. Auditory 

processing disorders can cause issues with 

the ability to distinguish differences in 

sounds. Problems in visual perception can 

include reversing letters, skipping words 

and lines. The Student Progress report 

provides data on each visual match and 

sound match level, including errors and 

repeated trials. 

Together with your student, you can review 

the trials for each story unit and look for patterns of errors. Choose the most common pattern, such as  

View fluency errors to look for patterns. 
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beginning consonants, and work on that first before moving to the next one. If accuracy is low but there 

is no consistent pattern, disable the speed criteria (click on the “jet” icon next to the fluency trial) and 

monitor. If there is improvement, have the student continue one more story with the speed criteria off. 

If the student achieves mastery at all levels in the next story unit, re-enable the speed criteria.   

Reading Comprehension 

Research shows that word recognition fluency practice has a significantly positive impact on reading 

comprehension. When students learn to recognize words automatically, reading rates improve and 

students have more capacity for comprehending text. 

The most effective approach to improving reading comprehension in students with learning disabilities 

combines explicit instruction with extensive, scaffolded practice. In BrightFish Reading, students 

actively build passages from the bottom up, first working on individual paragraphs and completing 

activities to demonstrate their understanding about facts and details in the passage. By working on a 

few sentences at a time, students focus on specific meaningful information and learn to zero in on the 

details they need. Students will already have seen the words, phrases and key vocabulary in the text, so 

that by the time they read each paragraph, they are better able to process meaning. 

Once students work on facts and details, they then move to working on the whole text. In the post-

reading activities, they demonstrate higher-level thinking and work with a variety of question types 

that are common in high-stakes tests. By mastery activities in incremental challenges, students get the 

positive encouragement and rewards that help to build confidence along with foundation skills. 

Reviewing Progress – Comprehension 

When viewing data for students with learning disabilities, keep in mind that comprehension deficits are 

complex and may relate to inadequate vocabulary knowledge, weak inferential skills or an inability to 

apply active comprehension strategies. 

Use the Class Progress Report filter by story to see results from all students who have completed the 

story. Here you will be able to view the errors and missed learning objectives for each unit. Expand the 

report to see the details on each activity.  

Intervention Strategies 

In addition to the instruction and scaffolded practice in BrightFish Reading, there are a number of 

strategies that you can use to increase results and progress for students with learning disabilities. 

1. Vocabulary Worksheets: Word definition maps can be used when constructing sentences in the 

“apply the vocabulary” activity in BrightFish stories. Many students with learning disabilities find it 

helpful to visualize terms or concepts when writing sentences with appropriate context.  
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2.Word Challenges: Ask students to identify words from each passage that they find challenging. Have 

them keep a journal where they write down difficult words and their meaning. Work on the words 

together to discuss their meaning and application in the passage. 

3. Graphic Organizers: The graphic organizers used in BrightFish Reading can be downloaded from the 

Teacher’s Guide page as blank templates that can be printed. These are excellent resources to assist 

students as they work through the questions onscreen, but also to identify, organize and remember 

important ideas from what they read.  

4. Read-aloud and re-reading: Use BrightFish Reading passages to provide multiple opportunities for 

students to practice reading. This can be done as both silent reading practice and read-aloud in small 

groups or a 1:1 setting.  

5. Notebooks: Encourage students to keep a notebook to record feedback, formulate written responses 

or use visuals to remember vocabulary, characters, setting and main points of their stories.  

 

 

Graphic organizers help students visualize information. 

 


