
Three categories (& 7 ‘types’) of Weak Readers: Common patterns of strength and weaknesses in children with reading difficulties    Dr Susan Galletly, June 2014 

All weak readers are individuals with highly specific instructional needs. That said, many weak readers have features in common making it useful to think of categories and 
patterns of weakness, and corresponding features of effective instruction to meet their needs. Reflect on your own students’ characteristics and how they fit these profiles.  

[RC: Reading Comprehension  LS: Language Skills (Language & Thinking) WR: Word Reading (Reading Accuracy) M&E: Motivation & Engagement  Y: Yearlevel] 
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WR good Y1, low Y4 
RC good Y1, low Y4 
LS varies 
M & E varies 
Maths varies 

WR & Spelling low 
Maths high 
LS good 
RC low due to WR low. 
M & E varies 

WR very low 
M & E very low 
LS varies 
RC varies 
Maths varies 

WR low 
LS low 
RC low 
Maths low  
M & E varies 

WR & Spelling very low 
LS low 
RC low 
M & E varies 
Maths low 

WR very high 
LS low 
RC low 
M & E varies 
Maths varies 

WR good 
LS good Y1, low Y4 
RC good Y1, low Y4 
M & E varies 
Maths varies 

Y3Test Band 1-3 Y3Test Band 1-2  Y3Test Band 1-2 Y3Test Band 1-2 Y3Test Band 2-3 Y3Test Band 2-3 
Poor phonics skills. 
Did well in Prep-Yr1 due 
to good skill learning 
sightwords and texts 
having high picture & 
language supports. 
Failed to build effective 
skills for reading 
unfamiliar words. 
Struggled from Yr3, due 
to texts having so many 
unfamiliar words, 
including many long 
multisyllabic words. 
Often family history of 
dyslexia. 
Often weakness goes 
undetected in Prep-Y1 

Family history of literacy 
weakness. Struggles to 
learn word reading and 
spelling.  
Easily forgets words 
which have been 
learned. 
Good ability shown in 
other areas. 
At risk of major written 
expression difficulties by 
mid primary school. 
May have similar 
difficulties with maths 
facts, especially times 
tables.  
May have areas of 
giftedness. 
 

Reads own name but 
very few other words.  
Usual early intervention 
which is effective for 
other children didn’t 
work with this child. 
Often has family history 
of severe dyslexia.  
Avoids reading, and is 
very easily distracted 
during reading.  
Strong learned 
helplessness (inner 
belief that I’m not 
capable of learning to 
read) combined with 
strong avoidance. 

Low general ability. 
Mild intellectual 
weakness. 
Low achievement in all 
areas. 
 
 

Good ability ‘masked’ by 
severely low school 
achievement.  
Significant difficulties with 
language skills, reading & 
written expression. 
Often extremely severe 
word reading difficulties 
(Dyslexia – may have 
giftedness too).  
Usually severe difficulties 
with comprehension & 
logical reasoning. 
May or may not have had 
lots of Speech Language 
Pathology intervention as 
a young child. 

Great word reading and 
spelling skills. Poor 
inferential language 
skills so has very poor 
reading comprehension, 
particularly from Yr3, 
due to texts being far 
more diverse and 
requiring good 
vocabulary and 
inferential language 
skills. 
May have an ASD 
diagnosis or show traits 
of ASD or weak social 
skills, and understanding 
how other people think. 

Good literal 
comprehension. Poor 
vocabulary or/and 
inferential 
comprehension. 
Did well in Prep-Y1 
reading due to reading 
comprehension being 
literal comprehension 
with high picture 
language supports.  
Struggled from Yr3, due 
to texts being far more 
diverse and requiring 
good vocabulary and 
inferential language 
skills.  Weak written 
expression. 
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Instructional needs: 
Teach Word Reading   
Use pseudowords lots 
(proxy for unfamiliar 
words, need healthy 
phonics to read/write) as 
many real words are read 
as sight-words..  

Instructional needs: 
Use Echo Reading to 
build book reading skill 
& confidence. 
Work on maths skills if 
needed: teens/tys, & 
maths facts, using 
Literacy Plus mottos. 

Instructional needs: 
Strong focus on DoL1 
(Attitudes & 
Perceptions), with aim 
of reversing Learned 
Helplessness, while child 
makes progress, so child 
learns he’s capable of 
learning to read.  
Focus on fun with 
reading activities & 
books. Use games to get 
instructional intensity, 
e.g., Memory/Snap. 
Do ‘new’ activities, not 
old activities now 
tainted as ‘Can’t do’.  
Build sight words, e.g., 
SG sequence: 
7 family name words, 
then 5: car bus boat 
plane train: then 5:  
boy girl dog cat ball. 
Then use reading texts 
using those known sight 
words. Add sight words, 
building pride & skill.  
Build letter-sound 
knowledge carefully. 
Do phonics with VC 
words first, then CVC. 

Instructional needs: 
Build word reading 
skills using work at 
the child’s level of 
skill. Use ideas from 
dyslexic reader, and 
panicked young 
dyslexic reader.  

Instructional needs: 
Don’t ever consider this child 
unintelligent, despite very 
low achievement. 
Organise regular SLP 
support. Provide high levels 
of support to build word 
reading and language skills. 

Instructional needs: 
Build literal and 
inferential language skills. 
Teach child that the aim 
of reading is not to get to 
the end of the words, but 
to get the message that 
the writer wrote.  

Instructional needs: 
Build inferential 
language skills. 
Build reading 
comprehension skills. 

Teach Word Reading (Reading Accuracy) using 
Sounds & Vowels, then Two Vowels Talking 
sequences. Build skills to an automatic level (Correct 
+ Fast + Supereasy). Monitor progress to avoid 
forgetting of skills which were correct. 
Integrate word reading, vocabulary & spelling 
instruction, e.g., use spelling words from future 
terms/years as word reading & vocab words, a long 
time before they’re to be learned as spelling words.  
Do phonological awareness as part of reading and 
spelling work: phonemes, rhyme, syllables. 
Teach Guestimating (Brave Spelling). 
Teach the 20 vowel sounds & 3 types of 
words/syllables (Regular, Pattern, Tricky). 
Teach ‘Dr G’s 2 Rulz ov Speling’, and enjoy finding 
spelling patterns. Be a schwa hunter. 
Use technology supports to ensure  child has access 
to texts used in class, for building of Reading 
Comprehension skills. 
Optimise Reading Comprehension skills, e.g., 
SCORE, as strong comprehension skills can scaffold 
word reading of unfamiliar words. 

Teach SCORE as an overarching Reading Comprehension strategy, then teach individual reading 
comprehension skills (e.g., summarising, predicting), using DoL2-4, and adding them into SCORE. 
Teach vocabulary both as direct instruction, and student as vocab sleuth, using WORDY words. 
Teach inferential language and reasoning skills, e.g.,  

Tighten Your Thinking: A schoolwide tool for building tighter thinking. 
Questions, conversations & discussions. 
On, Between, Beyond the Lines (Three Level Guide). 
Idioms (Sayings, Figures of Speech). 
Inferential Language Made Visible: Draw On vs Between Lines perspectives. 
Thinking Bubbles, Talking Bubbles: What is the character thinking vs. saying. 
Finding ‘Beyond the Lines’ thinking in picture books: Revisit previously read texts, this time 

focussing on inferential thinking and reasoning: it happens best in second & later reads. 
Jokes and humour: have children draw pictures for a) the set-up (the listener’s prediction 

of what the answer to the joke is), and b) the punchline (the unexpected surprise meaning).   
Teach expressive language skills for writing, using DoL2-4 and a ‘Talk Curriculum’ before moving 
them into writing: 

Compound & complex sentences. 
Creating sentences from given words. 
Complex description: noun wrapping (describers before and after nouns, verb wrapping.  
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