
The 1st Journal
By Estelle Darcy

24 September, 2014

The read aloud helps teachers build community; provides common ground for discussion; introduces
learners to different topics, cultures, and perspectives; and inspires joy and excitement. Reading to students
also boosts literacy learning. It supports the development of fluency (Ceyhan & Yildiz, 2021) promotes
vocabulary acquisition, and strengthens comprehension (Brooks, 2022). For all of these reasons, every
student should get access to experience this important classroom ritual.

In many ways, the read aloud is ideal for use in the inclusive classroom. It is accessible as it often involves
multiple means of representation (e.g., pictures, spoken words). It’s collaborative as it provides students
with opportunities to learn with and from peers. Additionally, it offers opportunities for social and
communication skill development (e.g., listening, sharing a comment in a whole-class format). 

Despite these benefits, students lose access to the read aloud for a variety of reasons. These reasons,
however, must always be examined as many barriers can be “busted” with changes in materials, strategies,
or expectations. Those who struggle to “sit and get”, for instance, can be offered flexible seating. Those
who struggle in interactive elements of the experience can use augmentative and alternative
communication (AAC). In fact, there are countless changes that can be implemented for students who find
aspects of the read aloud challenging (e.g., students with disabilities, multilingual learners, young children). 
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This article is part of a “20 Ways” series of articles that is intended to amplify the idea that many of the repeating

structures in classrooms (e.g., science lab, read aloud, centers) can be made more elastic with simple changes to

materials, norms, spaces, expectations, and objectives. I created several “20 Ways” lists to highlight the fact that

there are many ways to make common classroom structures more accessible for all. 

Twenty ideas that can help you support all students in the read aloud are offered here:

Be matchy-matchy. Give the student the same book so they can follow along as the teacher reads.

Adapt. Give the student an adapted version of the book (e.g., a tactile version, an enlarged print version, an
illustrated version) so they can follow along as the teacher reads. 

Explore e-reading. Some read alouds are best when shared on the big screen. When a book is projected, the
text and illustrations are large enough for most students to see clearly—even some learners with low vision.
The magnified image also allows students to explore detailed illustrations or photographs. 

Caption. Do your multilingual learners need language support? If so, share live captions (via PowerPoint)
when you read aloud. Enable English captions, or choose the home language of your students.

Play a game. Have the student play “read aloud bingo” and cross off words, phrases, or ideas they hear.

Find a fidget. Give the student a text-related task or item to keep them comfortable (e.g., the student fidgets
with a boxcar toy as the teacher reads a story about trains, the student uses colored pencils to shade a
battlefield map as the teacher is reading about Gettysburg).

Provide pencils and markers. Give a student a copy of the text that they can use to highlight words or
phrases of interest. They can also be invited code the text with symbols (e.g., + for “I agree”) as they listen.

Let them map. Provide examples of concept maps and give learners opportunities to create one as they
listen to a story, passage, or chapter. This may be especially for non-fiction selections.

Put them to work. Give the student a job (e.g., turning the pages of a big book, advancing a slide show of the
book pages or of images related to a text passage).

Create a kit. Let the student explore a “story kit” filled with objects related to the read aloud (e.g., the kit for
Saturday [Mora, 2019] could be filled with a toy bus, a puppet, and a wooden spoon; the kit for A River Ran
Wild [Cherry, 1992] could be filled with a map of the Nashua River, a pressed wildflower, and a plastic frog).
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Invite doodles. Give the student a notebook or tablet to draw images related to the story or passage.
Doodling and sketchnoting can be enjoyable for students and it may also boost memory and
comprehension of material (Andrade, 2010, Boggs et al., 2017). To add structure, try an activity called “4-
Corners.” To begin, give every student a piece of paper folded into quarters. Then, start your read aloud.
After a few pages, stop reading and ask students to draw what they heard in the first box (i.e., the top left
corner of the page). Continue this process until the story or chapter ends and students have filled all the
boxes. Finally, assign partners and ask students to engage in a retelling of the material to those partners.

Deal the cards. Give the student cards to hold up during key passages (e.g., every time the bad wolf is
mentioned, the child displays an image of this character; every time the teacher says “respiratory system,”
the student holds up a photo of the lungs).

Put them in charge. Have the student “take over” the read aloud. Invite them to read the book or passage
(alone or with a partner) to the group.

Collaborate. Have a student co-teach the book by asking key questions (prepared on cards or programmed
into a communication device or app) throughout the read aloud (e.g., “What do you think will happen next?”).

Tag team. Have a student participate by reading the first sentence or the last sentence (verbally or via a
communication device or app) of a book or text or by repeating important words or sentences.

Invite them all. Ask the group to read parts of the text together. Choral reading can be used for a phrase, a
sentence, or a passage. This technique can be engaging and can support decoding, as well (Paige, 2011).

Listen. Do the characters in your book have interesting or unfamiliar accents? Do they have personality
quirks that are evident in what they say and how they say it? If so, you might stop reading at certain points
and play excerpts from the audio book so learners can hear how professional voice actors deliver those
lines and play those parts. Listening to a narrator might also be used as a strategy to engage learners and
hook them on new genres. Students listening to Jason Reynolds reading his book, The Long Way Down, for
instance, may gain a new appreciation for poetry. To adapt even further, you can involve a student in this
task. If you have a learner with complex support needs in your classroom, for instance, you can ask them to
start the clip by pressing “play” on an audiobook app or using a switch to start the recording.

Host a puppet show. Give the student a finger, hand, or stick puppet to hold and let them perform parts of
the book for the class.

Add drama. To enhance attention, stop reading at designated points and have students act out scenes from
the text. This idea can be used with any text (e.g., The Declaration of Independence, The Three Little Pigs). 

Create a comfortable space. Give the student sensory tools to use during the lesson (e.g., flexible seating, a
fidget, a weighted animal).
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