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Teaching Success for Dyslexic Students



SOUNDS IN SYLLABLES:

EVIDENCE-BASED READING THERAPY

Developed by Sandra Dillon, Director of the Multisensory Language Training Institute of New Mexico, Sounds In Syllables (SIS) is the most powerful Orton-Gillingham approach to teaching reading (decoding, fluency, and comprehension), spelling, writing, and the foundations of syntax and grammar. In developing SIS, Ms. Dillon incorporated teaching methods she learned directly from Patricia and Charles Lindamood, Beth Slingerland, and Aylett Royal Cox, author of Alphabetic Phonics.  These methods integrate evidence-based practice from neurology, cognitive sciences, psychology, speech-language pathology, and linguistics to produce the most durable remediation for students with even the most severe learning disabilities.   

Academic Therapists trained and certified to deliver SIS learn the precise articulation of the sounds of English and sound-symbol relationships.  They learn to "cement" learning by using multisensory methods that trigger positive changes in the way students process learning.  Research on these strategies demonstrates that multisensory approaches delivered through the repetitive, simultaneous, methods of SIS actually strengthen weak neural pathways and build new ones. This is why SIS students retain the reading and language skills they learn in order to achieve academic success long after they have completed their work with ASDEC therapists.

The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) considers Multisensory Structured Language Education techniques such as those used in SIS to be the most effective method to teach dyslexic students. Researchers Dr. Sheryl Handler and Dr. Walter Fierson explain:

Most children with dyslexia need help from a teacher, tutor, or therapist who has been specially trained in using a multisensory, structured language approach. It is important for these children to be taught by a sequenced systematic and explicit method that involves several senses (hearing, seeing, touching) at the same time. Highly structured daily intensive individualized instruction by an educational therapist or skilled teacher specially trained in explicitly teaching phonemic awareness and the application of phonics is the foundation for remedial programs. In addition, students with dyslexia often need a great deal of structured practice and immediate, corrective feedback to develop automatic word-recognition skills. Pediatrics Vol. 127 No. 3 March 2011 ppe818-e856 

Sounds In Syllables is Uniquely Effective for Students with Severe Dyslexia

Sandra Dillon designed the structured procedures in Sounds In Syllables to change the way the dyslexic student processes the sounds and symbols of language.  The visual image, auditory response, and the motor skills involved, including left to right visual tracking, smooth blending of sounds, paired with a written response, are tightly integrated and practiced to ensure that the student reads what his eyes are seeing. When these procedures are adhered to with absolute fidelity, even the most severely dyslexic students learn to read with accuracy and automaticity. 

Unique Features of Sounds In Syllables

Sounds In Syllables (SIS) allows for the presentation of material in very small steps linked by tightly structured motor-learning principles.  It begins by teaching each consonant and vowel in closed syllables, one at a time, providing reading and spelling practice with each, and then copious practice again after folding the new information into that which has been previously learned. 

All of the English phonograms, the six syllable types, and reading and spelling rules are taught and practiced in the five levels of the program.  When and if it is found that the very small steps are no longer needed, larger steps can also be made.  SIS is very flexible and very responsive to individual needs. 

Based on learning theory and principles of neuroplasticity, the therapeutic procedures delivered in a highly controlled and structured lesson build reliable, new behaviors that are accurate, automatic, and habitual. Students achieve automaticity only when the procedures are practiced consistently and frequently. Students are carefully guided toward accurate and error-free responses leading to long-term memory storage that can be retrieved when necessary (Bruce Porch, PhD, Porch Index of Communicative Ability).

Torgensen (2004) concludes that intensity and explicitness of instruction are essential for dyslexic students stating, “Explicit instruction is instruction that does not leave anything to chance and does not make assumptions about skills and knowledge that children will acquire on their own”. Sandra Dillon notes that SIS “assumes nothing about what the student already knows,” and instead allows students to unlearn inefficient guessing and instead learn with confidence and accuracy.
Accuracy and Fluency are Linked to Motor-Skill Learning
Structured procedures build in accurate and automatic blending of syllables, which is where fluency begins.  Students must truly look at the letters, tracking left to right with their eyes, while matching what they see with the vocal-motor movements of blending the sounds.  Students practice blending through the vowel to ensure that their mouth says what their eyes are seeing.

Motor patterns for writing the cursive letters are established during new introduction procedures and reviews, and are paired with the name, visual image and sound of a letter.  The act of writing a letter in cursive, (with a pencil or just finger movement), then becomes a useful tool which can trigger the correct sound when needed for reading.

Likewise, a dependable sound spelling system is developed following structured, sequential steps.  Correct motor patterns for written spelling are taught and practiced until automatic and efficiently produced. Specifically, SIS co-articulation through the vowel as a reading strategy is unique to this method and is perhaps its most powerful component.

Similarly, the pace and sequence of introduction is unique to SIS. The purposeful separation of concept introductions to offset the more confusing aspects of the English language is critical to teaching dyslexic students that printed words are not just “a mass of letters out to trick them.” (Sandra Dillon). For example, mastery of the closed syllable is practiced throughout the entire first level of the five level program (about thirty 50-minute lessons), while the Vowel-Consonant Silent e syllable is introduced at the very end of level 3 (about forty 50- minute sessions.)
The pace of introductions are never combined with the introduction of irregular patterns, again securing mastery of the Six Syllables that constitute 45% of the English language. Spelling instruction in Sound in Syllables is its most powerful and unique feature. Students are taught high-frequency words to mastery. Once mastery is achieved, students are explicitly taught irregular words – building confidence and accuracy.
Other Orton-Gillingham Based Programs
Nearly all other Orton-Gillingham based programs currently used in schools are available commercially and as such, promise rapid results. These programs do not emphasize spelling because they instead focus on rapid decoding that may facilitate more rapid basic decoding but leaves written language at a deficit.  These programs also do not reinforce the reading for those more severely involved dyslexics who need simultaneous and sequential integration of spelling and reading to support language processing.  

SIS Therapy Level Training

SIS therapists must complete 200 hours of course instruction (150 in SIS instructional methods and 50 hours of Neuro-Psychology) from accredited Multisensory Language Education training centers.  In addition to course work, SIS therapists must complete a 20-month practicum that includes 700 hours of supervised instruction to guarantee strict fidelity to the structured procedures essential to teaching reading success to dyslexic students.  SIS is not a commercial product. Unlike Wilson Reading, the Barton Method, Reading Recovery, Reading Rockets and other widely distributed reading programs, SIS materials are not available for purchase by any individuals or organizations other than those accredited by the International Multisensory Structured Language Education Council (IMSLEC) and even those organizations must comply with the strict usage policies maintained by Sandra Dillon.

As SIS Therapist and former public school teacher/reading specialist Jennifer Appleton notes, SIS “leaves no stone unturned.”  Another SIS therapist and former tutor at the Lab School of Washington states, SIS is the most comprehensive and successful reading intervention available to meet the needs of all of my dyslexic students, but especially those who have not succeeded in other specialized reading programs.
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