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Understanding the Science of Reading: Orton-
Gillingham Approach

The science of reading Orton-Gillingham is an instructional approach that has gained
significant attention in recent years, particularly in the context of teaching students with
dyslexia and other reading difficulties. This method is rooted in a deep understanding of
how reading is processed in the brain and emphasizes explicit, systematic instruction in
phonics and language structure. By exploring the principles behind the Orton-Gillingham
approach, its applications, and its effectiveness, we can better appreciate its role in
improving literacy skills for diverse learners.

What is the Orton-Gillingham Approach?

The Orton-Gillingham (OG) approach is named after Dr. Samuel T. Orton and Anna
Gillingham, who developed this method in the early 20th century. It is a structured,
multisensory teaching strategy designed specifically for individuals with reading difficulties,
particularly dyslexia. The OG approach is based on the following key principles:

Multisensory Learning: It engages multiple senses (sight, sound, touch) to enhance
memory and learning.

Structured and Sequential: Instruction is organized in a logical sequence, building
on previously learned concepts.

Explicit Instruction: It teaches the rules of language and phonics directly and
clearly.

Individualized Instruction: Lessons are tailored to meet the unique needs of each
student.

This approach has been widely adopted in schools and tutoring programs to provide
effective reading instruction for students who struggle with traditional teaching methods.

The Science Behind the Orton-Gillingham
Approach

Understanding the science of reading is essential to comprehend why the Orton-Gillingham



approach is effective. The brain processes reading through various interconnected systems,
including phonological awareness, orthographic processing, and semantic knowledge.
Below are key components of this scientific foundation:

1. Phonemic Awareness

Phonemic awareness is the ability to recognize and manipulate individual sounds
(phonemes) in spoken words. Research shows that strong phonemic awareness is crucial
for successful reading development. The OG approach includes activities that help students
identify, isolate, and manipulate sounds, fostering their ability to decode words.

2. Phonics and Decoding

Phonics involves the relationship between letters and sounds. The Orton-Gillingham method
emphasizes systematic phonics instruction, helping students understand how to decode
words. By learning sound-letter associations, students become proficient in reading
unfamiliar words.

3. Orthographic Processing

Orthographic processing refers to the ability to recognize written words and their
structures. The OG approach uses visual and tactile activities (such as writing letters in
sand or using letter tiles) to reinforce these skills, promoting fluency and automaticity in
reading.

4. Vocabulary and Comprehension

A robust vocabulary and strong comprehension skills are essential for reading success. The
Orton-Gillingham approach integrates vocabulary instruction into its lessons, focusing on
word meanings, usage, and context to enhance comprehension.

Implementing the Orton-Gillingham Approach

To effectively implement the Orton-Gillingham approach, educators and tutors should follow
a few essential steps:

Assessment: Begin by assessing the student’s reading abilities to identify specific1.
strengths and weaknesses.

Setting Goals: Establish clear, achievable goals based on the assessment results.2.



Structured Lessons: Create a lesson plan that follows the OG principles, focusing on3.
multisensory, sequential instruction.

Regular Review: Incorporate regular review of previously learned material to4.
reinforce skills and build confidence.

Progress Monitoring: Continuously monitor the student’s progress and adjust5.
instruction as needed.

Educators trained in the Orton-Gillingham approach often utilize various materials and
resources, including phonics books, flashcards, and interactive activities, to engage
students and make learning enjoyable.

Benefits of the Orton-Gillingham Approach

The Orton-Gillingham approach offers numerous benefits for students with reading
difficulties, including:

Increased Confidence: By using a structured, supportive method, students often
experience increased self-esteem as they see improvement in their reading skills.

Enhanced Reading Skills: The explicit instruction in phonics and language structure
helps students develop strong decoding and encoding skills.

Personalized Learning: Individualized instruction caters to each student's unique
learning style and pace.

Long-Term Success: Students who receive OG instruction tend to achieve better
long-term reading outcomes compared to those who do not.

Research Supporting the Orton-Gillingham
Approach

Numerous studies have examined the effectiveness of the Orton-Gillingham approach in
improving reading skills for students with dyslexia and other learning disabilities. Key
findings include:

1. Improved Phonemic Awareness: Research indicates that OG instruction significantly
enhances phonemic awareness, a critical component of reading success.

2. Enhanced Reading Fluency: Studies show that students who receive explicit phonics
instruction, as found in the OG approach, demonstrate increased reading fluency, which is



essential for comprehension.

3. Positive Academic Outcomes: Meta-analyses reveal that students with dyslexia who
receive Orton-Gillingham instruction show greater improvements in overall academic
performance compared to their peers.

4. Teacher Training: Educators trained in the Orton-Gillingham method report higher levels
of confidence in their ability to teach reading effectively, leading to better student
outcomes.

Challenges and Considerations

While the Orton-Gillingham approach has proven effective, certain challenges and
considerations must be addressed:

1. Training and Certification

Effective implementation of the OG approach requires comprehensive training for
educators. Many programs offer certification, but accessibility and cost can be barriers for
some teachers and schools.

2. Time Commitment

The structured nature of the OG approach means that lessons may take longer than
traditional methods. Educators must be prepared to dedicate adequate time to ensure
students master foundational skills.

3. Individual Variability

Every student is unique, and the effectiveness of the Orton-Gillingham approach may vary
based on individual learning profiles. Educators must remain flexible and responsive to
students' needs.

Conclusion

The science of reading Orton-Gillingham is a powerful tool for educators seeking to support
students with reading difficulties. By emphasizing explicit, systematic instruction and
utilizing multisensory techniques, the OG approach facilitates a deeper understanding of
language and literacy. With ongoing research, training, and dedication, the Orton-
Gillingham method can continue to transform the reading experiences of countless
students, paving the way for academic success and lifelong learning. As we deepen our



understanding of reading science, approaches like Orton-Gillingham will remain essential in
addressing the diverse needs of learners in today’s classrooms.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Science of Reading?
The Science of Reading is a body of research that encompasses the cognitive processes
involved in reading and the best practices for effective reading instruction.

How does the Orton-Gillingham approach relate to the
Science of Reading?
The Orton-Gillingham approach is a structured, multisensory method of teaching reading
that aligns with the principles of the Science of Reading, emphasizing phonemic awareness
and systematic phonics.

What are the key components of the Orton-Gillingham
method?
The key components include explicit instruction in phonics, a multisensory approach, a
focus on the structure of language, and systematic, sequential teaching.

Who can benefit from the Orton-Gillingham approach?
While it is primarily designed for individuals with dyslexia, the Orton-Gillingham approach
can benefit all learners, particularly those struggling with reading.

What is the role of phonemic awareness in the Orton-
Gillingham method?
Phonemic awareness is crucial in the Orton-Gillingham method, as it helps students
recognize and manipulate sounds in words, which is foundational for reading proficiency.

Can the Orton-Gillingham approach be used in a
classroom setting?
Yes, the Orton-Gillingham approach can be adapted for classroom use, allowing teachers to
implement its principles in group instruction while still addressing individual student needs.

What are some common techniques used in the Orton-
Gillingham approach?
Common techniques include using colored tiles to represent sounds, engaging in tracing
letters in sand, and employing visual, auditory, and kinesthetic activities to reinforce



learning.

Is the Orton-Gillingham approach evidence-based?
Yes, the Orton-Gillingham approach is considered evidence-based as it is grounded in
research about how the brain processes language and effective reading instruction
methods.

How can parents support their children using the Orton-
Gillingham approach at home?
Parents can support their children by incorporating multisensory activities, reading together
regularly, and reinforcing phonics skills through games and structured practice at home.
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