
EDUCATING THE STUDENT 

WITH WILLIAMS SYNDROME

Dr. Robin Pegg, MEd, COTAL, ATP, ROH
Education Consultant

rpegg@williams-syndrome.org

Williams Syndrome Association
www.williams-syndrome.org

mailto:rpegg@williams-syndrome.org
http://www.williams-syndrome.org


TODAY’S OBJECTIVES

• Familiarize ourselves with the Educational Profile 

of students with WS

• Discuss Best Practices

• Discuss Common Sense Accommodations



https://create.piktochart.com/output/64568111-education-profile-2024
https://create.piktochart.com/output/64568111-education-profile-2024


Dorsal Stream Functional Deficits in Williams Syndrome

Reduced gray matter in the intraparietal sulcus, 
even for adults with WS who have “normal” IQ, 
leads to functional disconnection from regions 
dorsal to this point.

This is related to:
1. Difficulty with visuospatial construction, 

including handwriting and pattern 
construction

2. Difficulty with relational language 
(prepositions, complex  conjunctions or 
disjunctions)
• Impacts reading comprehension, social 

pragmatics
3. Difficulty with mathematics

• Due to both visuospatial construction and 
relational language difficulties

Meyer-Lindenberg et al., Nature Reviews: Neuroscience 
(2006)



Differences in Intraparietal Sulcus (IPS) Functional Connectivity 
between Typically Developing (TD) Children and Children with 

WS

• TD children: IPS is strongly 
connected to visuospatial
regions.

• Children with WS: IPS is 
strongly connected to social
regions.

Gregory et al., Brain, 2019



More Advanced Relational Concepts

• Words that link two parts of a thought or two thoughts

• Examples:
–and, or
–unless
–however
–although
–nevertheless
–as a consequence
–neither . . . nor

● These are more complex

● These concepts are not typically explicitly 

taught.

● Children with WS need explicit instruction in 

advanced relational concepts.

Although the girl 

hurt her leg she 

can still walk to 

school.



INSTRUCTIONAL 

STRATEGIES

• Loose structure, 

poor classroom 

management, and/or 

lack of appropriate 

accommodations can 

be more of a 

challenge than the 

WS.



Instructional Routines have GREAT POWER!

The intentional use of instructional routines, decreases the need for 
behavioral interventions and increases a student’s ability to function 
autonomously in the classroom.

We must be RESPONSIBLE and INTENTIONALLY TEACH them.  Don’t 
ASSUME the kids will learn them automatically.



https://williams-syndrome.org/resources/factinfo-sheet/prompt-hierarchy-when-working-with-children-with-ws






• Needs:

• Phonics

• Phonemic Manipulation

• Balanced literacy, 3 cueing, 

sight words can UNDO the 

progress that is made

**HUGE impact of visual/perceptual 

deficits

• Recommended Curriculum

• Orton-Gillingham based…

• Linda Mood-Bell – Visualizing & 

Verbalizing

• UFLI

https://www.orton-gillingham.com/
https://ganderpublishing.com/pages/program/visualizing-and-verbalizing?srsltid=AfmBOooh0sxZ3-VCFS15-D9MNC5tr_fl-mE9UCAsyl2Q7ULM4-LxLkSI
https://ganderpublishing.com/pages/program/visualizing-and-verbalizing?srsltid=AfmBOooh0sxZ3-VCFS15-D9MNC5tr_fl-mE9UCAsyl2Q7ULM4-LxLkSI
https://ufli.education.ufl.edu/foundations/toolbox/


● Writing

○ Provide an “alternate pencil” RIGHT 

AWAY

○ Instruct in composition

○ Separate drafting and editing

○ Tell me more vs. WH questions



Normal Curve



WIAT-III Basic Reading Standard Score as a Function of Reading Instruction Method
(Age 9 Years, N = 70)

Systematic 
Phonics

Whole 
Language

N 32 38

Mean 84.97 64.29

SD 8.17 6.65

Range 64 – 106 52 – 76 



Simple View of Reading

That is, successful reading comprehension requires BOTH 
good (fluent) decoding skills AND good listening (language) 

comprehension skills





WIAT-III Reading Comprehension Standard Score as a Function of Reading Instruction 
Method

(Age 9 Years, N = 70)

Systematic 
Phonics

Whole 
Language

N 32 38

Mean 82.00 56.63

SD 13.67 12.31

Range 40 – 110 40 – 79 



Percentage of 14 – 17-year-olds with WS who have Functional-Level 
Word Reading Abilities, as a Function of Reading Instruction Method

Reading 
Instruction 

Method

No
Word Reading Age 

Equivalent
< 10.0 Years

Yes
Word Reading Age 

Equivalent
≥ 10.0 Years

Systematic 
Phonics

5 (13.2%) 33 (86.8%)

Whole Language 15 (100%) 0 (0%)

Systematic Phonics Group: Median Word Reading AE = 12.0 years (IQR: 10.9 –
16.0)

Whole Language Group:    Median Word Reading AE =   7.0 years  (IQR: 6.3 –
7.7)



Research Takeaways...

● Children with WS CAN learn to 
read.

● Proficiency with reading is 
DIRECTLY tied to instructional 
methods.

● Children need systematic phonics 
instruction that includes phoneme 
manipulation.

● Listening comprehension is crucial 
to overall understanding.

○ Conversations
○ Instructions
○ Reading



21

ALL children need to progress through the developmental stages of 
writing - REGARDLESS of the type of “pencil” they use.

http://blog.heidisongs.com/Free_Downloads/assets/Stages_Of_Childs_Writing.pdf
https://www.sjsd.k12.mo.us/site/default.aspx?PageType=3&ModuleInstanceID=4035&ViewID=7b97f7ed-8e5e-4120-848f-a8b4987d588f&RenderLoc=0&FlexDataID=1791&PageID=3567


About Writing…
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Four Square 
Writing Method

Example:

https://www.amazon.com/Four-Square-Writing-Approach-Teaching-ebook/dp/B07819NJPH
https://www.amazon.com/Four-Square-Writing-Approach-Teaching-ebook/dp/B07819NJPH


Instructional Guidelines

1. Double dip of language arts instruction
a. Children receive the same reading instruction as their grade level peers.

i. This is imperative as it supports the child’s broad range of knowledge
ii. Also supports social needs by supporting the child’s ability to be relevant 

b. Reading instruction is augmented by direct instruction in systematic phonics which includes phoneme 
manipulation

2. Recommended Curriculum
a. Lindamood - LiPS program - preferred over all others because it systematically incorporates both basic & 

advanced phoneme awareness tasks, including phoneme manipulation.
i. This is the ONLY program in this list with peer-reviewed research demonstrating large gains in standard 

scores.
b. UFLI: University of Florida Literacy Institute
c. Phonics They Use by Patricia Cunningham

i. Making Words by Patricia Cunningham
d. Orton-Gillingham supplemented with advanced phoneme awareness training (phoneme manipulation)
e. Wilson Reading: Phonics Module supplemented with advanced phoneme awareness training (phoneme 

manipulation)

3. For children who have word-reading difficulties - augment reading with audio
a. DO NOT use this as a replacement for reading instruction
b. This also does not replace SHARED READING which requires a proficient human partner to read to a child 

and discuss what is being read.

https://lindamoodbell.com/program/lindamood-phoneme-sequencing-program
https://ufli.education.ufl.edu/foundations/toolbox/
https://www.amazon.com/Phonics-They-Use-Reading-Writing/dp/0134255186/ref=sr_1_10?crid=192OKEUXS0MY0&dchild=1&keywords=patricia+cunningham&qid=1601913751&sprefix=patricia+cunning%2Caps%2C166&sr=8-10
https://www.amazon.com/Making-Words-Grades-Multilevel-Hands/dp/0866538062
https://www.orton-gillingham.com/
https://www.wilsonlanguage.com/professional-learning/individual-teacher-support/wrs-level-i-certification/online-1-6/
https://literacyforallinstruction.ca/shared-reading/


SOCIAL STUDIES/SCIENCE

• IMPORTANT to teach 

them for social 

relevancy/social capital

• Need prior knowledge

• Needs instruction in 

vocabulary



PRIOR KNOWLEDGE & 

VOCABULARY
• Robert Marzano

• .97 effect size for 

vocabulary instruction

• John Hattie

• Deep Learning

• David Koppenhaver & 

Karen Erickson

http://null
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7kZ8hGzteXiRUFyNDFaWC0yOGM


MATH

Kids CAN learn WITH deliberate & explicit instruction

• Touch Math Curriculum

• Simple strategies:

• Number lines & Standard Algorithm

• Hundreds Charts & Multiplication Charts

https://touchmath.com/?srsltid=AfmBOoomml10vmji86-cW73K_z-WkhEeBv7n00efFFgd8H_o5Uim-78m


SOCIAL 

SUPPORTS
• Social Thinking Curriculum

• Everyday Speech

• Circles Curriculum

• Zones of Regulation

https://www.socialthinking.com/
https://everydayspeech.com/
https://stanfield.com/product/circles-curriculum-bundle-w1004-38/
https://zonesofregulation.com/


Secret Sauce…

Dual Coding Theory

https://www.stemlynsblog.org/educational-theories-you-should-know-dual-coding/

https://cloudassess.com/blog/dual-coding-theory/


Secret Sauce…

Dual Coding Theory

https://www.stemlynsblog.org/educational-theories-you-should-know-dual-coding/

https://cloudassess.com/blog/dual-coding-theory/


What does this mean?  



In a nutshell…
Best study techniques: Dual coding

In this video, we dive into the powerful world of dual coding theory and explore how it can transform teaching and learning. Join us as we uncover the science behind dual coding and its practical applications in the classroom.

What You'll Learn:

The basics of dual coding theory, introduced by Allan Paivio.
How combining visual and verbal information enhances memory and understanding.
Research-based examples of dual coding in action across various subjects.
Practical tips for teachers to implement dual coding in their lessons.

Research:

Mayer, R. E.,  Gallini, J. K. (1990). When is an illustration worth ten thousand words? Journal of Educational Psychology, 82(4), 715-726. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.82.4.715

Mayer, R. E. (2009). Multimedia learning (2nd ed.). Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511811678

Paivio, A. (1991). Dual coding theory: Retrospect and current status. Canadian Journal of Psychology, 45(3), 255-287. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0084295

Sarama, J.,  Clements, D. H. (2009). Early childhood mathematics education research: Learning trajectories for young children. Routledge.

Hebert, M., Kearns, D. M., Hayes, J. B., Bazis, P.,  Cooper, S. (2018). Why children with dyslexia struggle with writing and how to help them. Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools, 49(4), 843-863. https://doi.org/10.1044/2018_LSHSS-DYSLC-18-0027

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9z3PRDP9nIQ


AUTONOMY

• We have to TEACH 
it…
• Webb’s Depth of 

Knowledge

• Executive Functioning
• Decision Making
• Problem Solving

https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7kZ8hGzteXiazM5bE1sWXJaZHM
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7kZ8hGzteXiazM5bE1sWXJaZHM


Essential Questions

▷ What is the 
difference 
between 
autonomy and 
independence?

▷ Why is important 
to understand the 
difference 
between them?



Definitions...

Independence

▷ Self-sufficiency
○ Ability to complete a 

task without the 
physical/verbal 
assistance of another 
person

Autonomy

▷ Self-determination -
self-governance
○ making your own 

choices
○ make decisions based 

on known or deduced 
information

https://pediaa.com/what-is-the-difference-between-autonomous-and-
independent/

https://pediaa.com/what-is-the-difference-between-autonomous-and-independent/
https://pediaa.com/what-is-the-difference-between-autonomous-and-independent/


What Makes Them Different?

Independent Life Skills 

(Skill)

“Activities of Daily Living (ADLS)”

● Hygiene Tasks

● Room 

Maintenance/Laundry

● Cooking

● Banking

● Budgeting

Autonomous Life Skills 

(Decision)

“Decisions of Daily Living 

(ADLS)”

● “I” should take a shower

● “I” should do the laundry

● “I” should clean my room

● “I” should make some lunch 

● “I” should go to the bank 

● “I”  should balance my 

budget

To be completely INDEPENDENT you need to 

be able to do a skill on your own AND you 

need to be able to know if/when to do the skill.



Think about…

Independent Skills without Autonomy = An individual who 

knows how to do the skill but who rarely (never) acts on their own

● Have you gotten dressed yet? Better do it!  “Oh, OK”

● Have you taken a shower? Better do it!  “Oh, OK”

● Is your room clean?  Please clean it now.  “Oh, OK.”

● Have you done your banking yet?  Better do it!  “Oh, OK”

Autonomy without Independent Skills   = An individual 

who knows what he/she wants but can’t complete the task

● I want to look great for school/work/activity, can you help 

me?

● I need to wash my hair, can you help me?

● I need to balance my budget, can you help me?



● Autonomy requires executive functioning skills & social 
capital

● Autonomy increases social relevance. 38

Social 
Relevance

Executive 
Functioning

Autonomy

Social 
Capital





Ask about what they do at home 

ALL BY THEMSELVES…



GENERAL AWARENESS

• Set expectation ground 

rules early

• No matter what the kids 

“look like” at a young 

age  plan for the future; 

they will look very 

different at 4 – 7- 10 -14



COMMON SENSE 

ACCOMMODATIONS

• Tied to GE Curriculum

• Quick & Efficient

• Follow the path of least 

resistance



TYPICAL ACCOMMODATIONS -

IPAD
pasted-image.tiff

• Less “real estate”

• Can accommodate for vision 

needs

• simple, familiar

• Guided Access

• Speak Text Feature

• Can use external keyboard with 

high contrast keyboard stickers

pasted-image.tiff

https://www.snaptypeapp.com/
https://support.apple.com/en-us/111795
https://cowriter.com/
https://www.texthelp.com/products/read-and-write-education/for-google-chrome/
https://www.cricksoft.com/us/clicker/apps/writer


TYPICAL ACCOMMODATIONS -

CHROMEBOOK

• DocHub or Kami

• Read & Write for Google

• Bookshare Web Reader

https://dochub.com/
https://www.kamiapp.com/
https://chrome.google.com/webstore/detail/readwrite-for-google-chro/inoeonmfapjbbkmdafoankkfajkcphgd
https://www.bookshare.org/cms/getting-started-web-reader


LOW-TECH 

ACCOMMODATIONS

• Stickers

• Mailing Labels

• Labelmaker

• Highlighters

• Shared Assignment



KEY POINTS

• Phonics

• Visual Perceptual Skills

• comprehension

• math

• Social Skills

• prior knowledge

• vocabulary

• Adaptive Behavior



Videos about Williams syndrome for Schools

Your Classmate Has Williams Syndrome - Boy

What is Williams syndrome?  Sooner or later we all hear this question.  When it comes from our child’s siblings, or their friends or classmates, and when they are still young, we often struggle with the answer.  We wonder how much we should say, which characteristics we should talk about, or how we can properly explain how it happened.  

We hope our newest white board video will help.  Each of the videos is the same except for the opening line...you can choose which video to watch especially for your audience...siblings, classmates or friends.

To learn more about Williams syndrome, please visit: http://williams-syndrome.org/ws 

Thank you to HypnoVID WhiteBoard Animation for creating this informational video.

Your Classmate Has Williams Syndrome - Girl

What is Williams syndrome?  Sooner or later we all hear this question.  When it comes from our child’s siblings, or their friends or classmates, and when they are still young, we often struggle with the answer.  We wonder how much we should say, which characteristics we should talk about, or how we can properly explain how it happened.  

We hope our newest white board video will help.  Each of the videos is the same except for the opening line...you can choose which video to watch especially for your audience...siblings, classmates or friends.

To learn more about Williams syndrome, please visit: http://williams-syndrome.org/ws 

Thank you to HypnoVID WhiteBoard Animation for creating this informational video.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q7fpbWGU-8w
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hocv51im2wo


www.praacticalaac.org

http://www.praacticalaac.org




Wanna see more???
An Introduction to Williams Syndrome

This is a great introduction to Williams syndrome you can share with your friends and family.

To learn more, please visit: http://www.williams-syndrome.org/ws

Embraceable Video by Jon KentCamp Video by Keith Maitland

Embraceable Video by Jon Kent

Camp Video by Keith Maitland

Rare but Real: The Importance of Research for Williams syndrome

Embraceable - Trailer of the 49-minute documentary (Williams Syndrome)

You think you know the meaning of kindness, charisma, musical passion and joy until you meet Ben Monkaba and others like him with a rare genetic condition called Williams Syndrome. Despite medical hardships and intellectual challenges, people with Williams embrace life, and everyone around them, with unconditional love and acceptance. Embraceable celebrates this beautiful variation of life through candid interviews, unforgettable social encounters, amazing musical performances, and dramatic portrait photography. Running commentaries by top scientific experts bring to light how this rare genetic abnormality can teach us a great deal about ourselves.

To purchase this film visit: https://sproutflix.org/programs/embraceable
Sproutflix is the only distributor of films exclusively featuring people with intellectual and developmental disabilities (http://sproutflix.org/).

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M6n4z0XjPh4
https://vimeo.com/13055746
https://vimeo.com/ondemand/embraceable
https://player.vimeo.com/video/13055746?h=bd5debe2d6
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5pmUL1lZ_zo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mm5YB41rllk
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