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In the 21st century, children reading below grade level has been measured as a somewhat
common occurrence.1 The declining level of literacy among school children is made more
worrisome by the fact that our society demonstrates rapidly increasing demands for high
levels of literacy. The costs of waiting until middle school to address below-grade-level
reading are too great. We know that delayed development of reading skills affects
vocabulary growth,2 alters children’s attitudes and motivation to read,3 and leads to missed
opportunities to develop comprehension strategies.4 Research suggests that children who are
poor readers during the first three years of elementary school find it extremely difficult to
ever achieve an average level of reading.5
The pediatric speech therapists of Emerge – A
Child’s Place use a variety of strategies and tools
to help children overcome various reading
challenges. One of those tools is the Fast
ForWord program. For children with language
challenges, multiple studies have shown Fast
ForWord to achieve gains of one year to 18
months of language development on standardized
tests after only six weeks of intense training.7-10
Even intense training is perceived as play by the
children. Intense means five days per week. For
busy parents, Emerge typically provides Fast
ForWord training at lower frequencies and achieves good results. Parents can discuss the
pros and cons of different schedules with an Emerge speech therapist.
Fast ForWord is a computer-based training program designed to be conducted by speech or
educational professionals. The children perceive Fast ForWord as playing fun video games,
but the program is actually a highly responsive language development system based on
neurological studies about the patterns of plasticity in the language-related centers of the
brain. One of the underlying hypotheses of the Fast ForWord system is that difficulty
recognizing and sequencing the spectrotemporal structure of speech contributes to language
impairment. The computer games use modifications to the acoustic and temporal properties
of speech to help children accomplish greater phonological awareness and achieve success in
the game. As each child’s success in sound, syllable, word, and sentence comprehension
increases, Fast ForWord games gradually reduce the levels of acoustic and temporal
modifications toward normal speech. The game’s difficulty responses are based on
neurological studies examining the exact proportion of positive feedback needed to maximize
learning. In addition to achieving overall language improvements, Fast ForWord achieves
phonological awareness improvements greater than the improvements achieved by academic
enrichment activities, Earobics computer assisted learning activities, and individual language
intervention conducted by a speech pathologist.6 While most studies have been conducted in
school-age children, the program is actually for pre-school children and older. Fast ForWord
can help in a variety of situations where language might be impaired.
When you see children with below average language development, check with Emerge – A
Child’s Place to see what efficient strategies may be available for those children.
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