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STACY KELLY: OK. Rachel Bell, thank you for joining me today to talk about the Auditory Speed Reading methodology that we've learned a lot about from Ed Summers. And it's really great to have you here today. Could you say a few words about what you do in our field? 
RACHEL BELL: Sure. Yeah, thank you so much for having me. It's great to be here. It really has been such a game changer-- auditory reading-- so I'm really excited to speak a little bit about that. So I am a TVI and O&M. I've been working at SASED, mostly in classrooms for a while. I spent a few years at Albright Middle School teaching middle school students. And this year was my first year in the transition program with SASED. So it's really cool that I've got to see a lot of different areas of our program, and of our field, and work a little bit both as a TVI and O&M. 
STACY KELLY: Awesome. Well, we've asked you to join us today because we're going to learn about the method of Auditory Speed Reading in our Advanced Assistive Technology class this summer. However, what really makes the most sense when we're studying this method is hearing from someone that's actually used this method with students, with learners who are visually impaired, and firsthand experience the impact. 
And so that's why we're taking the time to interview you briefly about your experience and what this method has done for your students who are visually impaired. So to get started, you said that this method is a game changer. So just giving us a brief overview here, when you say this has changed the lives in a huge way-- using this Auditory Speed Reading method for the children that you teach-- could you tell us a little bit about how this has impacted their lives? 
RACHEL BELL: Definitely. So I was so fortunate that in my first year of teaching, I got to go to a presentation with Ed and Diane. And they had talked about the importance of auditory reading but also auditory reading at a highly efficient rate. So that made a huge impact on me, both what Diane shows she does with her students, and Ed as a working professional who is blind about how much he relies on very, very fast auditory reading to get through his massive, massive amounts of emails that he gets on a daily basis as a working professional. 
So automatically, I had a few years working with SASED as an assistant, or as a student teacher, but I could kind of see it cross buildings. We weren't pushing the auditory reading as much as we really should be. And when they mentioned that it is just as important to work on that as Braille for overall literacy, I really saw the value, both short term and long term, that it could make on our students. 
So I thought we've got to start bringing this into our program across the different levels and really better preparing our students for mainstream school work and just life beyond school. And really, since we had started doing that, we've had more students in mainstream. We've had students who are slower Braille readers just all of a sudden be able to not only keep up but surpass a lot of their typically sighted peers with just the efficiency with which they can move through material and-- 
STACY KELLY: Hold on. You said something amazing that we need to highlight. That the kids who are visually impaired that are practicing this method and using it-- of Auditory Speed Reading-- not only are they keeping up with their sighted peers, which is often a struggle, but they are even surpassing their sighted peers sometimes. 
RACHEL BELL: They are, which is just such a huge boost in confidence for them, especially with peers they've grown up with for so long and always feeling like they're the ones struggling, or they're the ones behind. I mean, to be able to be ahead of the curve, it was such a huge confidence booster for them and motivator too. Once they've had that taste of success and felt like they were super capable of keeping up, it was a lot much more of a driving motivator to work hard in mainstream classes. 
STACY KELLY: Wow. So this is why we include this method in the Advanced AT class, because of exactly what you're saying. It's almost like the flipping of a switch for possibilities. It does take practice. It does take time. So can you tell us a bit about how you go about doing this method with your students? 
RACHEL BELL: Yeah, absolutely. So it's a little bit-- well, it's very dependent on the student, and their skills, and their needs, and their experience with auditory reading in the past. And it is also a little bit of a trial and error, especially when we're getting started, to see what's the best method for each student. So with the students I worked with, I wanted to find a way to, as easily as possible, track their progress, both in increasing speed gradually over time but also making sure that the comprehension levels didn't drop as they were increasing the speed. 
So I wanted to just measure those two factors. I found the easiest way to start doing that was picking a series of books, particularly a motivating series for those students. And I tried it with two students who were completely blind and Braille readers my first year. And we picked a Series of Unfortunate Events. So they were really interested in the series right from the start. 
But it was also such an easy way to track increase in speed and comprehension over time. Since there are 13 books in the series, every book we would increase the reading speed by at least 10%. And then they would take a test at the end to make sure that the comprehension remained the same, or even increased, as the speed increased as well. We made sure to start not too slow, which I think is important. 
And that's one of the things that I really learned with Diane. She said, if you start them quick, they'll kind of get it quick, and then you can move faster from there. But if you start slow, you're kind of making it an uphill battle for yourself if you're really trying to push the efficiency with auditory reading. So it's easier to do if you know your students pretty well. But you can kind of tell if it's too fast for them to start out because they'll say, I can't understand anything. Or you can see them checking out. 
The first time I tried it with these two pilot students, they said, wow, this is fast. But then I watched, and I could tell they were paying attention and pretty into the book. And then we'd pause every 10 minutes to talk about what they had heard so far, so I could track and make sure they were paying attention and really getting it. 
STACY KELLY: And how did you measure their words per minute? And where did you find the comprehension questions? 
RACHEL BELL: Oh, yeah, that's a great question. So we used iPads mostly at the start, until they looked up these books more on their own with their BrailleNote Touches or on the computer. So we did a lot of iPad work. There are two apps. There's a Read2Go app, which works well with Bookshare. And I liked that app. I even prefer the app Voice Dream Reader. And the reason I prefer Voice Dream Reader is how they measure speed is in words per minute. 
So Read2Go measures on percentages, and I wanted to really track the words per minute because I felt like that was more meaningful data for students and families. And we would report that data in IEP meetings and send home progress reports. So I really like that app. And then we would increase it by a certain percent or words per minute and track that over time, as well as the comprehension. 
For comprehension questions, Learning Ally has a lot of quizzes to go along with just about every book-- especially fiction book-- out there that students would be reading in schools. Or even just Googling-- there's so many free resources out there of quizzes and tests that have already been created by other people. 
So I use those, rather than reinventing the wheel, or having to always read every single book that they were reading myself and make up the quizzes as we went along. So maybe I could kind of tweak some of them if there were questions I really wanted to make sure they understood, but that was just an easy way to track comprehension without too much work on me. 
STACY KELLY: That's really efficient for you as well. We're building efficiency with students and clients who are visually impaired, but we also have to consider we have a limited amount of time, eventually, at the end of the day to get our work done. So finding comprehension questions that you can tweak or are pretty close. 
And then also, obviously, you want to have a certain level of accuracy in the comprehension questions. And so is there a percentage accuracy on comprehension that you were seeking as a minimum before you increased the speed anymore? Or if you decreased it too? 
RACHEL BELL: Sure. Yeah, 80% at least comprehension seems to be a strong minimum requirement in our program, if we are saying that students are doing well. I would really hope for 85% to 90% at least. And if students were usually hitting 100% or 90%, and then they were dropping to, like, 80% consistently, I might scale back. But actually, I very rarely had that effect. 
It seemed like as they got better-- for instance, got more practice with auditory reading even if we increased the speed-- the comprehension would often improve along with the speed increase. So that was really cool to see too. And it felt like there was no ceiling on the amount of progress that students could make in this area. They could really just keep going and going, and there was no necessarily cap on the speed. 
STACY KELLY: Wow. What an opportunity for growth for our students and to have an advantage for the world we're in with digital material. One other important thing to comment on that you mentioned is the way this does not have a negative impact on Braille reading. In fact, it's another tool in the toolbox and-- it's not an "or," it's an "and"-- these students are Braille readers oftentimes. So could you just say a few words about Braille? 
RACHEL BELL: Yes, definitely. So and a point that I really, really learned and took away from Diane's presentation is that they're really equal. We're not prioritizing auditory reading over Braille. We're just saying that they are equally as important. One statistic that I heard, too, that was such an eye opener for me was that in order for anyone to be able to pass college-level classes, it said that they have to be reading at least 300 words per minute. 
And 300 words per minute, for Braille readers, is, like, the all-time fastest Braille reading speed maybe recorded about there, pretty much. So it felt like, really, this Braille reading speed would have to be so high. It felt very unattainable for them to, realistically, most people to keep up in college classes if they were Braille readers without the auditory component. Of course, Braille is important for building literacy, phonics, and so many different areas. 
But really, we just wanted to make sure that we were starting the auditory reading component from as early an age as the Braille too. Otherwise, it seems like if you start later on, it's just that much more of a late start, where they get used to the speed. Whereas if we could start them earlier-- earlier the better. 
STACY KELLY: With everything. 
RACHEL BELL: With everything. 
STACY KELLY: Yes. Well said. Very well sad. And trying to think if there's any other-- oh, could you talk about Accelerated Reader, and if you've used that as a component of this? 
RACHEL BELL: Sure, definitely. Accelerated Reader is another great resource. I think it, like Learning Ally, has a subscription model. So school districts have to pay for it, or individuals have to pay for it, in order to access the service. But they have tons and tons of reading quizzes and ways to measure students' progress. 
And I like with Accelerated Reader that it always asks the question were you read to? Did you read by yourself? Did you auditorily listen, or did you read in print? So I mean, I know if we're talking about Braille, we might say print as the corresponding option there. But at least it gives us a way to track how they were reading and see if comprehension is most effective with auditory reading for a student or if Braille is. 
STACY KELLY: Awesome. So in summary, here, are there any other details that come to mind in your experience that you would want to share that we haven't addressed yet? 
RACHEL BELL: You know, I think besides just keeping up with their typically sighted peers, and in mainstream classes, and academically, I think across the board it was really helpful in having them just auditory process directions. Which now that I'm in the transition side of the equation, I'm seeing 18 to 22-year-olds start their first jobs or vocational community experiences, and just how important being able to follow directions and keep up with a lot of information all at once is. So it's like we are still continuing to work on auditory reading at this age, too. I think it's really helping them in real life and functional scenarios. 
STACY KELLY: You bring up a really good point. For people who are newly visually impaired and of any age talking about transition age and beyond into adulthood, and how this method can serve them equally, as you've seen evidence of with your students. That having strong auditory processing isn't a kid or adult skill. It's a human being skill, right? 
And being able to have a way to unlock that for our population so they're ahead of the curve is just like-- it sounds too good to be true. But you're the testimonial that this method is happening in the schools. And it's having a huge positive impact on people who are visually impaired. 
I know when Ed Summers talks about this and his time working on this method as an adult who's visually impaired, he finds himself, he says, in meetings with his colleagues for work. And a lot of times, he laughs, like, a half second before everyone else because he got the joke before everyone else in the room. Because it's just, like, it changes your cognitive, like, everything. It's a boost. It's a boost. 
So that's why we're including this method. We had to talk to Rachel Bell as a testimonial that she's seeing this change lives. Not just reading, not just Braille-- it's changing the lives of people who are visually impaired, giving them agency that they wouldn't have. Once you have confidence, that can change everything too in your life. 
So we really appreciate that Rachel piloted this method in the school system with her students, and that we have a chance to talk to Rachel firsthand about her experiences so other people can try this with their learners. 
RACHEL BELL: Thank you so much. I was just so grateful that Ed and Diane really have led the way in this. And I just want to keep carrying their messages forward. 
STACY KELLY: Awesome. Thank you, Rachel, for your time. I'm going to stop the recording now. 
RACHEL BELL: Thank you. 

