
Progress Report:
Supporting Students With Learning 

Differences During A Global Pandemic
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A Year Like No Other
This school year, teachers have valiantly confronted the challenge and uncertainty 
brought forth by the COVID-19 pandemic. Teachers are doing their best to keep 
students learning no matter what, adapting to ever changing rules and regulations on 
the fly, preparing for distance learning, hybrid learning, or in-person classes.

Those who support students with reading barriers, like dyslexia, cerebral palsy, and 
low vision, encountered additional challenges as they worked to find new ways to 
provide the individualized learning supports that these students needed to learn and 
thrive. To find out what’s working and what isn’t, we surveyed over 800 teachers who 
support 10,000+ students with reading barriers on their experience as they adapt to 
the ever changing educational landscape.
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Who We Surveyed

More than 800 teachers and 
student support specialists from all 
fifty states gave their perspective 
on the 2020-2021 school year.
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44%

16%
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Teacher Role

Special education teacher Teacher for Visually Impaired

Assistive technology specialist General education teacher

Educational therapist (SLP, OT, PT) School librarian

Other



Where They Work

55% taught in a 
hybrid environment
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29% taught through 
distance learning only

8.6% worked in 
in-person settings

33% work in 
Rural Schools

42% work in 
Suburban Schools

25% work in 
Urban Schools



Who They Serve

Teachers support students from a 
wide range of socioeconomic 
backgrounds, which we 
approximate based on the 
percentage of students receiving 
free or reduced price meals.
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31%

18%20%

31%

Percentage of Students Receiving 
Free or Reduced Price Meals

Less than a quarter

One quarter to half of all
students

Half to three quarters

Three quarters or more



Less than half of teachers feel that their students with reading 
barriers have been able to adequately read and learn

Only 47% of teachers surveyed reported that their students were able to 
adequately read and learn. Teachers identified the following factors that contribute 
to students ability to learn:
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ACCESS TO BOOKS IN FORMATS STUDENTS NEED

ACCESS TO TECHNOLOGY RESOURCES

ACCESS TO INTERNET AT HOME

SUPPORT FROM TEACHERS AND SCHOOL 
ADMINISTRATION

SUPPORT FROM PARENTS OR CAREGIVERS

75%

79%

77%

67%

69%



Technology Access
59% of teachers felt their students had 
access to the technology, including internet, 
that they needed to adequately learn.

19% were unsure if their students had 
sufficient access to technology, and 22% did 
not believe that their students had sufficient 
access to technology.

Of that 22%, only 17% of teachers felt that 
their students were able to adequately 
study and learn during the fall semester.
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59%22%

19%

Felt their students had access to the technology that
they needed to adequately learn

Did not believe that their students had sufficient
access to technology

Unsure if their students had sufficient access to
technology



Digital Divide
Only half of all teachers in schools where a majority of 
students receive free and reduced price meals felt that 
their students had sufficient access to technology. 
More than two-thirds of teachers (68%) in schools 
where less than a quarter of students receive free and 
reduced price meals felt their students had sufficient 
access to tech.
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Voices from the Field
“I work with low vision/blind students across the Navajo 
Reservation. We struggle with poor or no internet during this 
“virtual learning only” school year. Thanks to Bookshare, my 
students can still access books for leisure reading and 
textbooks when necessary. COVID lockdown is a great time to 
get “into” reading!”

– Vicki N., TVI in Four Corners area of Arizona, New Mexico, 
Colorado, and Utah
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Six in Ten Teachers Felt They Were Adequately 
Meeting Their Students’ Individualized Learning Plans
Meeting students accommodations has been a particularly big 
challenge this year. 58% of respondents reported that they agreed 
or strongly agreed that they were adequately meeting their 
students’ individualized learning plans like IEPs or 504 plans. 

Access to technology is key. Only 28% of teachers who did not 
believe that their students had sufficient access to technology felt 
that they were adequately meeting their students’ Individualized 
Learning plans.

Alternatively, 74% of teachers who believed that their students 
had sufficient access to technology felt that they were adequately 
meeting their students Individualized Learning plans.
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Voices from the Field
“One of my students has dyslexia. His goal in life is to be a chef, 
but he really struggled reading recipes, so we downloaded 
cookbooks from Bookshare into his device and he read them 
with Voice Dream Reader. Then he would cook some of the 
recipes at home and show me photos. I told him that’s 
awesome, but I’d prefer that he bring the actual dessert in so I 
can eat it too.” 

– Ben G, Special Education Teacher in Alaska
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Parent and Caregiver Support 
Empowers Learning
69% of teachers cited support from parents and 
caregivers at home as a factor that impacts student 
learning. However only 26% of teachers agreed that 
their students had that caregiver support that they 
needed to read and learn at home. 40% were unsure, 
and 33% did not believe that their students had 
sufficient caregiver support.

Of those teachers who did believe that their students 
had the support they needed to read and learn from 
home, 76% felt that their students were able to 
adequately read and learn this semester.
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Teachers Were Confident in Providing 
Accessible Books to Students
67% of respondents were confident that their students had access to 
books in accessible formats such as audio, braille, and large font.

Beyond Bookshare, the top sources for ebooks among surveyed 
teachers were: publisher websites (35%), Epic! (33%), and Audible (25%).

Teachers who were able to provide their students access to books in 
accessible formats were more confident in their students’ ability to read 
and learn this semester (61% of teachers compared to 47%) 

Teachers at schools with 10% or less students receiving free or reduced-
price meals, were more confident than their peers, 80% agreed that 
their students had access to books in accessible formats.
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Voices from the Field
“People often look for silver linings in difficult situations. As an 
assistive technology specialist, my hope is that one positive 
outcome of distance learning is that educators and parents will 
take a fresh look at equipping students with learning 
disabilities with AT tools that provide academic independence. 
At a time when children may not be benefiting from in-school 
support, they can be using assistive technology to get the help 
they need.”

- Jamie M., AT specialist in Connecticut
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From Classrooms to Couches, Get 
Your Students the Books They Need

Do you work with students who experience barriers to reading?

Get them books in easy-to-read formats through Bookshare.

Bookshare is an ebook library that makes reading easier. 
People with dyslexia, blindness, cerebral palsy, and other 
reading barriers can read in ways that work for them with 
ebooks in audio, audio + highlighted text, braille, and other 
customizable formats. With nearly 1 million titles, educators 
and students can find virtually any book for school, work, or 
the joy of reading. Membership is FREE for qualified U.S. 
students and schools through an award from the Office of 
Special Education Programs (OSEP), US Department of 
Education. Visit www.bookshare.org to sign up today!
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https://www.bookshare.org/


About This Survey
The survey data represents input from 840 teachers 
across the United States who serve students with 
reading barriers including dyslexia, low vision, 
blindness, or a physical disability that affects reading. 
Teachers were surveyed between December 3, 2020 
and January 5, 2021. The survey was promoted to 
teachers who support students with reading barriers 
through Bookshare newsletters.
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About Benetech
Benetech is a nonprofit that empowers communities with software for social good. Benetech’s
work transforms how people with disabilities read and learn, enables human rights defenders 
and civilians to pursue truth and justice, and connects people to the services they need to live 
and prosper. Benetech is constantly pursuing the next big social impact. Visit www.benetech.org.
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https://www.benetech.org/
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