UNDERSTANDING THE NEEDS OF STUDENTS WITH DYSLEXIA

Introduction 

What is Dyslexia and Specific Learning Difficulty?
In 2001 the Report of the Task Force on Dyslexia set up by the Minister of Education and Science was published.  The Task Force proposed a definition of dyslexia which recognised the broad range of difficulties which arise from the condition and which also took into account recent research findings.  This definition stated:

‘Dyslexia is manifested in a continuum of specific learning difficulties related to the acquisition of basic skills in reading, spelling and/or writing, such difficulties being unexpected in relation to an individual’s other abilities and educational experiences.  Dyslexia can be described at the neurological, cognitive and behavioural levels.  It is typically characterised by inefficient information processing, including difficulties in phonological processing, working memory, rapid naming and atomicity of basic skills.  Difficulties in organisation, sequencing and motor skills may also be present.’

This definition shows how wide-ranging the effects of dyslexia can be.  As the term dyslexia is imprecise, the term Specific Learning Difficulty is sometimes used. This term reflects the fact that the range of dyslexic characteristics is so diverse and dyslexic students may not suffer from the same characteristics or to the same extent.  Dyslexia is diagnosed by an educational psychologist who identifies marked underachievement in language skills in comparison with a student’s level of intelligence.

International figures show dyslexia occurs in about 4% to 10% of the population, with around 2% being badly affected. More boys than girls are affected.  

Dyslexia at second-level
The student with dyslexia may experience difficulty in one or more of the following.

Reading   
Most students with dyslexia will be able to read by the time they reach second-level.  However the readingxe "Reading" may be laboured or be affected by pressure of time or complicated texts.  They may be slow at reading and may misread some words.  They may concentrate so much on deciphering the text that they lose comprehension.  They may have to re-read a page to make sense of it.   It may take them longer than other students to find a word or passage on a page.  Even if they read quite fluently, they may dislike reading aloud.  In the pressure of an exam a student with dyslexia, who reads quite well, is quite liable to misread a question as stress may exacerbate dyslexic symptoms.

Spelling  
Spelling difficulties can persist. Difficulties in visual sequential memory may mean the student lacks a visual memory of what the word looks like and relies on phonics.  Typical spelling errors include: transposing letters, phonic spelling, letter confusion, omission and addition of extra letters or syllables.

Note-taking
The student may have difficulty in taking notes whether it is from a board, in a lecture or in summarising texts.  In addition the finished copy is likely to be difficult to read because of presentation and spelling difficulties.

Written expression
Writing may be a cumbersome task.  While students may be familiar with a topic, they may find it difficult to plan and structure written work. Points are not developed fully and answers are too short.  Sometimes words may be omitted.

Verbal expression  
Students may have difficulty in retrieval of exact names or terms. They may appear slow in answering questions because they need to take time to process the question being asked. 

Sequencing   
Students may have poor sequencing skills.  It may mean they do not clearly perceive everyday sequences such as the days of the week or months of the year leading to difficulties in time organisation.   They may find it virtually impossible to learn a long sequence such as a poem off-by-heart.  They may not be able to do Maths, not because they do not understand the concepts, but because tables may not be remembered.  They may have difficulty in sequencing answers in essay type questions.

Directional confusion 

Students may have difficulty distinguishing left from right, reading maps, and finding their way around.  They may have difficulty with motor skills.  This might lead to difficulties in copying actions, which may affect practical subjects.

Lack of confidence  

A side-effect of dyslexia is that it may affect self-esteem. Students have faced failure in school since an early age.  They may avoid new challenges. They may be embarrassed by their problem and reluctant to tell other students.

How Guidance Counsellors can help the student with dyslexia
The Guidance Counsellor is a key person in the provision of supports for these students at second-level. The Learning Support Guidelines set out that supplementary teaching should be provided for students who have not yet achieved basic competency in English and/or Maths i.e. those performing below the 10th  percentile in nationally standardized tests.  While there are no published guidelines at second-level as yet for the criteria for the allocation of resource hours, Circular 08/02 sets out the criteria at primary-level.  To qualify for resource teaching hours students with dyslexia should be performing at or below the 2nd percentile in standardized testing.  Such criteria leave a gap in the provision of help for many students with dyslexia.  Students with dyslexia, whose intelligence can range from below average to very superior, may not be performing below the 10th or 2nd percentile.  However they may still experience difficulties in school.  They may be relying on the Guidance Counsellor to provide supports which could include the following.

Screening and identification of students with dyslexia
It is very likely that students may enter secondary school without being diagnosed. Psychological assessment may have been suggested if the child failed to achieve reading and writing usually by the age of seven or eight.   So while it was likely that severely affected students would be identified, other students may not be.  These may be students who are not severely affected or who have such high ability that they managed to learn to read. 

Frequently the intelligent student will learn to cover up his problem by skillful evasion and other tactics.  Dr. B. Hornsby calls these students ‘hidden dyslexics’ and suggests it is only when early promise is not fulfilled in exams that teachers and parents begin to ask questions. This can manifest itself particularly at second-level.  House exams, state exams and the increased reading and writing demands of the curriculum can pose difficulties for such pupils.

There are a number of indicators that may lead to suspicion of dyslexia.  It then requires a full psychological assessment for a positive diagnosis.  Until NEPS is in the position to provide a full service, it may be necessary to recommend that parents opt for a private assessment. There is a list of approved psychologists on the Department of Education and Science website.  DAI offer an assessment service.  There is often a waiting list of several months. Parents can claim tax relief on the cost of the assessment.    

   Indicators include
· Bizarre or phonetic spelling
· Confusion about letters
· An uneven profile of ability, e.g. Very good Maths, poor verbal skills,
· A mismatch between verbal and written performance,  
· A difference between verbal and abstract reasoning.  It may be noticeable on test such as the AH4 or DATS.  The inclusion of such a test on entrance testing is desirable.
· Confusion about left and right
· Transposition of words or parts of words
· Confusion about sequences such as months of the year
· A slow rate of work, yet good results if given time.  This may be due to slower processing of information.
Frequent labels applied to the work of undiagnosed dyslexic students are that they are lazy, stubborn, unwilling to learn, or do not concentrate.   Comments on homework and reports mention that they must write more, expand on points or that test results were disappointing considering class performance.

New screening tests have become available

· LASS Secondary is a diagnostic screening system for students between eleven and fifteen years old.   It measures a student’s reaction to various challenges on the computer screen.  It is self administered by students as a series of challenging and entertaining assessments in the form of games that measure literacy, reasoning and cognitive skills, including memory and phonics.  Any difficulties of a dyslexic nature – i.e. caused by underlying cognitive problems in phonology and/or memory – can be swiftly identified.  It is available from Edtech Software Ltd.

· The DST (Dyslexia Screening Test) is now available from ETC Consult.  This test may confirm if dyslexic indicators are present and may help when suggesting a psychological assessment to parents. It is administered on an individual basis and takes thirty minutes.

Communication among staff
It is important that all staff members are aware of how dyslexia presents at second-level and are informed of the profile of ability of the student.  Many teachers have received no teacher training or in-service training on the topic and do not know how it affects students at second-level and yet an understanding of dyslexia is essential if the teacher is to be effective with these students.   In some assessments the psychologist points out the appropriate learning strategies for an individual student. Such information needs to be passed on to teachers.

Reasonable accommodation in state exams 
The range of reasonable accommodation in state exams available at present to students with dyslexia is set out below including the numbers availing of such accommodations:

	
	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001
	2002

	Letter to examiners
	1343
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Tape
	133
	222
	319
	379
	695

	Reader
	200
	350
	562
	791
	1364

	Word Processor
	5
	10
	12
	14
	99

	Waiver Spelling and Grammar
	-
	-
	-
	1232
	1945


Up to 2000 there was no indication on the actual certificate or on the statement of results that a student had availed of such accommodation.  The circular S11/2000 introduced an explanatory notexe "Explanatory Note in State Examinations" on the certificate and the statement of results in language subjects.  

The school is central in assessing the appropriate accommodation.  Trials could be given to compare the student’s performance to assess if there is a significant difference in achievement when taking exams different ways.  Teachers could compare the result if the student reads the exam or has a reader, or tapes answers rather than writes them. Teachers could be alert to the student who does good work in an exam but never finishes the exam in the given time.

The use of computers helps these students hugely.  It allows for spelling and grammar checks as well as improved presentation of work.  For the student with sequencing difficulties, the editing facility is exceptionally useful.  The student needs appropriate training to be able to avail of this help.  To promote the development of a computer expertise it can be useful if the student hands up homework and assignments done on computer. 

Exemption from Irish
Rule 46 of the Rules and Programme for Secondary Schools allows some students an exemption from Irish.  It is given to ‘students who function at average or above average level, but have a specific learning difficulty of such a degree of severity that they fail to achieve expected levels of attainment in basic language skills in the mother tongue’.   As a guideline, it applies to students whose English skills are in the bottom 10th percentile of achievement.  If a student has such an exemption it allows for automatic exemption from the 3rd language requirement of NUI.

Subject Choice

Subject choice is of critical importance for these students as there may be subjects in which they will not succeed no matter how hard they try and other subjects in which they can make very good progress.  A general guideline would be that they might do better with subjects with factual information or which are skills-based rather than subjects with a lot of reading and essay type answers e.g. Science, Accounting, Technical Graphics and Geography rather than History and English.  

Some of these students will never make a success of studying another language.  Indicators that a student should not take a foreign language include difficulty in reading and spelling English, poor achievement in Irish, difficulty in remembering the sounds of new words and recall of new vocabulary.  However some students with good aural and oral ability can succeed in a new language.   The NUI allows an exemption from the 3rd language requirement for students with serious dyslexia.  Application should be made prior to senior cycle.  Forms are available from NUI, 49 Merrion Square, Dublin 1.

Some students with dyslexia have excellent visual spatial awareness and do well in subjects such as Art, Technical Graphics, Materials Technology etc.

Support Services in Schools

Guidance Counsellors have a role in ensuring the provision of support services in the school.  These could include:

· Assessment of the appropriate

supports in State Exams.  These supports should also be provided in house exams.

· Photo-copying of notes for the student, either teachers’ notes or a fellow student’s.

· Support at entrance assessment.  Some students’ verbal skills may be so poor that they may not understand the format of the questions.  In that case, a Maths assessment becomes a test of their English rather than their Maths ability.

· If the student is exempt from Irish, the provision of another subject or activity so that the time is used constructively, e.g. remedial withdrawal, use of computers, English reading assignments etc.

· Regular information to the staff about the student’s needs.

· If there is streaming, what is the appropriate class for a student who may have poor written skills, but has a high I.Q. and goods Maths.

· Encourage the use of computers as soon as possible.

· Typed exam papers as the student may have difficulty reading script handwriting.  Be aware of the readability levels of exam papers.

· In-service training for teachers on the topic of learning difficulties.

Third-level choices

The increasing range of choices and routes to qualifications suit the dyslexic student.  

These students may be at a disadvantage in the Leaving Certificate because of the wide ranging nature of the exam.  They may have to take subjects that are verbally based and not be able to specialise in their best subjects because of limitations of subject choice.  An example of this is a student who may be very proficient in Maths, Business and Technical Subjects.  This student may have to take English, Irish and a third language as three of seven L.C. subjects, thus reducing the number of subjects taken at higher level. If he/she could take English, Maths, Physics, Chemistry, Accounting, Technical Graphics and Engineering, it would greatly increase the points achieved.

The progression of certificate to diploma to degree can also be particularly helpful to dyslexia students because while they may not obtain the points necessary for a degree course, when studying a specialised topic which capitalises on their strengths, they may find it easy to progress through to degree level and beyond.

At third-level, course structures which include continuous assessment, practical work, project work and semesters will facilitate the achievement of students.  Continuous assessment and semesters mean that the amount of memory work is lessened.  Practical work and project work provide multi-sensory teaching which suits these students.

Supports at Third-level

The development of support services at 3rd level has been supported by the work of AHEADxe "AHEAD" (Association for Higher Education Access and Disabilityxe "Association for Higher Education Access and Disability").  Students with dyslexia represent the fastest growing group of students with disabilities in higher education. AHEAD held a conference in Trinity College in 1999 called Dyslexia and Third-level Education in Ireland –Future Directions.  Delegates were presented with models of good practice in the areas of admissions policies, psychological assessment facilities, personal counselling, and support and advocacy services for students with dyslexia.  The proceedings are published on the AHEAD website www.ahead.ie.   The book by Gilroy and Miles Dyslexia at College is an invaluable resource for the dyslexic student at 3rd level. 

Higher Educational Institutions have Disability Support Officers or Access Officers who give help, advice and support to students with special needs.  The institutions are anxious to make appropriate provision for such students in good time.  Details on how to use this procedure are given in the CAO handbook.  The support services provided by colleges may include:
· A waiver of minimum educational requirements for entry for certain courses.  
· Direct application to the College.
· Latitude in the points requirement for courses.
· Access to photocopying.
· Access to psychological assessment if it is thought the student has undiagnosed dyslexia.
· Copies of lecturer’s notes.
· Study skills tutorials.
· Assistance with reading lists to identify key texts.
· One-to-one tutorial system.
· In-service or information circulated to staff on dyslexia.
· Extra time in exams.
· Support Services in exams such as scribes, readers, taping and use of computers.
· Lecturers informed of student’s difficulties.
· Examiners informed of student’s difficulties.
· Use of assistive technology such as word processors, voice recognition software, scanners to read text, predictive text programmes such as TextHELP. 

It is extremely useful, if not essential, to have a recent assessment that indicates the supports the student needs.  The student should discuss with the psychologist, parents and/or second-level teachers the supports that facilitate his/her learning styles.  The Disability Support Services are there to help the student but they do need clear information coming from the assessment and the student about the necessary supports.
Issues when counselling students with dyslexia
When the Guidance Counsellor is dealing with the child, there are particular needs to be addressed.   Miles (1993) pointed out that dyslexia need not be a calamity, but ‘in the first place, if dyslexic children 

are not told the nature of their difficulties they readily come to believe that they are ‘thick’ or ‘stupid’ and it is clearly very frustrating to find that other children can easily cope with tasks they find difficult’.  Ott (1998) recognises that for dyslexics the benefits of being told they have a recognised condition far outweigh the disadvantages of being labelled ‘dyslexic’.  For many it is a great relief and helps them make sense of why they find things so difficult. The later the diagnosis the more damage is done to a child's self-esteem and confidence.  Early diagnosis would be around seven to eight and it is possible to put in place tuition, coping strategies and encouragement which minimise the effects. 

For students who are diagnosed at second-level, while there is a relief at finally understanding what is wrong, there can be accompanying anger and frustration at the education system and at teachers who did not pick up on their difficulties.  Parents also can be affected by anger and guilt:   Anger because they may have spoken about their concerns to teachers several times during the child’s years at primary-level and being told they were fussing or were over-protective.  (This is the result of a lack of input on teacher training).   Guilt in that they had realised something was amiss and they had not pursued it

It can be the case that while the parent and child now know there is a problem after the psychological assessment, they may not fully understand the report.  There may be unanswered questions or questions that only arise after the assessment.  An important aspect in counselling the student and parents is to ensure that they understand the report and its implications.  Often in the report there are concrete positive suggestions made as to how teachers and parents can help the child. The students need to understand the particular learning difficulties they have in order to develop coping strategies.   Parents are frequently anxious to help and the Guidance Counsellor has a role to play in giving advice on helpful activities, study skills,

and the implications of the report on subject choice and course choice.

Parents provide a key role in helping the child achieve.  At primary-level they may have been involved in paired reading schemes and in helping with homework.  They may continue reading schemes during the summer.  Their help may still be needed at second-level, but they may not know of practical ways to help.  Here are some suggestions: 

1. Organisation of time, tasks and the workplace.  A clearly structured timetable is important.  It can be more difficult for these students to cram as it can lead to confusion and being overwhelmed.  Clear, realistic goals and priorities need to be set and steady and consistent progress maintained.  Students may need help in doing this.   It can help if they keep one diary for all appointments, sports, projects, exams etc.

2. If the student is not good at taking notes from texts, the revision handbooks of key points can be of immense benefit.  While usually used by students taking the Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate, students with diverse learning difficulties could use these from First year on.     

3. Help with note-taking. 

4. Help with mindmaps and strategies for writing more.  

5. Checking that student fully understands what the assignment is.  

6. Some student will learn more aurally than from written texts.  If teachers use texts available on tape, it can be useful.  The student could tape notes.  Reading texts aloud can help retention.  Reading draft essays aloud can help pick up on errors.

7. Keep vocabulary lists of new words in different subjects and learn the spelling of them.

Computers and Information Technology

Computersxe "Computers" and information technologyxe "Information Technology" are of enormous help for all students but, in particular, provide essential and significant help to students with dyslexia.  Computers can help in the following ways:

· Programmes can be adapted to proceed at the student’s own pace. There can also be immediate feedback, rather than waiting for the teacher’s corrections.

· Assistive technology where the computer may help the student carry out tasks that they find difficult such as spelling or handwriting such as TextHELP  

· Programmes which help diagnose dyslexic characteristics such as LASS.

· Word processors allow the student to present work clearly and legibly.  This can help achievement and self esteem.  It can also help the student do work faster.

· Programmes to help the student gain literacy and numeracy skills such as Numbershark and Wordshark.   Students with dyslexia benefit from multi-sensory teaching and repetition.  

· Programmes to help develop study skills or organisation skills such as Inspiration and Wordswork

· Speech recognition software so the student can dictate to the computer and obtain a typed copy such as Dragon Naturally Speaking

· Programmes which read text aloud to the student such as Kurzweil.

Dyslexia Association of Ireland

The Dyslexia Association of Ireland was founded in 1972.  The Association has lobbied for thirty years for the recognition of dyslexia as a major learning difficulty.  It has sought the provision of appropriate services by the State for all people with dyslexia.  Currently it provides a free public information service and offers psycho-educational assessment to adults and children.  It arranges group and individual tuition for children and adults and runs a full-time course for adults in conjunction with FAS.  It delivers in-service courses to teachers, speakers to school and parent groups and organises seminars and conferences.    The Association has thirty-four branches, each of which runs group classes for students with dyslexia after school hours.  Branches provide local parent support and awareness-raising.  The Association monitors and evaluates new information and teaching methods for the remediation of dyslexia.  The Association had a booklet, 'All children learning differently, a Guide to Dyslexia,' available free.  Send SAE (A4 size) and 92c for postage to DAI, I Suffolk Street, Dublin 2.
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Support materials

Diagnostic tests

Dyslexia Screening Test
ETC Consult, 17 Leeson Park, Dublin 6

LASS Secondary
Edtech Software Ltd, Murrisk, Westport, Co. Mayo

Computer programmes 

Kurzweil (scans and reads text aloud), Dragon Naturally Speaking (Voice recognition Software), TextHELP, Quickionary reading pen, Wordshark, Starspell, Numbershark, Inspiration, Wordswork

Updated fact sheets on ICT for students with dyslexia

www.becta.org.uk   British Educational Communications and Technology Agency.

http://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/ The British Dyslexia Association.

www.dyslexic.com  Iansyst Ltd.

www.ncte.ie  National Centre for Technology in Education.

Suppliers of Special Needs ICT material

Andrews Award Systems:  38 Pine Valley, Dublin 16

Carroll Educational Supplies:  Unit 5 Western Ind. Est., Naas Road, Dublin 12

Diskovery Educational Software:www.diskovery.ie
Edtech Software Ltd.: Murrisk, Westport, Co. MayoJackson Technology: www.jacksontechnology.com
Useful Internet Addresses

 www.ahead.ie  



Association for Higher Education Access and Disability

www.becta.org.uk



British Educational Communications and Technology Agency

http://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/ 


British Dyslexia Association

www.dyslexia.ie




Dyslexia Association of Ireland

www.education.ie     


Department of Education and Science

www.ncte.ie




National Centre for Technology in Education
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