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Dyslexia

The word dyslexia comes from the Greek ‘dys’ meaning difficulty and ‘lexia’ meaning words. 

It is a specific learning difficulty primarily affecting the skills required for accurate and fluent
reading and spelling. 

Dyslexic individuals are on a continuum of difficulty from mild to severe. Dyslexia is one of a family 
of specific learning difficulties (SpLDs) and can co-occur with dyspraxia, dyscalculia and attention 
deficit disorder.

Dyslexia is characterised by difficulties with phonological processing, working memory and
auditory processing speed. It is usually due to inherited differences in the parts of the brain which 
process vision and language. 

Phonological processing is matching sounds to letters and if a student finds this hard, it affects 
both reading and spelling. 

Working memory is our active filing system, which we use to manipulate information like when 
doing a maths equation in our head. Problems with working memory can adversely affect many 
areas of learning and is linked to our ability to pay attention and concentrate. 

If the auditory processing system is working at a slower pace than normal, the brain finds it hard 
to sort through its library of sounds to match the letters it is reading.

No two people with dyslexia show exactly the same profile, but they do often have mental
functions in common.

ADHD is a neurodevelopmental condition affecting attention and impulse control. ADD was formerly a 
subtype without hyperactivity but is no longer a diagnosed condition. Over recent decades specialists have 
observed that the traits of ADD and ADHD have overlapped in such a way that assessment and diagnosis for 
inattention have become unified under the title of ADHD and diagnosis now falls into one of three types of 
ADHD. ADHD is characterised by differences in attention regulation, activity levels and impulse control. It is 
often inherited within families. 

Core symptom areas of ADHD include:
Attention: difficulty maintaining focus, forgetfulness and rapid thinking which may lead to frequent mistakes 
in work and school tasks.

Hyperactivity: constant need for movement, restlessness, tendency for disruptive behaviour.
 
Impulsivity: interrupting conversations, speaking out of turn, not considering the consequences of their 
actions. 

Often children with ADHD can appear fidgety and easily distracted and have difficulty staying ‘on task’ 
during lessons. Not all individuals display hyperactive impulsivity and, particularly in girls, the inability to 
pay attention may appear to be day-dreaming behaviour. As with other learning differences, ADHD often 
co-occurs with other conditions such as autism, DCD (developmental coordination disorder), dyscalculia 
and dyslexia. 

AuDHD is an overlap which occurs when an individual is both autistic and ADHD. It is a combination that 
creates a neurodivergent profile with overlapping and interacting challenges and experiences. 

Typical strengths may include:
•	 Innovative thinking, imaginative, see the big picture / broad outlook
•	 Multi-tasking 
•	 Sense of humour
•	 Willingness to take risks, adventurous spirit
•	 Resilience
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AD(H)D is defined at a behavioural level and is identified through observation of inattentive,
impulsive and sometimes hyperactive behaviours. It can affect both children and adults.

Current thinking suggests there may be chemical, structural and electrical brain differences that 
may underpin AD(H)D, or at least an imbalance in the brain’s neurotransmitter chemicals. In
addition people with AD(H)D often appear fidgety and easily distracted and have great difficulty 
staying ‘on task’.

Not all people display hyperactive impulsivity and, particularly in girls, the inability to pay
attention can be displayed as dreamy behaviour instead. Furthermore as with all Specific Learning
Difficulties, AD(H)D often co-occurs with other SpLDs such as Dyslexia, Dyspraxia and Autism
Spectrum Disorder.

Typical strengths may include:

◊ Innovative thinking, imaginative, see the big picture / broad outlook
◊ Sense of humour
◊ Willingness to take risks, adventurous spirit
◊ Tenacity and resilience
◊ Create connections easily
◊ Outgoing
◊ Problem solving
◊ Spontaneity
◊ Resourcefulness

Attention Deficit (Hyperactivity) Disorder / 
ADD or ADHD
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD)



•	 Create connections easily
•	 Energetic and outgoing
•	 Problem solving
•	 Spontaneity
•	 Resourcefulness

Typical difficulties may include:
•	 Trouble concentrating or following details
•	 Being forgetful
•	 Losing things
•	 Not being able to focus when others are speaking
•	 Poor organisation skills
•	 Time-keeping due to struggling with time-judgement
•	 Restlessness and fidgeting
•	 Short attention span
•	 Speaking too loudly or quickly
•	 General impatience
•	 Tendency to interrupt
•	 Constant mind-changing
•	 Irritability at small things

Some of these symptoms can apply to any of us at any one time, but a diagnosis of ADHD would require a 
positive response to multiple symptoms from an extensive list and for the behaviours to be prevalent over 
an extended period of time. Similarly to the assessment process for other learning differences and SpLD’s, 
prior to assessment, questionnaires are shared with parents and educators to collate information that can 
contribute to forming a picture of need with a view to diagnosis. 

Often a combination of medication, psychological and coaching techniques and diet / lifestyle changes can 
be beneficial.

Tips for supporting learners with ADHD
Keep lessons engaging with interactive lesson starters: Use open questions, make use of pictorial 
representations of ideas, asking which is the odd one out or how the images are connected for example. 
When introducing a new topic, have the student generate questions about it before providing them with 
more in-depth information.
Incorporate the student’s interests into a lesson plan: Allow the student to engage with the topic and 
discuss their ideas openly. Increase the novelty of lessons by using visuals, games, and a variety of activities.
Sensory support strategies include using a wobble cushion, resistance bands, weighted blankets, weighted 
belts or waistcoats, and sensory oral chews and chewy toys.
Remove unneeded stimulation from the learning environment: This means removing toys or objects that 
can be attractive or played with to avoid distraction and eliminating background noises and music where 
possible to keep the environment as calm as possible. A fiddle toy may be an agreed item for the student 
to have.
Provide structure and routine: Be clear how long a task will last, making use of a clock/watch to show 
children how long they will be working on an assignment. Divide work into manageable chunks and allow 
for short breaks to aid focus and attention. Encourage planning by frequently using lists, mind-mapping, 
illustrating the work and visuals.
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Alternate physical and mental activities: Encourage students to stand up and move around for a couple of 
moments during a break and encourage them to drink water.
Communicate the value of accuracy over speed
Be encouraging and patient in your approach: Often students can find themselves lacking confidence and 
self-esteem due to focusing on all the things that they feel they don’t do as well as other people. Confidence 
can be built through a mastery of skills, a sense of achievement and patient support. Allow students freedom 
of choice and autonomy where possible and encourage them to take ownership of a task. 

Useful websites 
https://adhduk.co.uk
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/adhd-children-teenagers/
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/parent/parents-a-z-mental-health-guide/adhd/
https://www.enherts-tr.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/ADHD-leaflet-first-line-advice-updated-1-
PDF-2.pdf
https://www.sensorydirect.com/products/sensory-chews

Further reading for parents
‘Smart but Scattered’ Peg Dawson and Richard Guare
‘Understanding A. D. H. D. A Parent’s Guide to Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder in Children’ Dr 
Christopher Green and Dr Kit Cheet
‘Calmer, Easier, Happier Boys: The revolutionary programme that transforms family life’ Noel Janis-Norton
‘Kids in the Syndrome Mix of ADHD, LD, Autism Spectrum, Tourette’s, Anxiety, and More!: The one stop guide 
for parents, teachers, and other professionals’ M.D. Martin L. Kutscher
‘ADHD - Living without Brakes’ Martin L. Kutscher
‘Bright kids who can’t keep up: help your child overcome slow processing speed and succeed in a fast-paced 
world’ Bratten & Willoughby

Further reading for students with ADHD
‘The Survival Guide for Kids with ADHD’ John F Taylor 
‘Learning to Slow Down and Pay Attention: A Book for Kids About ADHD’ Kathleen G. Nadeau and Ellen B. Dixon 
‘The ADHD Workbook for Kids: Helping Children Gain Self-Confidence, Social Skills, & Self-control’ 
Lawrence E. Shapiro  
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