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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.

ASD (Autistic Spectrum Disorder) and ASC (Autistic Spectrum Condition) refer to the same underlying 
condition with ASD being the medical term and ASC often referred to in social or educational contexts. Both 
terms encompass the spectrum of autism reflecting varying levels of ability and support needs. The term 
ASC has been increasingly used in education to focus on autism as a difference rather than a disorder and to 
direct attention to student potential and supportive strategies. 

The term ‘Asperger’s Syndrome’ is no longer recognised as a separate diagnosis in the UK. It is now 
considered part of the autistic spectrum disorder. Instead of being diagnosed with Asperger’s, individuals 
may now receive a diagnosis of High Functioning Autism (HFA). 

The spectrum of difficulties associated with autism includes difficulties with social communication, limited 
interests, repetitive behaviours, sensory sensitivity and a preference for adherence to routines. Autistic 
people often lack filters for sensitivity in language and communication. Autism can co-occur with other 
conditions including dyslexia, dyspraxia, dyscalculia and ADHD.

Autism is a spectrum which means that no two people experience it in exactly the same way. Some may need 
minimal support while others may require daily assistance and care. Autistic people experience the world in 
a unique way, with heightened sensory perception, intense emotions and challenges and joys that may differ 
from neurotypical experiences. Autistic people may experience hypersensitivity with everyday sights, sounds 
and textures potentially feeling overwhelming. Bright lights, loud noises and tight or close clothing may 
trigger discomfort. Conversely, hyposensitivity causes a person to seek soothing sensory experiences that 
may include rocking, stimming or using a weighted blanket. Autistic individuals may experience emotions 
more intensely than neurotypical people. Many autistic people employ masking to fit in with neurotypical 
behaviours in their surroundings and environment.

Being autistic is not only about challenges. Many autistic people experience sharpened focus in their interests 
and hobbies which gives them a sense of inspiration and enjoyment. Acceptance and understanding, within 
themselves and from others, can enhance their well-being and quality of life. 
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Autism is often called Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC). It is a developmental disorder and 
is neurological in origin. 

It affects how people perceive the world and interact with others. Autistic people see, hear and feel 
the world differently to other people.

The associated difficulties are on a continuum of mild to severe and are pervasive in all aspects 
of life, not just within the classroom. It is not classified as an educational difficulty but it does
impact learning and social interaction. On its own, ASC is not a specific learning difficulty, but it can
co-occur with other conditions such as dyslexia, dyspraxia and AD(H)D.

The DSM-V (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) contains the revised criteria 
for a diagnosis of ASC. Previous diagnostic categories including Autism, Asperger’s Syndrome, 
Atypical Autism and PDD-NOS (Pervasive Developmental Disorder Not Otherwise Specified) have 
been replaced by the singular term – Autism Spectrum Condition.

ASC is a heterogeneous condition which means that the presentation varies considerably. Full and 
comprehensive assessment of strengths and weaknesses is therefore very helpful when it comes 
to supporting children with ASC.

Intellectual ability may vary from severely learning disabled to very high functioning. Some
individuals have associated behavioural problems whilst others are highly compliant. Some display 
low social competence whilst others can effectively mask these problems in every-day situations.

Many people prefer to use the term Asperger’s Syndrome as they feel this more accurately
describes their difficulties. Asperger’s is often referred to as mild autism because the behaviours 
are less obvious than those shown by individuals with core autism.

Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) &
Asperger’s Syndrome (AS)
Autistic Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD/ASC)



Typical strengths may include:
•	 Solving complex logical problems
•	 Enhanced perceptual abilities
•	 Enhanced visual processing and object recognition
•	 Talent for music, maths, art or language
•	 Good working memory - the ability to manipulate information in short-term memory

Typical difficulties may include:
•	 Sensitivity to noise and touch
•	 Anxiety: the world can feel like an overwhelming place
•	� Communication: speech may be limited, or if fluent, difficulty may occur with judging or understanding 

the reactions of others, particularly facial expressions and nuances
•	 Social interaction: children may find it hard to mix in a group and may feel isolated
•	 �Rigidity of thinking: many ASC children are of above average intelligence but struggle with creativity 

and imagination. They can be literal thinkers and quick to learn facts and figures but have difficulty 
with abstract thinking 

Tips for supporting learners with ASC
Be calm and positive: Autistic students with heightened sensitivity may become anxious and distressed if 
they sense tension or frustration towards them or around them.
Keep background noise to a minimum: Autistic students may find loud and persistent noises overwhelming 
and distracting. 
Use symbols and visuals: Students may have enhanced visual processing and object recognition skills, so 
using pictures, symbols, visual timetables and real objects where possible to explain concepts can be helpful.
Establish clear routines: Maintain a regular routine where possible and give plenty of warning if the routine 
is going to change or an unusual event/change is to occur to avoid confusion or distress.
Positive behaviour support: Be encouraging and patient in your approach. Explain if behaviour or language 
appears inappropriate, allowing for the opportunity to discuss appropriate behaviour in a supportive and 
non-threatening environment.
Individualised support: Using recommendations from a diagnostic report and the student’s school learning 
plan may be helpful with support in tutoring sessions and at home. 
Create a safe environment: Building strong connections with the student, their parents and other professionals 
involved in supporting them can help to create safe spaces for the student to experience life and learning. 
Use clear, literal, unambiguous language: Use the student’s name so they know you are addressing them. 
Use concrete language and avoid figurative speech to ensure understanding. Provide pauses for thinking 
time and employ simple gestures to accompany what you are saying.
Provide movement breaks: Movement breaks may be a calming strategy for students who may become 
overstimulated.
In group/class settings, include adaptive teaching strategies that encompass autism-specific traits: 
Evidence-based strategies support individuals as well as group/class learning needs. 
Make use of the Social Story approach by Carol Grey:  (http://carolgraysocialstories.com/): Social stories 
that are useful for parents and teachers to accurately describe a context, skill, achievement or concept. 
They use plain language and picture format and can cover a relatively advanced or abstract concept.
Accommodating learning needs generally: Allow extra processing time and modify assignments and 
written tasks to reduce cognitive load. 
In conclusion: The above strategies can help to create an environment where learners with ASC can feel 
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Useful websites 
http://www.autism.org.uk/: Useful information on the website includes the following: “EarlyBird (under five 
years) and EarlyBird Plus (ages four-eight) are support programmes for parents and carers, offering advice 
and guidance on strategies and approaches for dealing with young autistic children. Both programmes 
work on understanding autism, building confidence to encourage interaction and communication and 
analysing and managing behaviour. The EarlyBird Healthy Minds programme is a six-session parent 
support programme to help promote good mental health in autistic children. The National Autistic Society 
EarlyBird Centre is based in South Yorkshire with local authority staff running licensed programmes in 
many areas of the UK and overseas.”

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/autism/

http://carolgraysocialstories.com/: Social Stories are a social learning tool that supports the safe and 
meaningful exchange of information between parents, professionals and people with autism of all ages.

https://spectrumnews.org/features/deep-dive/extraordinary-minds-the-link-between-savantism-and-
autism/

Further reading for parents
‘The Parents’ Guide to Specific Learning Difficulties: Information, Advice and Practical Tips’ Veronica Bidwell
‘Ten Things Every Child with Autism Wishes You Knew’ Ellen Notbohm
‘The Child with Autism at Home & in the Community: Over 600 Must-Have Tips for Making Home Life and 
Outings Easier for Everyone’ Kathy Labosh and Lanita Miller
‘Thinking Person’s Guide to Autism’ edited by Shannon Des Roches Rosa, Jennifer Byde Myers, Liz Ditz, Emily 
Willingham and Carol Greenburg

Further reading for students with ADHD
‘My Autism Book’ Tamar Levis and Gloria Dura-Vila
‘A Friend like Simon’ Kate Gaynor
‘Ian’s Walk: A story about Autism’ Laurie Lears
‘Archie’s Way’ Lewis and Daniil Owens
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