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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.

Dyslexia is a specific learning difficulty primarily impacting upon reading and spelling skills. It is characterised 
by difficulties with processing affecting the development of literacy skills including phonological awareness, 
spelling and decoding. 

Dyslexia often co-occurs with other conditions such as dyspraxia, dyscalculia, ADHD or Autism. 

Dyslexia presents differently from one individual to another because we are all individual and unique. There 
are myths about dyslexia, such as “all dyslexics are creative and artistic”. This is true of some dyslexic people 
but not all. Dyslexia is usually hereditary but dyslexia can also develop due to environmental and health 
factors such as the impact of glue ear as a child or speech and language difficulties. 

In 2024 the new Delphi definition of dyslexia was published. This followed research involving international 
expertise and collaboration with academics, specialists, educational psychologists and dyslexic people. The 
information gathered was combined and collated to create the new definition of dyslexia below:

•	 Dyslexia is a set of processing difficulties that affect the acquisition of reading and spelling.
•	� In dyslexia, some or all aspects of literacy attainment are weak in relation to age, standard teaching and 

instruction, and level of other attainments.
•	 Across languages and age groups, difficulties in reading fluency and spelling are a key marker of dyslexia.
•	 Dyslexic difficulties exist on a continuum and can be experienced to various degrees of severity.
•	� The nature and developmental trajectory of dyslexia depends on multiple genetic and environmental 

influences.
•	� Dyslexia can affect the acquisition of other skills, such as mathematics, reading comprehension or 

learning another language.
•	� The most commonly observed cognitive impairment in dyslexia is a difficulty in phonological processing 

(i.e. in phonological awareness, phonological processing speed or phonological memory). However, 
phonological difficulties do not fully explain the variability that is observed.

•	 Working memory, processing speed and orthographic skills can contribute to the impact of dyslexia.
•	� Dyslexia frequently co-occurs with one or more other developmental difficulties, including 

developmental language disorder, dyscalculia, ADHD, and developmental coordination disorder.
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Skill areas that dyslexic people may need support with are:
•	 Reading and spelling skills
•	 Organisation and study skills
•	 Sequencing skills
•	 Visual stress and processing difficulties
•	 Mathematical skills
•	� Memorisation of information for rapid recall, such as mathematical facts, number bonds, times tables, 

spelling patterns and grammar rules
•	 Concentration skills
•	 Motor skills impacting upon handwriting speed and writing legibility

Tips for supporting dyslexic learners
•	� Help students process and remember key information: teaching in a multi-sensory way is good for all 

pupils. Dyslexic students often respond well to visual teaching aids, in the form of pictures, colour and 
creating mind maps, for example. Some dyslexic students may benefit from a ‘hands-on’ approach, so 
incorporating movement and action into a lesson may be helpful to the learning process. 

•	� Memory aids for revision: Be as creative as possible. Use a variety of study skills techniques to see 
which ones work best. Help the student extrapolate key information by making clear, concise notes. Use 
coloured cards, underline or highlight keywords in colour, draw pictures in the margin and so on. 

•	 Be aware of slower processing speeds: allow ample time for the dyslexic student to respond. 
•	� Deliver work in small, short and manageable chunks as this will alleviate the demands upon memory 

and processing skills. 
•	 Give instructions in the order that they are to be done. 
•	� Ask the student, “How did you do that?”. Explaining their methods helps them to memorise learned 

procedures and concepts, whilst also reinforcing understanding and building confidence. 
•	� Re-cap learning points at regular intervals during lessons as this helps with retention and consolidation 

of the learning. 
•	� Recommend listening to audio books or podcasts as this builds vocabulary and supports the skill of 

applying contextual cues in reading comprehension tasks. 
•	� Dyslexic students may have weaknesses within areas of their phonological processing. If this is the 

case, the brain will be required to work harder to do what peers do naturally and with little or no effort. 
Monitor engagement linked to fatigue and provide support with rest breaks as needed. Re-cap key 
learning points following a rest break. 

•	� A dyslexic student may experience greater tiredness due to the additional effort required for learning 
and this may impact on engagement with learning in school, particularly in the afternoons and after 
school, when tutoring may take place.  Keep this in mind and recommend that sufficient sleep and 
relaxation are required to be ready for daily learning. This is particularly important for older children 
and students due to the demands of the curriculum increasing. 

•	� Be organised: Have a practical approach to helping students with organisation skills. Make sure a 
student’s study space is clear of clutter and help them to organise their worksheets into folders with 
dividers. 

•	� Maintain focus: Divide work into manageable chunks and allow for short breaks to aid focus and 
attention. Encourage students to stand up and move around for a couple of moments during a break 
and encourage them to drink water.
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•	� Be encouraging and patient in your approach: Often dyslexic 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. Developing intrinsic motivation by defining clear, achievable, short-term goals will be the key 
to helping them to learn independently. 

Assessment for Dyslexia
Why assess? 
•	 A diagnostic assessment can clarify if a person has a specific learning difficulty.
•	� The child/person’s assessment results and observations made by the assessor can highlight strengths 

and weaknesses in important skills areas for learning, study skills and vocational skills.
•	� Recommendations for education, work and everyday life can be drawn from the assessment data and 

assessor’s observations and these can be both insightful and helpful for devising support and reasonable 
adjustments in education and the workplace. 

•	� The assessment may be used to inform applications for further forms of support such as exam access 
arrangements (EAA) and workplace adjustments although it should be noted that these provisions are 
allocated through alternative regulated pathways.

•	� Observations made by the assessor may prompt them to recommend further assessment for other 
conditions which they deduce may be co-occurring with dyslexia.

When to assess?
The SpLD Assessment Standards Committee (SASC) recommends that a dyslexia assessment should take 
place from the age of eight. 

Factors to consider before assessment 
•	� It is important to consider which factors are the root cause of delayed progress and attainment prior to 

assessment. 
•	� Medical issues, for example, glue ear, speech and language issues or English as an additional language, 

should be ruled out as the cause of the difficulty or lack of progress. Up to date hearing and vision tests 
are also recommended prior to assessment to ensure that deficits in hearing and vision are not the 
cause of learning delay. 

•	� Any factors relating to education, environment, personal issues, or a delay in acquiring early learning 
should be considered as a potential cause of the difficulty with learning. 

•	� Once an assessment has been decided upon, any relevant information about health, prior education 
and environment can be communicated to the assessor for consideration. A form seeking information 
will be sent to both parents and school prior to assessment and this should be completed in advance of 
the assessment, giving as much detail as possible. 

If you suspect that your child may be dyslexic…
You can begin supporting them prior to assessment/diagnosis:

•	� Speak to school staff: the SENCO, class teacher, form teacher regarding strategies for support that can 
be implemented immediately at school and at home.
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•	� Book hearing and vision checks with your GP surgery so that you have updated this information prior 
to assessment. 

•	� Search for an assessor on the assessor lists held by PATOSS-Dyslexia, The Dyslexia Guild, SASC or your 
local Dyslexia Association, and place your name on a waiting list with an assessor. It is usual to have to 
wait for several months for an assessor and if your child is currently age six or seven you could plan 
ahead for assessment when he/she turns eight years old. 

•	� Acquire the support of a private tutor or specialist teacher as this could demonstrate if the learning 
delay is due to gaps in learning or a learning difficulty. The tutor will also begin to address any areas of 
difficulty with literacy or maths skills.

•	� The sooner support is in place the sooner your child will begin to close any gaps and this can assist their 
confidence and well-being as well as academic performance.

Useful websites 
www.patoss-dyslexia.org 
http://www.dyslexiaaction.org.uk/
www. dyslexiaguild.org.uk
http://madebydyslexia.org/
http://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/
www.dystalk.com

Further reading for parents
‘The Parents’ Guide to Specific Learning Difficulties: Information, Advice and Practical Tips’ Veronica Bidwell
‘Bright kids who can’t keep up: help your child overcome slow processing speed and succeed in a fast-
paced world’ Bratten & Willoughby
‘How to Detect and Manage Dyslexia’ Philomena Ott
‘Dyslexia and Learning Style: A Practitioner’s Handbook’ Tilly Mortimer
‘The Dyslexic Advantage, Unlocking the Hidden Potential of the Dyslexic Brain’ Brock Eide and Fernette Eide
‘The Gift of Dyslexia’ Ronald D. Davis

Further reading for students
‘Tom’s Special Talent’ Kate Gaynor
‘My Name is Brain Brian’ Jeanne Betancourt
‘200 Tricky Spellings in Cartoons; Visual Mnemonics for Everyone’ Lidia Stanton 

Please contact Osborne Cawkwell directly for guidance on specific teaching aids, books and materials
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