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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.

Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD), sometimes referred to as dyspraxia, is a developmental 
condition affecting motor skills. The term dyspraxia is still used although it is now known under the term 
DCD which encompasses the broad set of challenges linked to movement and motor coordination and 
functioning. DCD can be present from birth or it can be acquired later in life from a stroke, brain damage or 
head injury. There are a wide range of traits associated with DCD. It affects coordination, fine motor skills 
(hand movement), gross motor skills (whole-body movement), balance and spatial awareness. In children, 
DCD may delay developmental milestones such as crawling, walking, self-feeding, drawing, writing and 
sports performance and may also affect speech coordination, perception, language and thought. In addition, 
a high proportion of people with DCD display sensory processing difficulties. 

Because rates of development vary widely in children a diagnosis of DCD is usually not confirmed until a 
child is at least five years old. While DCD does not affect intelligence it may make learning more difficult and 
may require in-class and specialist support for affected students to succeed to their potential. 

Similarly to other SpLDs, DCD is a lifelong condition and is on a continuum from mild to severe. Individuals 
may vary in how their difficulties present and these may change over time depending on environmental 
surroundings, life experiences and access to treatment and support. DCD may co-occur with other 
conditions and diagnoses including dyslexia, dyscalculia, autism and ADHD.  

Having DCD may make learning and physical activities more difficult but it does not mean that these skills 
will not be learned. It may simply take longer and require more practise than is necessary for children who 
do not have DCD.
  
Typical strengths may include:
•	 Ability to develop their own strategies to overcome difficulties
•	 Creativity and originality 
•	 Good strategic thinkers and problem-solvers
•	 Determined and hard-working

Typical traits of DCD may include:
•	� Fine motor skills: manual dexterity may be weak so tasks involving fine motor control such as writing, 

tying shoelaces, doing up buttons, zips and using cutlery may be challenging
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Dyspraxia

Dyspraxia, otherwise known as Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD), is a common 
disorder affecting fine and/or gross motor coordination in children and adults. 

It may also affect speech, perception, language and thought. Like all other SpLDs, it is a lifelong 
condition and is on a continuum from mild to severe. 

Dyspraxia is distinct from other motor disorders such as cerebral palsy and stroke, and occurs 
across the range of intellectual abilities. 

Furthermore individuals may vary in how their difficulties present and these may change over time 
depending on environmental demands and life experiences.

Typical strengths may include:

 ∆ Ability to develop their own strategies to overcome difficulties
 ∆ Creativity and originality
 ∆ Good strategic thinkers and problem-solvers
 ∆ Determined and hard-working

Developmental Coordination 
Disorder (DCD) and Dyspraxia



•	� Gross motor skills: Skills such as riding a bike, skipping, throwing and catching objects, general spatial 
awareness or disorientation and bumping into things are known traits

•	� Organisation skills: challenges may include following instructions in sequence, following rules, poor 
sense of time such as being on time for school/clubs/work, completing a series of tasks or devising and 
following a study timetable for exams 

•	� Visual and spatial skills: students with DCD may experience difficulty with aspects of maths such as 
drawing tables and graphs, using a protractor or ruler accurately and copying notes from the board

•	� Social interaction: social skills may be immature - children with DCD may tend to misjudge body 
language and facial expressions. They may display a tendency to ‘overdo’ things causing others to be 
irritated and experiencing distress within themselves

Occupational Therapists and Physiotherapists have the expertise to design a physical programme for 
improving strength, coordination and stamina. They will also be able to suggest certain classroom 
modifications to support learners with DCD. 

Early intervention, including school support and occupational therapy as well as support at home, can help 
individuals to develop stronger motor skills and better overall functioning in daily life. 

Tips for supporting learners with DCD
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. Students 
may need additional support with strategies for remembering kit or equipment for school, so making lists, 
using graphic organisers and creating posters with things to remember can all be useful.
ICT skills: Where possible encourage use of a laptop and in particular encourage the development of touch-
typing skills. Copying and writing can be effortful and difficult so for the purpose of notetaking in lessons, 
acting as scribe or providing typed notes where possible can be useful. 
Study skills: Use scaffolding techniques such as graphic organisers for planning and reviewing work. Help 
with structuring written work by providing templates. 
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 during a break and encourage them to drink water.
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. 

Parenting a child or young person with DCD
•	� Give extra time to complete tasks, homework and chores
•	 Avoid pressuring - if additional time is needed be clear that it is fine
•	 Practice ‘little and often’
•	 Break down tasks into smaller steps
•	 As your child or young person improves with repetition, gradually make tasks more challenging
•	 Create lots of opportunities for activities and exercise
•	 Discuss ways to make a task or activity easier
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Strategies to support building confidence and self-esteem
•	� Praise and celebrate everyday successes
•	 Focus on strengths and praise effort over end results
•	 Find ways to use their skills 
•	 Find opportunities to give them special roles and responsibilities

Useful websites 
www.dyspraxiafoundation.org.uk
Developmental coordination disorder (DCD or dyspraxia)
http://www.dystalk.com/talks/56-what-is-dyspraxia-dcd
DCD Resources
Suggested Readings for Developmental Coordination Disorder - CanChild

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
‘Hands on Dyspraxia: Developmental Coordination Disorder: Supporting Young People with Motor and 
Sensory Challenges’ Jill Christmas and Rosaline Van de Weyer (2019)
‘100 Ideas for Supporting Pupils with Dyspraxia and DCD’ Amanda Kirby  

Further reading for students with DCD 
‘You’re So Clumsy Charley: Having Dyspraxia, Dyslexia, ADHD, Asperger’s or Autism Does Not Make You 
Stupid’ Jane Binnion
‘Emily’s Sister: A Family’s Journey with Dyspraxia and Sensory Processing Disorder’ Michele Gianetti  
‘Caged in Chaos’ Victoria Biggs
‘Can’t Play Won’t Play’ Sharon Drew and Elizabeth Atter
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