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Teaching, Learning and Assessment: Working with Disabled Students

STUDENTS WITH DYSLEXIA

Introduction.

Dyslexia is a complex neurological condition which is constitutional in origin. The symptoms may affect many areas of learning and function, and may be  described as a specific  difficulty in reading, spelling and written language. One or more of these skills may be affected. Numeracy, notational skills (music), motor function and organisational skills may also be involved. However, it is particularly related to mastering written language, although oral language may be  affected to some degree. 

The British Dyslexia Association.

Many students with dyslexia may demonstrate a number of the following characteristics:

· holistic thinking - rather than linear or sequential 

· ability to see the whole picture, overall patterns and relationships 

· ability to grasp principles 

· high level of ability to think divergently

· high level visual and spatial skills

· high levels of  oral fluency, perhaps particularly high in relation to written work produced 

· short term memory may be weak while long term memory is exceptional 

· difficulty in sequencing

· difficulties  in visual  processing and perception, causing distortion of print/glare from screens/white paper 

· some have other impairments; dyspraxia, characterised by impaired motor skills, is an example. 

You may observe a  marked discrepancy in performance in class/seminar and the quality of a student’s written work.  Indeed this may be how dyslexia first comes to light

A surprising number of students with dyslexia are diagnosed only after beginning their university courses. Nationally 43% students with dyslexia in HE are not diagnosed before entry.  This may well be due to:

· Age factors: older students may have had their schooling at a time when schools were less able to identify, and cope with, students with specific learning differences.

· Students’ strategies:  students often have developed, consciously or otherwise, coping or hiding strategies which have worked adequately for them – until now. 

· The different demands of study in HE, or of a new subject, may throw up new problems in accessing or processing. 

Specific difficulties students may experience.

In lectures:

· Listening while taking notes; writing at speed

· Catching and writing new words

· Tracking columns of figures

In laboratories/workshops/field classes:

· Retaining and following lists of instructions, unless, paradoxically, written down

In seminars/group discussion:

· Sight reading: being asked to read text aloud without time to prepare

· Pronunciation of polysyllabic words,

· Word retrieval

· Hesitancy

In reading: 

· May be slow and inaccurate with difficulty in scanning text to find information, 

· For some students text appears to be moving or falling off the page

· Screen based information may be subject to flicker and distortion

In writing: 

· Difficulties with  sequencing or word retrieval may produce a stilted style of writing which may not match the student’s oral performance

· Unsophisticated language structures- in order to avoid grammatical errors, many dyslexic students adopt simplified language structures, which do not necessarily denote unsophisticated thinking

· Simplified vocabulary – in order to avoid spelling errors, many dyslexic students adopt a simplified vocabulary when writing

· Repeated information or phrases – which would not be detected by a spellchecker or by a student proofreading their own draft

· Other errors which may not be picked up by spell checkers – including homophone substitutions, phonetic equivalents, incorrect word substitutions, and / or American spelling

· Omitted words or punctuation

· Excessive or misplaced punctuation 

· Handwritten work may look messy and/or juvenile

In exams:

· Slow reading & writing speeds

In other situations, outside formal teaching situations: 

· Difficulties in filling in forms, reading timetables and notices, following sequence of numbers in library 

· Poor short term memory

Teaching and learning strategies.

Lectures:
· provide early access to reading lists, annotated to help slow readers prioritise 

· provide lecture outlines and handouts in advance, preferably electronically

· use accessible formats for print and electronic information 

· 12 point Ariel on cream/coloured paper helps

· allow tape recording so student can  make effective notes later

· students may need an overview and concrete examples to make sense of detail 

· Introduce new vocabulary with examples in context 

Laboratories / Workshops / Field Trips: 

· provide written versions of instructions & directions

· Check directional instructions can be followed: some       
students with dyslexia have difficulty with left and 
right. Visual representation may be needed.

 Seminars / group discussions:

· Some students may flower, but when sessions involve accessing written /other visual information adjustments may be needed to ensure equal access 

· provide copies of overheads 

· give time to note key points from board/flipchart 

· give time to think before answering a question

· alert beforehand if student is to read aloud or  substitute another task

· recognise anxiety levels may rocket in giving presentations 

· try to forestall  criticism of other students in response to speech difficulties

 Learning In Other Settings:

· Review needs and plan adjustments well ahead for field trips, Year Abroad & work placements. As many students are identified after entry to Sussex, their needs may well not have been assessed at admission

Assessment adjustments:
· Additional  time in exams for reading questions and writing answers

· Separate accommodation if using word processor

Further Resources.

British Dyslexia Association

http://www.bda-dyslexia.org.uk/main/home/index.asp
Guidance for FE and HE

http://www.bda-dyslexia.org.uk/main/information/adults/a08fehe.asp
Understanding Dyslexia 

http://www.skill.org.uk/info/demos/dyslexia.asp  a guide  for students in HE which is useful for tutors too

Dyslexia Guidance For Staff 

http://jarmin.com/demos/course/dyslexia/
A useful guide to fieldwork 

http://www.glos.ac.uk/gdn/disabil/hidden/ch2.htm
