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An example of what one NZ School created from their 4D engagement 

Schools Taking Action
In 2007 the New Zealand Ministry of Education finally recognised dyslexia for the first time.  

In 2008 DFNZ launched its 4D| For Dyslexia programme to empower schools to take their own action and make positive changes for children in their classrooms.  
In 2010 4D launches its Accreditation System to provide schools with action plans and evidence based audits and a verification award structure.
Supporting students at risk of education and societal failure is one of the most pressing issues facing the education sector today.  In some cases, discipline issues also arise from a lack of resources to deal with children who have learning differences like dyslexia.  A learning difference can in fact turn into difficulty for all involved unless educators are equipped with resources to make appropriate interventions.  

Dyslexia often has negative effects on self-esteem. Dyslexic students appear more likely to become disruptive in class.  As their school life progresses and they fail to succeed in the regular classroom environment, such children are likely to become more disengaged, resulting in compounding emotional and social issues.

Our School is now a registered school with 4D| For Dyslexia.  We have recognised dyslexia as a learning difference and are committed to take action to address this through a three-step approach:

Producing a written policy statement setting out our approach to dyslexia with support from 4D
Outlining a strategy for addressing dyslexia in the classroom, including nomination of key staff to co-ordinate and ‘how to’s’
Implementing the strategy, including making simple adjustments to the classroom environment and measuring monitoring changes through 4D Audit.
Our School is committed to creating a school wide philosophy of putting inclusion at the heart of everything.  This will enable the development of dyslexia-aware classrooms led by dyslexia-aware teachers.  

Identification, intervention and classroom adjustments for dyslexic students will help make a difference by:

Demonstrating empathy, respect and understanding of these students

Being proactive by building relationships with these students

Identifying the various social and learning needs of children/students coming into school who easily access learning

Keeping these children at school happy and connected

Personalising the learning

Promoting and supporting self-efficacy

Building home and school partnerships

Ensuring the transition from preschool to school and from primary to intermediate and high school is as successful for the child as possible

Changing benchmarks and expectations for these children to take the stress out of learning for children and their families

4D|For Dyslexia is about embracing learning differences and diversity- it is the all important fourth dimension of our education system
Defining Dyslexia

Dyslexia has traditionally been viewed as a specific learning difficulty.  This view has been a major cause of under achievement among learners and low expectations among teachers for the past two or three decades.  A ‘difficulty’ implies something is “wrong” with the learner, leading to a focus of identifying weaknesses rather than celebrating strengths.  

Today, Dyslexia is referred to as a “Specific Learning Difference which at any given level of ability, may cause unexpected difficulties in the acquisition of certain skills” As a learning difference, or arguably preference, dyslexia only becomes a difficulty when ignored, dismissed or badly addressed.

Opportunities (Strengths)

Dyslexic learners are often imaginative and creative lateral thinkers who develop original solutions to problems.  One specific difference may be the ability to “think in pictures” sometimes with original artistic talent and often with a strong visual preference in terms of information acquisition and processing.  Many are sociable and verbally able and may enjoy drama and sport.  Typically they will demonstrate ability appropriate interest in science, technology or current affairs, often with general knowledge to match.  The specific difference enables some learners to be curious, eclectic and creative, identifying links and patterns unclear to others.  

Costs (Weaknesses)

Despite opportunities there are inevitable costs associated with thinking in a dyslexic way, just as there are with all the other learning styles and preferences.   The nature of the specific learning difference may cause unexpected problems with the acquisition of basic literacy and numeracy skills, requiring dyslexic children to be taught in the way they learn in order to minimize problems and maximize potential.  

Dyslexic learners are particularly vulnerable when a classroom-based preoccupation with reading and spelling accuracy is allowed to detract from information processing, core thinking skills and knowledge gained.

Unexpected problems tend to arise in the acquisition and application of aspects of basic skills.  These problems often occur despite adequate opportunity to learn and are highlighted against a background of ability appropriate skill acquisition in other areas.  Dyslexic learners are usually as good as their peers at many things and are fine until, for example, they need to write it down.  In the mainstream classroom where dyslexic learners spend most of their time, problems seem to occur in four main areas.

· Visual sequential working memory – remembering what you see, in the order that you see it, long enough to do something with the information.  Weaknesses = poor reading accuracy and identifying spelling errors

· Auditory sequential working memory – remembering what you hear, in the order that you hear it, long enough to make an appropriate response. Weaknesses = following instructions, chunking complex words into syllables to decode them

· Information Processing – ability to process information and present it in an appropriate form.

Phonological awareness – being able to hear sounds in words and to associate the sounds with appropriate letter combinations (breaking down and rebuilding words)

Difference, Difficulty or Preference? - Schools and teachers have the power to decide! You can make it a disability or you can make it a preference!
Identifying Dyslexic Children

Developing a dyslexia antenna!

Dyslexia may manifest itself in the classroom environment in a number of ways.  ‘These markers’ are not written to label a child as dyslexic, but rather to support teachers to observe and identify those learners who will benefit from Dyslexia Friendly approaches.  

Family history – Dyslexia often runs in families; having parents who are dyslexic significantly increases the incidence.  It is also common for someone in the wider family to be dyslexic too.  Ask parents if anyone in the family have similar strengths and weaknesses.
Early to walk – may not crawl – MRI scans show that the brains of dyslexic people are differently wired.  Dyslexia appears to be a neurological ‘given’.  Some dyslexic children miss the crawling stage, thus missing out vital brain development between the right and left hemisphere.  Activities that improve co-ordination seem to help the acquisition of some basic skills.  

Dressing skills – Acquisition of dressing skills are also commonly reported.  

Labels, rhymes and sequences – Difficulties with sequential memory, word finding or rhyming are quickly and easily identifiable in the classroom.  Immediate mainstream classroom intervention is recommended.  When a child fails to develop, when others with similar needs begin to do so, then there is probably an unexpected learning difference.

Spells/reads a word on one line, but not on the next line – This tendency could be considered a key indicator of unexpected difficulties.  The problem occurs as a result of two key areas of vulnerability for dyslexic learners, their auditory and visual sequential memories.  Treat it as a ‘can’t do’ rather than as a ‘won’t do’ and respect the learners difficulty.
Quick thinker/doer, but not necessarily when given instructions – Dyslexic learners are often quick to make connections and solve problems but not always when given instructions.  The differently wired brain sometimes slows down the processes associated with receptive language and can inhibit rapid/automotive responses in instructions and/or questions – mental maths and other ‘quick fire’ challenges can leave the learner exposed and frustrated.  A failure to achieve automatically in certain key tasks may be regarded as a positive indicator of dyslexia and may manifest itself in things like multiplication tables, number boards, alphabetical sequencing, referencing and spelling.  When given time to ‘reflect’, dyslexic learners can function as well, if not better than others of similar ability.  

Enhanced Creatively – Not all dyslexic learners are creative, but those who are will often be very original thinkers who consistently come up with unique solutions to problems.  Many of the most complex computer generated graphics ever achieved in recent movies have been created by dyslexia people! It is the ability to discover these talents that makes learning possible.

Aptitude for constructional/technical toys – A dyslexic learner just seems to “know” how it works.  This is a rare talent and one which needs celebrating.

Appears bright but is an enigma – Dyslexia learners can be enigmas because their skills and talents do not always transfer to some school based tasks.  

It is important to note that all checklists must be viewed against a benchmark of ability appropriate achievement in other areas.  Students with global delay tend to learn most things at a slower rate and require repetition whereas students with dyslexia usually have difficulties in specific areas.

Famous Dyslexic People include:

Leonardo Da Vinci
Henry Ford

Will Smith

Sir Richard Taylor

George Washington
I Have Concerns – What Now?

If you believe you have a child in your class with some or all of these markers you will first need to complete the checklist (appendix 1).  This checklist will provide you with specific information that will assist you in the implementation of suitable strategies to improve the learning environment for your dyslexic student.  You can approach the Dyslexia Support Team to discuss your concerns or the nominated 4D person in your school.  They will be able to provide support and suggestions to help you in your classroom.  There is also a range of information on the DFNZ website and the 4D website: www.dfnz.org.nz or www.4d.org.nz
Parents as Partners

If parents suggest that their child may be dyslexic, you need to acknowledge that dyslexia may be an issue.  It may be necessary to complete the checklist together.  Inform parents of the inclusive strategies you already employ that will be catering for their child.  Offer to seek further advice and in the meantime, agree to try some additional strategies that could help their child.  However, if you have concerns, you should be sharing these first!  

Official Screening for Dyslexia

In terms of an official assessment for Dyslexia, this can be provided by a Registered Psychologist or a C-level Assessor for a full formal diagnosis or a screening through the Lucid Software.  Our School will endeavour to accommodate needs with/without a label. If teachers and parents feel that screening/diagnosis is an appropriate course of action to confirm suspicions, then the following centres can be contacted:

Please provide local independent providers:

The Dyslexia Friendly Classroom

About 10% of students in our schools experience “unexpected difficulties” in acquiring certain basic skills.

Why bother changing my teaching practice for 10% of the class, what about the other 90%?

Strategies for addressing Dyslexia in mainstream settings usually make teaching and learning more effective for all students, including the more able and talented.  Fine-tuning teaching for 10% seems to make the management of learning and behaviour more effective for all because, “processing kids are happy kids”.  It’s a win-win situation!

If we teach Dyslexic children as if they are slow learners, they learn very little; if we teach slow learners as if they are dyslexic, they learn to achieve at an ability appropriate level.  

When should “Dyslexia Friendly” teaching occur?

“All the time, every time, with everybody”!

Summary

A Dyslexic Friendly approach is to 

Find out what children are good at

Give them the chance to do more of it

Catch them doing it right.

A Dyslexic-aware classroom promotes explicit teaching, careful monitoring of a child’s learning, a partnership between the child, the family and the school, clear intentions, success criteria and regular feedback and feedforward.  The environment will ensure all students benefit, regardless of strengths and weaknesses.

Classroom Action

Creating the Feel-Good Factor

Minimising the fear of disapproval/lack of understanding

Tell them we understand their difficulties

Make sure body language/tone communicates the right message

Mark for success – tick everything that is right

Minimising the fear of failure

Use language of success – “yet” conveys hope and faith

Create “nice one” awards

Set achievable targets

Stress there is no failure, only feedback

Minimising the fear of tests

Call it a quiz

Give choices – offer a variety of “evidence” strategies (mind-maps, storyboard, flowchart, bullet points)

Use formative “show you know” assessments

Read out the questions and allow Buddies to record whispered answers

Minimising the fear of reading out loud

Invite all students to read but build in the “right to pass” for everyone.

Promise not to ask certain students under any circumstances

Record reading on tape, Dictaphone

IT programme

Set up paired reading/group reading – Weaker reader has a choice of material to read.  Both read out loud simultaneously and the stronger reader carries the flow and cues tricky words.  

Empowerment through Difference

Minimising the fear of not being able to keep up

Organise a scribe

Set up shared writing – student does some of the writing

Encourage the use of mind maps, storyboards, flow charts etc and be prepared to mark them for content and ideas

NEVER DICTATE passages just to fill pages.  

Minimize/eliminate the requirement to copy from the board – try a worksheet.

Differentiate by task and/or outcome

Differentiation by Task - The MSC Model (For empowerment and independent)

All Must (Core element – if this is all they do, it is ok)

Most Should (1st extension activity)

Some Could (2nd Extension activity) see pg 47 (MacKay, N 2006)

Differentiation by Outcome (for inclusion and empowerment)

Different assessment tasks

Minimising the fear of information overload
Dyslexia students often experience problems with their short-term memory and working memories.  Long-Term memory requires an emotional hook.  Time and repetition is required for retention.

Make instructions clear and concise

Give one sound bite at a time - deliver instructions in one or two chunks

Ask students to repeat instructions to buddy/teacher

Thank students when the ask for help/clarification – every time

Say what we want and be specific.  Saying ‘do’ gets it done, saying ‘don’t’ doesn’t!

Minimising the fear of not being able to start

Give paragraph starters (Scaffolding)

Offering to act as a scribe

Organising a buddy to do all/some of the writing

Give sentence starters and key words

Use skeleton plans (writing frames)

Thought Showers – scribing ideas on post-it stickers then organising later into sub-topics that makes sense to them, then …

Accept work presented in different forms (mind map, storyboard, flow chart, bullet points or diagrams)

Other Tips
Develop a reading and spelling programme that specifically addresses dyslexic children.  Remember, this programme will also benefit all other children.  (Examples include using DVD Reading software or tapes, peer tutoring)

Due to their oral strength, they should be given the role of sharing ideas orally in group situations, rather then scribing ideas on their own.

When grouping, they need to be in with their ability group (but with literacy support e.g., a student scribe/word processor teacher aide) rather than grouped in with lower ability children due to their literacy difficulties.

Dyslexic people tend to be top-down rather than bottom-up thinkers.  They learn from getting the big picture or the overall idea or meaning first, and then filling in the specific detail later.  This is where enquiry learning (and the Big Idea) will be an effective learning strategy for dyslexic students.

Use buff or pastel coloured paper to replace white.  White paper glares and makes reading difficult.  Alternatively you can use overlays. This can help as many as 25% of students directly and the other 75% prefer it.

Ensure resources are typed in dyslexic friendly fonts (Comic Sans MS) and is larger than normal.  Double spacing of lines also makes reading easier.

Avoid A5 size handouts

Use black or dark markers on the white board – avoid using red or green markers as many students cannot read these colours.

Use multi-sensory teaching including visible and tangible teaching aids.  These also accommodate the many learning styles and preferences children have.

Use computer software – this enables students to use visual strategies or to help them overcome handwriting/spelling difficulties.

Remember that a dyslexic child has to work exceptionally hard to try and catch up or stay with the rest of their class.  Research has shown that the dyslexic brain works four times harder than the non-dyslexic brain when processing language-based information.

Handwriting can be improved by highlighting the bottom half of the line with a yellow highlighter.  This helps children see where to form their letters.  (See example of a child’s writing after using this strategy.  The improvement was almost immediate.  This technique is not just for dyslexic children!). It can also be photocopied and the highlighter does not show- this is great for presenting work on class walls.

To ensure words are spaced appropriately apart in student writing, use blue tac instead of their finger.

Remember … try a range of ideas to see what works.  Not everything will work all of the time for every child.  Give ideas a go.  Your students will appreciate your efforts, knowing you are doing your best to help them.

Ask your students what you do that makes it easy for them to learn from you

Ask your students what you don’t do enough of or what you do regularly that makes it difficult for them to learn from you.

Write this up as a summary and constantly refer back to the student voice, after 3 months, ask your students again and appraise yourself(.

Potential Dyslexic Signs

Teacher Checklist

Student: __________________________

Date: ____________

Teacher: _______________
Room: _____     Year Level: _________

	
	
	Yes
	No

	Family history
	
	

	Early to walk – did not crawl 
	
	

	
	Often
	Sometimes
	Rarely

	Difficulties with making letter/sound links
	
	
	

	Poor sense of rhyme
	
	
	

	Letters or numbers reversed or confused b/d, p/q,/n/u, 13/31
	
	
	

	Difficulties with reading and recalling basic sight words
	
	
	

	Difficulties with spelling common words
	
	
	

	Difficulties with segmenting and blending sounds
	
	
	

	Difficulties with learning sequences eg. Days of the week
	
	
	

	Difficulties with fine motor skills issues eg. Letter formation, tying laces, doing up buttons
	
	
	

	Disorganisation and/or difficulties following instructions
	
	
	

	Confusion with orientation including left and right
	
	
	

	Oral capacity but difficulties when requested to complete written exercises
	
	
	


.

	Reading
	Writing
	Numeracy
	Skills
	Behaviour
	General

	Makes poor progress with reading
	Poor standard of work compared with oral ability
	Confusion with number order
	Poor motor skills – weaknesses in speed, control, accuracy
	Uses work avoidance tactics such as sharpening pencils, looking for books


	Slow speed of processing

	Has difficulty blending and segmenting
	Produces messy work with lots of crossing out, words may be tried out several times



	Finds symbols confusing +/x   

=/-/(
	Limited understanding of non-verbal communication
	Is easily distracted
	Poor concentration

	Has difficulty with the structure of words (knowing where to divide syllables and recognising prefixes/suffixes)


	Often confused by similar letter shapes p/g p/q n/u/m/w
	Difficulty learning sequences eg. times table, days of the week, months of the year
	Confusion of left/right, up/down
	May appear to be ‘dreaming’ and not listening
	Difficulty following instructions

	Difficulty with pronunciation of longer words
	Poor handwriting with reversals and badly formed letters
	Difficulty in learning to tell the time, especially with analogue clock
	May be unsure of hand preference
	May act as the class clown or be disruptive or withdrawn
	Word finding difficulties

	Reading
	Writing
	Numeracy
	Skills
	Behaviour
	General

	Does not recognise familiar words
	Spells a word several ways in one piece of writing
	Poor time keeping and awareness of time passing
	Has good days and bad days
	Becomes very tired due to the effort and concentration required



	Forgetful of words

	Poor expression, hestitant, slow when reading aloud which can lead to poor comprehension of text and losing point of story


	Has the right letters in a word but in the wrong order
	Poor personal organisation and limited ability to set work out clearly on a page
	
	
	Does not like change

	Cannot pick out the most important points from a passage
	Written work badly set out – wanders away from the margin
	Difficulty remembering what day of the week it is, birth dates, seasons, months


	
	
	

	Misses out words or adds words when reading text
	Uses phonetic and bizarre spelling
	Difficulty with concepts eg yesterday, today, tomorrow, above, below etc
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The following checklist is a more comprehensive guide to identifying potential difficulties:  









