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1. The purpose of this handbook 
 

In recent years the world of adult education has come to recognise specific learning 
difficulties and, in particular, dyslexia as educational barriers for many learners. 
Increasingly, adult literacy providers wish to ensure that they are providing appropriate 
support and tuition for adult learners who may be dyslexic. 
 
As part of its aim of supporting the development of best quality adult literacy provision 
for Scotland, Communities Scotland’s Learning Connections team has sought to make 
advice, information and support widely available to literacy partnerships. As well as 
basic level awareness-raising training in adult dyslexia, practitioners require a next-
stage working reference source of information on dyslexia for use within the field of 
adult literacies work.  
 
Dyslexia Scotland has a long and well-respected history of providing information and 
support to and for adults nationally and was ideally placed to compile this Handbook. 
Through consultation with Learning Connections and with reference to adult literacies 
practitioners in the Consultation Forum for Specific Learning Difficulties in Adult 
Literacies, Dyslexia Scotland has ensured that this Handbook is at one with the good 
practice recommendations from the Adult Literacy and Numeracy in Scotland Report 
(Scottish Executive, 2001) and the Good Practice Framework in Literacies in the 
Community (City of Edinburgh Council/Scottish Executive, 2000). 
 
It is envisaged that this Handbook will quickly become established as part of a staff 
development continuum for adult literacies work, sitting between basic adult dyslexia 
awareness and further accredited training in specific learning difficulties in adult work. 
 

 
Learning Connections 
Communities Scotland 
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2. Introduction by Elizabeth Reilly, former Chair of Dyslexia Scotland 
 
This Handbook is a brief practical guide for all those working in adult literacy 
throughout Scotland. It has been produced by Dyslexia Scotland for Learning 
Connections, which is part of Communities Scotland, the Scottish Executive’s 
community regeneration agency. 
 
Cases of apparently otherwise intelligent people who had difficulty with reading have 
been known of for more than a century. Scientists have recently reported finding a link 
between certain genes and dyslexia.  
 
It has been argued that dyslexia and similar learning difficulties have always been 
present in the population and that as the general level of literacy has risen, those 
people who have difficulty in acquiring literacy have become more disadvantaged. In 
the present era of information technology, lack of basic literacy and numeracy has 
become an even greater barrier to life opportunities. 
  
In preparing this Handbook, it has been presumed that some of those working with 
adults will have some knowledge of dyslexia but others may know little about the 
subject. It is not intended to be a scientific discourse on the subject of dyslexia. It is 
not intended as a textbook but as a brief guide giving a general insight into the nature 
of dyslexia. It describes signs of dyslexia and outlines the social and emotional effects 
that may result from lack of appropriate intervention in childhood. It also provides 
suggestions on how to effectively improve the literacy and numeracy of adult dyslexics 
as well as assist them with developing strategies that will help to alleviate some of the 
other difficulties associated with dyslexia.  
 
“I attended Adult Basic Education for five years and my skills did not improve at 
all. I didn't know then I was dyslexic, neither did the tutor. Now I have met a 
tutor who knows about dyslexia and I’m making amazing progress.” 
 
A member of Dyslexia Scotland 
 
Guidelines are suggested for the identification of learners who may be dyslexic, for 
the provision of advice and guidance for tutors and for appropriate support for 
learners.  
 
The word tutor is used throughout to indicate any literacy worker working with the 
learner.  
 
The proposals put forward in this Handbook will not be detrimental to learners who 
have difficulty with literacy for whatever reason and should prove beneficial to all. 
 
As author of this handbook, I would like to thank Vivien Clarke for her input. 
 
Keeping this document brief has required substantial effort. For readers who wish to 
know more, a reading list is included.  
 
Elizabeth J Reilly 
Chair of Dyslexia Scotland, 2000 to 2004  
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3. About Dyslexia Scotland 
 
Dyslexia Scotland is a registered charity. It receives core funding from the Scottish 
Executive’s Enterprise, Transport and Lifelong Learning Department and also relies 
heavily on donations from charitable trusts, companies and individuals. 
 
The Scottish Association for the Study of Dyslexia was formed in 1968. In 1978 its 
name was changed to The Scottish Dyslexia Association to meet, among other things, 
the growing need for an independent Scottish body to improve knowledge and raise 
awareness of dyslexia within the framework of the Scottish Legal and Education 
systems. From mid-2001 it used the business name of Dyslexia in Scotland. Following 
an extraordinary general meeting in March 2003 and subsequent merger with the 
Scottish Dyslexia Trust, the name of the charity was formally changed to Dyslexia 
Scotland. 
 
There are members, branches and support groups throughout Scotland.  
The head office staff and the volunteers in the branches are all highly motivated 
individuals who are committed to ensuring that Dyslexia Scotland members and the 
general public are kept up to date with the constantly changing theories and practices 
within the field of dyslexia. 
 
Through the head office, Dyslexia Scotland is in regular contact with many statutory 
and voluntary bodies and, following feedback from the members, responds to 
consultation documents issued by the Scottish Executive. The volunteers in the 
branches are involved in working parties and consultation exercises at local authority 
level. 
 
Dyslexia Scotland provides, among many other things, a telephone helpline service. 
The helpline service offers information, advice and support to children and their 
parents, dyslexic adults and those involved within the support framework, for example 
doctors, psychologists, speech therapists, occupational therapists, teachers, tutors, 
college and university staff and employers. 
 
The resource centre at Stirling has a wide range of books, leaflets and teaching 
materials and is available to members, by appointment. 
 
Head Office  
Dyslexia Scotland 
Stirling Business Centre 
Wellgreen 
Stirling FK8 2DZ 
Telephone 01786 44 66 50 
Email info@dyslexiascotland.org.uk  
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4. Summary 
 
1. The purpose of this Handbook 
 
2. Introduction 
 
3. Dyslexia Scotland 
 
4. Summary 
 
5. General awareness of dyslexia  
 
• Dyslexia means ‘difficulty with words’. 

 
• Dyslexia is multi-faceted. 
 
• Dyslexia affects at least 10 per cent of the population to some degree, four per 

cent having severe difficulties and a further six per cent are mildly to 
moderately affected. 

 
• Dyslexia is generally considered to be a hereditary condition. 

 
• A dyslexic person often learns in a different way from the majority. 

 
• No two dyslexic people exhibit an identical pattern of associated difficulties. 

 
• Some dyslexic people have creative talents in areas requiring visual and spatial 

skills. For example, art, architecture, graphics, engineering, computing. 
 
• Often dyslexic people tend to reach general conclusions intuitively using 

information from a variety of sources rather than by following a logical step by 
step approach. They can see the big picture. 

  
• There are very many famous successful people who are known to be dyslexic, 

including Sir Jackie Stewart, Eddie Izzard, Sir Richard Branson, Sir Steven 
Redgrave and Noel Gallagher. Einstein and Darwin who are regarded as 
geniuses had difficulty with written language and are now believed to have 
been dyslexic. 

 
• The social and emotional effects resulting from lack of early intervention must 

be taken into consideration and positively addressed by those helping dyslexic 
adults to overcome their difficulties. 

 
6. Associated difficulties 
 
• Most dyslexic people will benefit from a structured learning environment. 
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• A dyslexic person may be able to rapidly solve in their head simple arithmetic, 
which is read out to them, but it may prove an impossible task for them to read 
and solve the same simple arithmetic in writing. There are other dyslexic people 
who have great difficulty with mental arithmetic. 

 
• Long-term memory may be unaffected. 

 
• Some of the most common difficulties experienced by dyslexic people, not 

directly associated with written language, are listed below: 
 

• Poor short-term memory. 
• Directional confusion. 
• Difficulty with sequences. 
• Difficulty with visually processing printed or written material. 
• Difficulty with auditory or phonological processing. 
• Difficulty with time. 
• Difficulty with organisational skill. 
• Erratic performance in work and at play – good days and bad. 

 
• Dyslexia may overlap with other learning difficulties or medical conditions. 

 
7. Scotopic Sensitivity Syndrome/Meares-Irlen Syndrome/Hearing  
 
• It is essential to check that the eyesight and hearing of any dyslexic person 

wishing to improve their literacy skills is not causing unrecognised difficulties. 
 
• It may also be beneficial to have testing carried out for Scotopic Sensitivity 

Syndrome/Hearing.  
 
• Not all people who have Scotopic Sensitivity Syndrome are dyslexic. 

 
8. Screening and assessment 
 
• Questionnaires can only show that someone may be dyslexic. 

 
• The results of assessment can be liberating. The dyslexia ‘label’ is better than 

‘thick’, ‘lazy’ or ‘stupid’. 
 
9. Supporting learners 
 
• Assessment is of little value to a learner if they are baffled and can’t understand 

or make sense of the experience. 
 
• Careful consideration should be given about how a learner is told they may be 

dyslexic. 
 
• It is important to help the newly assessed person understand what it means to 

be dyslexic. 
 
• Some learners may find it helpful to speak to other dyslexic people. 
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• All dyslexic adults will have developed coping strategies. 

 
• A strategy that works for one may not work for another. 

 
• Some associated difficulties have a bigger impact on day-to-day living. 

 
• Attitudes to learning will vary depending on past experience. 

 
• The last thing a learner wants is more of the same bad experience from school 

days. 
 
• Don’t set learners up to fail again. 

 
• It is important that learners attending a literacy unit experience some success 

very quickly. 
 
• Learners should be encouraged to take some responsibility for setting their own 

targets. 
 
• Goals to be set should be short-term, realistic and attainable. 

 
• Tutors should make sure that learners receive much praise for each goal they 

reach. 
 
• Learning should be a positive experience. 

 
• The majority of dyslexic learners will have strengths typical of those who are 

right brain dominant. 
 
• Discussion with the learner will help determine their particular learning style. 

 
• Determine the individual learning style and adapt lessons to suit. 

 
• Multi-sensory teaching is key to teaching all dyslexics. 
 
• Teach through all three senses – visual, auditory and kinaesthetic. 

 
• Teach reading, writing and spelling so that each one reinforces the others. 
 
• Be able to adapt lessons to suit each individual learner. 

 
• Try to incorporate the learner's own skills into lessons. 
 
• Teach each lesson as if the learner has no previous knowledge of what is being 

taught, while at the same time acknowledging and working with the learner’s 
experience and knowledge. 

 
• Keep verbal instructions clear, short and precise. 
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• Worksheets and handouts should be uncluttered and use a simple and larger 
font. 

 
• Sessions should be divided into short periods.  
 
• Repetition is essential to ensure a subject goes into the learner’s long-term 

memory. Equally important is variation in strategies so that the learner does not 
become bored. 

 
10. Computers and  technology 
 
• Computers can be a great help or a hindrance depending on the learner’s 

particular difficulties. 
 
• Whether or not a learner may benefit from the use of ICT should be discussed 

with a dyslexia-trained tutor who has a good knowledge of what is generally 
available. 

 
• Using a computer can increase a learner’s confidence. 

 
• Spell checkers do not teach how to spell. 

 
• Learners must be very familiar with programmes before being expected to use 

them to their advantage. 
 
11. Suggested further reading 
 
12. General information for learners 
 
13. How dyslexic adults can help their children 
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5. General awareness of the dyslexia syndrome 
 
 
5.1 Definition of dyslexia 
 
The complexity of dyslexia makes it difficult for those experienced in the field to 
formulate an appropriate and all-encompassing definition. The very fact that dyslexia 
defies definition almost says more about the condition than many of the definitions 
themselves. 
 
“Dyslexia is complex, subtle and eludes easy definition. It appears in varying degrees 
of severity and affects people in different ways.”  
 
Critchley (1970) ‘The Dyslexic Child’ 
 
Dyslexia Scotland’s definition of dyslexia:  
 
“Dyslexia is a specific learning difficulty which affects up to 10 per cent of the 
population to some degree and is most commonly characterised by difficulties with the 
acquisition of reading, spelling and writing skills. Frequently, mathematics and aspects 
of spoken language are affected. Dyslexic people often suffer from auditory 
processing difficulties, poor organisational skills, poor physical co-ordination and 
directional confusion. The majority of dyslexic people have poor short-term memory 
that causes an inability to retain sequences of numbers and words, and instructions to 
carry out simple tasks. Except for the common difficulty with written language no two 
dyslexic people exhibit the same range of associated characteristics. Dyslexia affects 
people across the whole spectrum of ethnicity, socio-economic status and intellectual 
ability.” 
 
 
5.2 Some facts about dyslexia 
 
‘Dyslexia’ is used to describe a complex pattern of language difficulties.  
 
It is believed by some that for every dyslexic girl, there are 4 dyslexic boys.  
 
Dyslexia is generally considered to be a hereditary neurological condition with 
educational implications. Because of the different way in which the brain of a dyslexic 
person functions, they are not typical learners. A dyslexic person simply learns in a 
different way and no two dyslexic people learn in an identical way. Dyslexia is not a 
disease or illness which can be cured but with appropriate intervention much can be 
achieved to alleviate the difficulties. 
 
Not everyone who has difficulty with written language is dyslexic and thus there has 
been considerable controversy, confusion and debate regarding the causes, signs and 
suitable definitions of the condition. 
 
Dyslexia is most commonly characterised by difficulties with the acquisition of reading, 
writing and spelling skills but there are many other difficulties that may or may not be 
experienced by a dyslexic person. Dyslexia has been referred to as multi-faceted. 
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5.3 Positive aspects 
 
Dyslexia is often referred to as being caused by a dysfunction in part of the brain. It 
has now been established that a dyslexic person’s brain functions in a different 
manner. It is not likely to be a dysfunction, but rather a difference in the way in which 
the brain functions. 
 
Dyslexic people often have excellent long-term memory and creative talents in areas 
that require visual and spatial skills, such as art, architecture, graphics, engineering 
and computing. They have a tendency to think globally and to see the ‘big picture’ 
rather than the individual components of it. They tend to reach general conclusions 
intuitively using information from a variety of sources rather than following a logical 
step by step approach. 
 
 
5.4 Social and emotional effects 
 
Frustration and stress are the two words that most readily come to mind when 
considering the emotional and psychological effects of undiagnosed dyslexia. 
 
If dyslexia is recognised when a child is young and the correct help and support given, 
there is no reason why a dyslexic child should not be able to take full advantage of 
educational provision and achieve their potential to become an adult who is fully 
included in, and who contributes, to society. 
 
When dyslexia is not recognised in school this can result in low self-esteem, a lack of 
confidence and social exclusion from an early age. Peer pressure, frustration and 
anger can result in truancy and behavioural problems and later, in adulthood, 
difficulties in participating fully in the workforce or within the community because of the 
lack of reading and writing skills.  
 
Many dyslexic people carry a lifetime of baggage reinforcing what they were led to 
believe at school, that is, that they were thick, lazy or stupid. They were baffled by why 
they could not acquire literacy like their peers. 
 
In most instances it is the stress factor that causes a dyslexic person to contact 
Dyslexia Scotland for help, advice and information. 
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5.5 Residual effects in adults 
 
Literacy difficulties persisting into adulthood may limit a dyslexic person’s learning 
potential and will place restrictions on employment choices. 
 
“…dyslexia can have a massive adverse effect on people's employment prospects 
and achievements.”  
 
Bartlett & Moody (2000) ‘Dyslexia in the Workplace’ 
 
Dyslexic people may continue to harbour many of their childhood feelings of failure, 
frustration, anger and despair. Depression, negativity, stress, anxiety, lack of 
confidence and episodes of anti-social behaviour can occur as a result of the pressure 
to succeed in our highly literacy-based world, and the constant pressure and ridicule 
by peers, employers and others who are perceived to be in authoritarian positions. 
 
Dyslexic people can suffer extreme and constant stress when they know that they 
cannot read or write well and are intelligent enough to know that they should be able 
to do so, but do not know why they cannot. Many will have gone to great lengths to 
hide the fact that they have literacy difficulties. 

“Typically, therefore, an adult dyslexic feels thoroughly confused about himself. He 
seems to be quite bright and quick-thinking in some ways, but apparently quite ‘stupid’ 
in others.”  

Bartlett & Moody (2000) ‘Dyslexia in the workplace’ 
 
The social and emotional effects that may be the result of lack of early intervention 
must be taken into consideration and positively addressed by those helping dyslexic 
people to overcome their difficulties. 
 
Many dyslexic people, because of extreme difficulties in the past, do not wish to try to 
improve their literacy because it will bring back unhappy memories of school and raise 
the possibility of failing again. Therefore it is really important for dyslexic people who 
do attend literacy classes to experience some success very quickly, so they don’t 
become disheartened and feel a failure as they did in school. 
 
The following quotation (complete with misspellings) is from a letter written to 
Professor Tim Miles and is contained in the book ‘Dyslexia and Stress’ edited by Miles 
and Varma (1995). 
“I find that my early educational experience come back to haunt me on bad days. 
When experiencing a problem especially if comments are made by observers I can 
at times experience a kind of emotional flash-back of particularly painful and fearful 
classroom experiences. Things that I had no previous memory of. I well understand 
the need for dyslexics to grow a tough hide, but I also feel that for people whose 
early school life was so traumatic there is a need for this to be addressed at some 
point, since it is more healthy to have emotional baggage ‘cleaned and tieded’. For 
me personally I dont’ feel angrey at the loss of my educational right, when I think 
about it I feel I sadness at the loss. Could any of this unconcious trauma get in the 
way of things on a bad dyslexia day?”   
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6. Associated difficulties 
 
A dyslexic person has difficulty with written language but not everyone who has such 
difficulty is dyslexic. Dyslexic people often have difficulty with many other things that 
affect their day to day living but, again, not everyone who has these other difficulties is 
dyslexic. People with overlapping conditions, such as dyspraxia are known to 
experience similar difficulties and this can cause confusion in the diagnostic process. 
 
Some of the most common difficulties experienced by dyslexic people, not necessarily 
directly connected with a difficulty with written language, are listed below. Dyslexic 
people will commonly be affected by a significant number of these difficulties. 
 
Difficulty with arithmetic  
A dyslexic person may be able to rapidly solve in their head simple arithmetic, which is 
read out to them, but it may prove an impossible task for them to read and solve the 
same simple arithmetic in writing. Other dyslexic people may have great difficulty with 
mental arithmetic. 
 
As an example of numeracy difficulties which may be the result of reading difficulty, 
the reader is invited to write down the traditional arithmetic symbols for minus, divide, 
plus and times. They are then asked to look at these symbols through partly closed 
eyes until the symbols become blurred.  
 
This helps to demonstrate how 5 x 3 could equal 8, that is 5 + 3, and also perhaps 
how the correct answer of 15 may be written as 51, the numbers being transposed.   
 
Poor short-term memory  
This causes difficulty in remembering sequences of things (such as telephone 
numbers, times tables, car registration numbers, addresses) or simple instructions to 
carry out tasks. 
 
Directional confusion 
This causes difficulty with determining what is left or right and up or down. Typically, a 
dyslexic person giving directions may know which way to turn but cannot immediately 
remember if that way is left or right. Following instructions to turn left could easily 
result in him turning right. 
 
Difficulty with sequences 
For example difficulty remembering the order of the days of the week, the alphabet, 
and yesterday, today and tomorrow. 
 
Difficulty with visual processing of printed or written material  
This causes text to be blurred, shaky or indistinct. (See Section 7.) 
 
Difficulty with auditory or phonological processing  
This causes difficulty in understanding the nuances of spoken language and how it 
relates to written language. Spelling is sometimes bizarre. 
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Difficulty with time 
Dyslexic people often have difficulty in telling the time, whether they are using an 
analogue or a digital clock. Some have unusual ways of saying the time. Where a non-
dyslexic might say ‘twenty to ten’ or ‘nine forty’ a dyslexic person might say ‘it is forty 
minutes after nine o’clock’. Also, some dyslexic people have a poor concept of the 
passing of time, or of how to structure their time. 
 
Difficulty with organisational skills  
They may attend an appointment at the wrong time and/or on the wrong day and/or at 
the wrong place, even although the details are accurately recorded in a diary that they 
simply forget to look at. Travelling can be a nightmare if it is multi-stage, for example 
bus/train/bus because of the need to meet timetable deadlines that they may have 
difficulty reading in the first place. 
 
Their performance in all manner of things can be erratic. They have good days and 
bad days which dyslexic people often refer to as ‘having a dyslexic day’. 
 
 
6.1 Overlapping conditions 
 
Dyslexia is one of a number of specific learning difficulties and it is known that 
sometimes people have more than one such difficulty. 
 
Dyspraxia is thought to affect two per cent of the population, possibly more, with 70 
per cent of those affected being male. Many of the associated difficulties experienced 
by dyslexic people are also experienced by people who are dyspraxic. However, 
dyspraxic people are more likely to exhibit poor physical co-ordination, may have poor 
posture and awkward movement, may be sensitive to touch and therefore find some 
clothing uncomfortable, may have phobias and display obsessive or immature 
behaviour, and may lack awareness of potential danger to themselves. A dyspraxic 
person’s lack of awareness of time can be such that they will need to be reminded 
when to eat for example. 
 
Dyslexia and dyspraxia are sometimes associated with other disorders such as 
Attention Deficit (Hyperactivity) Disorder (AD(H)D). In adults, AD(H)D is usually 
characterised by persistent difficulties with attentiveness, impulsivity and poor 
organisational skills. These characteristics often contribute to learning difficulties and 
behavioural problems.
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7. Scotopic Sensitivity Syndrome or Meares-Irlen Syndrome  
 
In relatively recent years it has been found that some people have difficulty in reading 
because of sensitivity to certain light sources and colour contrasts. 
 
Those affected by this condition often complain of text being blurred, letters and words 
jumping about, glare from the page, flickering, and shadowy lines on the page which 
can cause eye strain and headaches. The difficulty can be overcome or alleviated by 
placing a translucent coloured overlay over the page of text. Some people have found 
it to be so beneficial that they use coloured lenses in their spectacles.  
 
The condition is referred to as the ‘Irlen Syndrome’, ‘Meares-Irlen Syndrome’ or 
sometimes Scotopic Sensitivity Syndrome.  
 
Some dyslexic people suffer from this syndrome, however not everyone who has this 
syndrome is dyslexic.  
 
It is important that an experienced optometrist carries out proper testing. This will 
ensure that the learner has the colour that is most helpful to them. Preferences for 
colour can differ from one person to the next and some use a combination of colours. 
Dyslexia Scotland is able to provide the names and addresses of suitable optometrists 
throughout Scotland.  
 
As well as testing for Meares-Irlen Syndrome a qualified optometrist will test for any 
other eye disorders which may affect the ability to read. 
 
It is essential to ensure that any learner attending literacy classes has no eyesight 
defects or disorders that will affect their ability to acquire literacy. 
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8. Guidance and assessment 
 
 “Specialist guidance and assessment will be made available to all learners…”  
 
Scottish Executive (2001) Adult Literacy and Numeracy in Scotland 2001 
 
How should we screen learners to assess whether or not they may be dyslexic? 
 
It is essential to note that only a psychologist or a qualified dyslexia trained 
educationalist can determine, with certainty, whether a learner is dyslexic or not. 
 
“Assessments may be conducted by specialist dyslexia teachers or by psychologists, 
but in either case the assessor should be specifically trained and experienced in 
working with adults rather than children.” 
 
Morgan & Klein (2000) ‘The Dyslexic Adult in a Non-Dyslexic World’ 
 
 
8.1 Tutor-learner initial interview  
 
In the first interview with any learner it is essential to ensure that a learner who 
appears to have difficulty with literacy or numeracy does not have defective eyesight 
or hearing. 
 
Whatever the age of the learner, it is important that dyslexia should be identified, 
where appropriate, and discussed. If dyslexia is not mentioned by the learner, the 
question may arise in the mind of the tutor and be explored discreetly until the tutor 
feels confident that it would be appropriate to mention the word ‘dyslexia’. 
 
Tutors should continually ask themselves the following questions: 
 
“Is the learner’s ability with reading, writing and arithmetic not as good as might be 
expected when compared with the learner’s verbal ability, general knowledge, life 
skills, and so on.” 
 
“Can the learner cope well with tasks when the need for writing and reading about 
these tasks is removed?” 
 
If ‘yes’, then this may be an indication that the learner has a specific learning difficulty 
such as dyslexia. 
 
In addition to the above, the tutor will require a range of information from the learner 
before it will be possible for the suggestion of possible dyslexia to arise. Some of the 
most useful information can be discovered at the initial interview if the topics on the 
following pages are covered. 
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Helpful topics to discuss at the initial interview 
  

Physical problems: 

• sight difficulties;  

• hearing difficulties; and  

• other health matters. 
 
Educational history: 

• difficult or easy, favourite or least favourite subjects at school; 

• support given or not; and 

• absences or truancy. 
 
Work history: 

• types of work experienced and enjoyed; and 

• coping with paperwork. 
 
Post-school education and training: 

• difficulties and achievements. 
 
Interests, talents and successes: 

• achievements such as learning to drive, being a committee member, 
running a club, or running own home and how they were attained. 

 
Family history: 

• any family history of literacy difficulties. 
 
Future aims: 

• aims for the future; and  

• the barriers to achieving them that the learner perceives. 
 

With this kind of information, the tutor will have formed an opinion about whether 
literacy difficulties would be an expected part of the range of difficulties experienced 
by the learner.  
 
For example, a learner who has successfully held down a job, or who is self-employed 
and perhaps runs their own business but talks of hating school and playing truant for 
example, suggests a complex pattern of strengths and weaknesses commonly found 
in dyslexic people. 
 
While the discussion at the initial interview will have included the learner’s own opinion 
of their skill level in reading, writing or numeracy, it will be necessary to allow the tutor 
to see for themselves how well the learner can read, write, spell or do arithmetic. 
Some features of these skills to look out for as an indicator of dyslexia are listed on 
the next page. 
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 Indicators of dyslexia in reading, writing and numeracy 
 

• Reading ability is at a fairly high level, but with unusual errors. For example, the 
errors may be the omission or substitution of small, easy, common words like  
‘them’. More unusual words like ‘fervour’ may be read as ‘favour’ because the 
two words are very close in appearance. Foreign names may cause a problem 
because only familiar words can be read. 

 

• Reading comprehension may well be good, despite some errors. 
 

• If any nonsense words were offered, the learner would find them difficult. 
 

• Reading ability is usually superior to writing ability. 
 

• Writing may be intentionally unclear to cover up difficulty with spelling. 
 

• Once the learner feels comfortable with the tutor, written work shows ideas and 
vocabulary are hindered by the inability to cope with writing. (If they had a 
secretary, there would be no problem!)  

 

• The learner may have persistent problems with spelling often common or easy 
words. The type of mistakes made will vary according to the type of processing 
difficulty.  

 

• Difficulty with ‘times tables’. 
 

• Perhaps slow at mental arithmetic. 
 

• Written arithmetic may show idiosyncratic methods for achieving correct 
answer. For example, if tables are not known, learner may draw out rows of 
dots to represent items to be counted and use continuous adding to work out a 
multiplication sum. 

 
If the question of dyslexia has been raised by the learner or is now in the mind of the 
tutor, but neither is yet sure, they may agree to use the questionnaire included in this 
manual. (See sections 8.2, 8.3 and 8.4.) 
  
 



 

19 

8.2 General notes to read before using the questionnaire 
 
You will note that the word dyslexia is not mentioned in the questionnaire. It is 
important that tutors do not refer to dyslexia in their first few meetings with learners. 
 
After using the questionnaire with a learner it would be appropriate for tutors, if not 
dyslexia trained, to discuss their findings with a dyslexia trained tutor. Unless a tutor is 
dyslexia trained they must not, under any circumstances, tell a person that they are 
dyslexic, but only that they may be dyslexic. The dyslexia trained tutor may, at this 
point, suggest using a ‘learning styles’ questionnaire. A sample learning styles 
questionnaire is in section 9.6. Other such questionnaires can be found in books such 
as ‘Unscrambling Spelling’ and ‘Advanced Study Skills’. (More details are in section 
11: Suggestions for further reading.)  
 
When it has been determined that a learner may be dyslexic or indeed it is 
established by a dyslexia trained tutor that they most probably are dyslexic, it is 
important to discuss the findings with the learner and, in consultation with them, 
devise an appropriate individual learning plan. 
 
Whenever it is decided to tell a learner that they may be, or most probably are, 
dyslexic, careful thought should be given as to how the learner is told. For further 
information on how to tell a learner, see section 9.1. 
 
 
8.3 Guidelines and scoring for the questionnaire 
 
Dyslexia often has a wide range of associated difficulties that vary considerably from 
person to person. 
 
The purpose of the questionnaire is to determine if the person being tested 
experiences any of the difficulties commonly associated with dyslexia. 
 
It is important to determine firstly that the learner does not have problems with 
eyesight or hearing which could be confused with dyslexic difficulties. Prompts to ask 
about these matters are given at the start of the questionnaire.  
 
The questionnaire contains 20 questions to be read to the learner and requires simple 
‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘sometimes’ answers.  
 
A ‘yes’ or a ‘sometimes’ response are both regarded as positive since it is a known 
feature of dyslexia that the effects can vary on a day to day basis. 
 
8 ‘yes’ or ‘sometimes’ responses to the first 20 questions in the questionnaire is 
regarded as a positive indication that the learner may be dyslexic. 
 
People with dyslexia often show great ability in creative and practical skills hence the 
list of subjects in question 21. More details of this can be found in ‘In the Mind’s Eye’ 
by Tom West (1997). 
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If a learner is considered as possibly dyslexic their individual learning plan should be 
made dyslexia friendly by following the guidelines for tutors in this manual. 
 
It is important that a learning plan takes account of the strengths and weaknesses of 
the individual concerned and, in particular, their particular learning style. 
 
The principle behind the preparation of such a plan is to modify the teaching method 
and learning experience to suit the manner in which the learner best learns. 
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8.4 The questionnaire 
 
Ask the learner these questions. 
 
Have you had your eyesight tested during the past two years? Yes/No (please circle) 
 
Have you had your hearing tested during the past two years? Yes/No (please circle) 
 
For the following questions mark the answers in the boxes using: 
 
• Y for ‘Yes’ 
 
• N for ‘No’ 
 
• S for ‘Sometimes’ 
  

                                                                   Y/N/S 
 
1. Do you ever have difficulty with directions, such as left and right?………………..… 
    
2. Do you ever have difficulty following directions to get to a place you 
  haven’t been to before?…………………………………………………………………… 
 
3. Do you get confused if given several instructions at once?….…………………….… 
 
4. Do you mix up dates and times and miss appointments?………………………….. 
 
5. Would you describe yourself as a disorganised person?…………………………... 
 
6. Do you ever find it difficult to pronounce long words?…………………………….….. 
 
7. Do you ever have difficulty finding the right words to describe things?…………..…. 
 
8. Do you ever find it difficult to follow a conversation or a joke?…………………..…… 
 
9. When writing down telephone numbers do you ever get the numbers in  
  the wrong order?…………………………………………………………………………... 
 
10. Do you mix up numbers such as ‘51’ for ‘15’, or ‘96’ for ‘69’?………………………. 
      
11. Do you find it difficult to work out simple sums in your head?…………………….… 
 
12. Do you find it difficult to recite the alphabet, the days of the week, or the  
   months of the year?……………………………………………………………………….. 
 
13. Do you confuse letters such as ‘b’ and ‘d’ or ‘p’ and ‘q’?…………………………..... 
 
14. Do you have difficulty with spelling?….……………………………………………….. 
 
15. Do you have good ideas but find it difficult to write them down on paper?……....... 
 
16. Do you read only when you have to?………………………………………………….. 



 

22 

  
17. When reading, do you often lose your place on the page?………………..………… 
 
18. When reading, does the print get blurred or ‘move’ on the page or irritate 
   your eyes?………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
19. Do you have to re-read paragraphs to understand them?………………….............. 
 
20. Do you have difficulty keeping track of ideas when speaking,  
   listening or writing?………………………………………………………………………. 
 
 
21. Do you enjoy any of the following? Please enter Y or N in the box. 

                 
 
  making things………. 
 
  woodwork ………….. 
 
  mechanics………….. 
 
  art……………………. 
 
  design ………………. 
 
  music………………… 
 
  computers…………... 
 
            sports………………... 
  
Score: 
 
From questions 1 to 20, how many ‘yes’ answers ……………………………………. 
 
From questions 1 to 20, how many ‘sometimes’ answers ………………………….... 
 
Total positive answers from questions 1 to 20, that is, ‘yes" plus ‘sometimes’ ……. 
 
Conclusions/comments : 
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………..   
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8.5 The bilingual learner 
 
This is an area of dyslexia currently being researched and, to date, there is little  
knowledge available on the effective assessment and teaching needs of the bilingual 
learner. The task of assessing the bilingual learner can be complex and  
challenging.  
 
It is important that tutors are aware of cultural and linguistic factors that may affect 
diagnosis of dyslexia in a learner whose first language is not English. 
 
Features of other languages can influence the way learners approach English and 
therefore tutors assessing bilingual learners for dyslexia need to be aware of how 
these features could affect the learner’s use of English, so that they do not confuse 
them with indicators of dyslexia. For example, the Turkish language puts more 
emphasis on the last syllable of a word. In Vietnamese only the first syllable is 
pronounced clearly and with stress. There are some sounds in English that may not 
exist in the learner’s own language. These differences may cause difficulty with 
phonology. 
 
If a learner’s first language is completely phonetic, as in Portuguese, their visual 
memory may not be well developed and it may appear as if they have visual 
processing difficulties. 
 
If a learner’s first language requires them to write in a different script, for example 
Arabic, they may appear to have motor difficulties when writing rather than just be 
unfamiliar with English script. 
 
A learner may not know what ‘multiplication tables’ are or may not know the names of 
the months in English, but will know the names in their own language. 
 
The above difficulties are just a few of the many things to be considered when 
assessing a learner whose first language is not English.  
 
Is their English good enough to fully understand the questions you are asking them? Is 
their English good enough to fully understand what dyslexia is? Consider the use of an 
interpreter, if you are unsure of the learners’ knowledge of the English language. 
It can take many years to reach full competence in another language even when 
exposed to it every day.  
 
“It is also extremely valuable to have someone with the same first language to help 
identify a student’s problems in that language.”  
 
Krupska & Klein (1995) ‘Demystifying Dyslexia’ 
 
In terms of adult literacy, a holistic approach to the assessment of the bilingual learner 
should be adopted. For example, assessing the non-literacy issues, such as short-
term memory difficulty, sequencing difficulties, auditory difficulties, and directional 
difficulties, is very important. In other words, initially it is important to distinguish 
between ‘literacy related’ and ‘non-literacy related’ questions in the questionnaire. This 
way you may have a better indication of the learner’s difficulties. Are their difficulties 
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caused by dyslexia or are they simply because they are learning in a very different 
language.  
 
More detailed information for assessing the bilingual learner is available in ‘Dyslexia 
and the Bilingual Learner’ by Sunderland, Klein, Savinson & Partridge.  
 
8.6 Further adult screening tests 
 
If a dyslexia friendly individual learning plan has been prepared and the learner 
appears not to be making progress, it may be appropriate to discuss with the learner 
and with a dyslexia trained tutor, the pros and cons of carrying out a more detailed 
screening test. 
 
Tests such as the Dyslexia Adult Screening Test (DAST) and Lucid’s Adult Dyslexia 
Screening Test (LADS) have been researched and validated and are both considered 
to be reliable in terms of providing a profile of the learner’s strengths and weaknesses. 
 
However a word of caution: not all the research on these screening tests is positive 
and as there are few other adult tests around they are used extensively. 
 
In the context of adult literacies practice, it will be necessary to ensure that the learner 
is prepared for the stress that testing will create. Because LADS is a timed test which 
increases in difficulty when the individual performs well, a stress factor is almost 
inevitable. 
  
The Dyslexia Adult Screening Test (DAST) 
The Dyslexia Adult Screening Test (DAST) is by Dr Angela Fawcett and Professor 
Rod Nicholson (1998). The test takes 30 minutes and is available from:  
 
The Psychological Corporation 
Harcourt Place 
32 Jamestown Road 
London NW1 7BY 
Telephone 020 747 4456 
 
Cost: £140 (including VAT) at date of publication of this Handbook. This is a one-off 
payment – no site licence is required. 
 
Lucid Adult Dyslexia Screening Test (LADS) 
Lucid Adult Dyslexia Screening Test (LADS) was researched by Dr Chris Singleton 
and is published by the British Psychological Society. The test takes approximately 20 
minutes and is available from: 
 
Lucid Research Ltd 
3 Spencer Street 
Beverley 
East Yorkshire 
HU17 9EL 
Telephone 01482 882121 
Cost: The LADS cannot be purchased outright – annual licences must be bought. 
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Full psychological testing 
There are some who say that the only certain way to prove that someone is dyslexic is 
to have an assessment carried out by a psychologist. If deemed appropriate for a 
learner, Dyslexia Scotland will be able to provide a list of suitably qualified 
psychologists who can do this. 
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9. How tutors can support learners 
  
After a tutor has determined, through personal interview, discussion and by using the 
questionnaire, that the learner may be dyslexic how can the tutor then help?  
 
“Many students may have experienced previous spelling lessons as instant and 
constant failure. Not only did they regularly get seven out of ten wrong, but teachers 
reacted to their failure as a character deficiency, giving the impression that good 
spelling was seen to be an example of superior moral fibre rather than a useful skill.”  
 
Klein & Millar (1990) ‘Unscrambling Spelling’  
 
As said earlier, careful thought should be given to how a learner should be told that 
they may be dyslexic or have been positively diagnosed. To some adults it is a relief 
to find out that they are dyslexic and not ‘thick, lazy and careless’. Others react 
adversely when they realise how their life might have been different if they had been 
recognised as dyslexic and been given the appropriate help with their education while 
they were at school. Each case should be treated individually. It is important to ensure 
results of any assessment are presented in such a way that they do not exacerbate 
difficulties. 
 

There are two distinct strands to the help that should be given to adults who have 
newly been assessed as possibly being dyslexic. Firstly, it is important to help the 
person to understand what this means. Secondly, support can be given with reading, 
spelling, writing and basic number skills, if this is what the learner wishes. 
 
“The assessment will be of little value to him if he is left baffled or demeaned by the 
experience.”  
 
Morgan & Klein (2000) ‘The Dyslexic Adult in a Non-Dyslexic World’ 
 
 
9.1 Breaking the news 
 
When a learner is told that they may be dyslexic, this should be done in a gentle 
manner, in privacy, by someone who is able to answer questions and discuss the 
matter fully. Ideally this would be carried out by a dyslexia trained tutor. 
 
“After the relief, however, dyslexic people need to understand the nature and the 
reasons behind their differing learning styles. Most often they are left with little sense 
of what dyslexia really means.”  
 

McLoughlin, Fitzgibbon and Young (1994) ‘Adult Dyslexia: Assessment, counselling 
and training’  
 
Adults who have newly been diagnosed should be told what it means to be dyslexic, 
using simple uncomplicated language. It should be explained how it will have affected 
their ability to attain literacy skills in the past, how it may have affected their life in 
general, and how it is likely to affect them in the future. 
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It would be a helpful boost to morale to reinforce the potential positive aspects of 
being dyslexic. For example, it may be helpful to tell the learner about some famous 
and successful dyslexics such as the racing driver Sir Jackie Stewart, the comedian 
Eddie Izzard, the owner of Virgin Sir Richard Branson, the Olympic and world gold 
medal rower Sir Steven Redgrave, and Noel Gallagher of OASIS. (See sections 12 
and 13.)  
 
Time should be allowed for the news about being dyslexic to be digested, reflected on 
and generally come to terms with and it may be that further discussions will be 
necessary to answer further questions. 
 
Some learners may find it helpful to speak to other dyslexic people. In certain parts of 
Scotland, Dyslexia Scotland has support groups where adult dyslexics talk freely 
about their difficulties. If there is not already an adult support group in the learner’s 
area, it may be a good idea to set one up. Dyslexia Scotland will be able to help you to 
do this. Learners would then have the opportunity to talk with their peers about their 
dyslexic difficulties, thoughts, feelings and attitude towards learning.  
 
 
9.2 Coping strategies and life skills 
 
Tutors can help learners develop coping strategies and life skills, although all dyslexic 
adults will have already developed strategies to overcome or hide some of their 
difficulties. 
 
More people are now aware of dyslexia than in the past and are more willing to help, if 
asked.  
 
It is a major step forward for someone who is newly assessed as possibly being 
dyslexic, or for someone who has been positively identified as being dyslexic, to be 
able to come to terms with the fact that they are not stupid. They generally learn in a 
different way. It is also important that they know that their difficulties cannot be ‘cured’ 
but can be alleviated.  
 
The next big step would be for them to be able to tell others that they may be dyslexic 
and be able to ask for help, without shame or embarrassment. 
 
No two dyslexic people are alike. A strategy that works for one person may not work 
for another.  
 
A dyslexic adult should be helped to determine what associated difficulties they have 
and how these difficulties have had an impact on their life in the past. Some difficulties 
are more common to all dyslexic people and some have a bigger impact on day to day 
living. Understanding their difficulties can reduce stress. 
 
If the learner is able to read basic text and write words clearly, the tutor may wish to 
make the following suggestions.  
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• Keep a list of spellings that frequently cause a problem. 
 

• Use a bookmark or ruler to help you keep your place when reading or copying 
written information. 

 

• Poor short-term memory can be helped by extensive use of a diary. An A5 ‘day to 
a page’ diary is best because it gives plenty of space to make lots of notes, even in 
big handwriting. Everything to be remembered should be written down. When 
things are done they should be scored out. If possible, the diary should be taken 
everywhere.  

 

• Eventually, looking at a diary on a daily basis becomes a habit. Until then you may 
need to have notices in prominent places as a reminder to ’look in the diary’.  

 

• A wall chart or board in a room to note down when bills have to be paid, what 
appointments have to be kept, for example, and score each one off as it's done. 

 

• A pencil and notepad beside the phone is essential for taking down phone 
numbers and messages right there and then instead of trusting your memory and 
writing them down later. It may be difficult at first but you should take control of the 
situation and ask people to repeat numbers and the message until you are happy 
that it’s correct.   

 

• Sequencing difficulties will make it hard to write down long telephone numbers. Try 
and break the sequence down into pairs or more manageable chunks, for example, 
instead of 01786 446650 write it down as 017 86 44 66 50 or as 01 786 446 650.  

 

• Directional confusion can be helped by remembering your watch is on left hand or 
ring is on left hand.  

 

• Visual difficulties may be helped by using coloured paper to write on or coloured 
overlays placed over things to be read.  

 

• Auditory processing difficulties may be helped by having no background noise 
when you are concentrating on something. Don’t be afraid to ask people to repeat 
what they said. 

 

• Time keeping can of course be helped by using a watch with an alarm or by asking 
people to remind you what time it is. 

 

• Poor organisational skills can be helped by keeping a separate folder for important 
documents, letters, bills, and so on and labelling or colour coding them. Again, a 
day to a page diary is helpful to write your daily 'timetable' – a list of things to be 
done and when they should be done. Create a ‘home’ for your belongings and 
return them to the same place every time. Ask other people to help you get 
organised. 
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• Erratic performance is a fact of life for many dyslexic people. They will have good 
days and bad days and you can only try to accept this as part of being dyslexic and 
try not to feel stressed by it. It is important to encourage the use of specific 
strategies, which are known to help and to put these in place, particularly on bad 
days. 

 

• Try to prioritise things that have to be done and do them one by one. Try not to do 
too many things at the same time.  

 

• Dyslexic people often get more tired than non-dyslexic people because of the extra 
effort needed to concentrate on lots of different things. It is important to work for 
short spells and rest frequently.  

 
 
9.3 Attitudes to learning 
 
A person may feel ashamed and embarrassed about their difficulties with reading and 
writing. They may have spent years struggling with and trying to hide these difficulties. 
They may harbour feelings of failure or have a fear of failing and may be reluctant to 
try again. The last thing they want is more of the same bad experience from school 
days.  
  
They may have a negative attitude towards the possibility of any improvement in their 
literacy when in the past conventional schooling methods have failed. 
 
It is really important for those adults attending a literacy unit to experience some 
success very quickly so they don’t become disheartened and feel a failure as they did 
at school. 
 
Recognition and assessment of the learner’s difficulties may give them a sense of 
relief and may help restore a battered ego. They may be very willing to embark on a 
specific programme of education with appropriate support and understanding now that 
the cause of their difficulties has been identified.  
 
Dyslexic people who embark on a course of further or higher education will require 
specific help with planning, organisation and study skills. (See section 11: Suggestions 
for futher reading.)  
 
 
9.4 Setting goals  
 
Discussion with the dyslexic learner should hopefully enlighten tutors about any 
problem solving and emotional coping strategies the learner has already developed. 
This will allow the tutor the opportunity to discuss with the learner their goals for future 
study. 
 
Goals should be decided and agreed by the learner and tutor from the outset. The 
learner should be fully involved in, and take some responsibility for, setting their own 
targets and subsequent progress.  
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Goals will vary for each individual depending on why they are attending a literacy unit 
and on their learning potential and degree of difficulties.  
 
“The programme must be meaningful. It should be related to the students’ need to 
spell and be based on words they use or want to use in their own writing.”  
 
Klein & Millar (1990) ‘Unscrambling Spelling’ 
 
Goals should initially be short-term, realistic and attainable, but with longer-term aims 
in mind. Success or attainment of short-term goals should be assessed and evaluated 
regularly through self-appraisal, and any adjustments agreed for future lessons. This 
will enable the learner to gain a better understanding of their learning process through 
careful planning, checking and monitoring, ensuring effective and efficient learning. 
The tutor should ensure that the learner receives much genuine praise for each goal 
reached. 
 
Long-term goals may involve planning for further education or studying for 
examinations. Planning and strategies to help improve work prospects should also be 
considered. (See section 11: Suggestions for further reading.) 
 
 
9.5 Establishing learning styles 
 
There are many different ways of learning, and with dyslexic learners in particular it is 
important to try to establish their own learning style. It may be possible to use 
strategies already developed by the learners themselves. 
 
Each individual is uniquely affected by dyslexia. Attempts at imposing a particular 
model of dyslexia on all learners will be detrimental to their own understanding and to 
their personal development. This is especially true for learning styles.  
 
The majority of dyslexic learners will have strengths which are typical of those who 
have dominance in the right hemisphere of their brain, that is, broadly specialising in 
holistic, lateral, intuitive, imaginative, visual spatial thought, as well as perception of 
pattern, colour, rhythm and music. The left hemisphere deals with more academic 
types of thinking processes, such as linguistic, symbolic, logical or linear thought.  
 
Dyslexics therefore may be excellent artists, architects, engineers, musicians and 
joiners, for example. They may be good at problem solving and see the ‘big picture’ 
without looking at the minutiae of the problem. 
 
However, this is a very simplified explanation of brain functioning, and recent research 
suggests that both hemispheres share tasks more than was previously believed.  
 
“Consequently, they develop a preferred learning style which reflects this processing 
bias, favouring a holistic and visual spatial approach, rather than one which is 
sequential, temporal and language based.” 
 
Krupska & Klein (1995) ‘Demystifying Dyslexia’ 
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Before planning and carrying out a programme of support and updating an individual 
learning plan, it is essential to consider the individual needs and learning style of the 
learner, taking account of any of the associated difficulties which they may have. 
Discussion with the learner will provide a fair picture of their particular learning style. 
 
What type of learner are they and what are their strengths and weaknesses?  
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9.6 Sample learning styles questionnaire 
 
Ask the learner the following questions. Explain that the answers are to be ‘usually’ or 
‘sometimes’ or ‘rarely’. Give them plenty of time to answer and then tick the box in the 
appropriate column. 
     

   Usually  Sometimes 
 Rarely 

 
1. Do you learn better when you are told something  
   than if you read something…………………………….                      
 
2. Would you rather listen to the news on 
   the radio than read it in the papers…………………… 
 
3. Do you notice your mistakes better in your  
   writing when you read it aloud………………………… 
 
4. Do you sometimes speak out loud when 
   you are trying to learn something………………….…. 
 
5. Are you good at using a map………………………..… 
  
6. Do you find graphs and bar charts easier to  
   understand than just numbers ………………………… 
 
7. Does closing your eyes and trying to picture 
   something help you to remember……………………… 
 
8. Do you remember the news better if you  
   read it rather than hear it…………………………...….. 
 
9. Are you good at working with your hands……………. 
 
10. Do you find finger-tracing helps you get the 
    right spelling………………………………………….… 

 
11. If you were in a line-dance class, would 
    you follow the teacher’s feet rather than 
    listen to the instructions……………………………..… 
 
12. When learning, do you prefer to try  
    something physically for yourself  
    rather than just watch……………………………..…… 
 
 
Interpretation: 
 
Positive responses to the first four questions would indicate an auditory learning 
style. Positive responses to questions 5 to 8 would indicate a visual learning style.  
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Positive responses to questions 9 to 12 would indicate a kinaesthetic learning style. 
For example, a learner who answers ‘usually’ to questions 9 to 12 will be indicating a 
strong preference for kinaesthetic learning methods. They may answer ‘rarely’ to 
questions 1 to 4, indicating that auditory learning methods may not be successful 
because they are trying to use their weakest perceptual pathway. By answering 
‘sometimes’ to questions 5 to 8 the learner is indicating that visual learning methods 
may be successful but, then again, they may not be.  
 
Very rarely will the interpretation of a learning styles questionnaire be as clear cut as 
the example given above. Most learners will have a mixture of learning styles but the 
pattern that emerges from the responses to the questionnaire will give an indication of 
where the learner has strengths and weaknesses. 
 
There are many other issues to do with types of learning styles. For example, there 
are learners who prefer to learn in a group and those who prefer to learn quietly at 
home. There are those who are more able to see the whole picture of a problem and 
those who work towards the problem one step at a time.  
 
 
9.7 Tips for teaching in a multi-sensory way 
 
At school, a great deal of teaching is done by the teacher talking while the learner 
listens. Many dyslexic people find it difficult to learn this way. They learn differently 
and need particular methods of teaching. Multi-sensory teaching methods are known 
to be best. 
 
By teaching through all senses – auditory, oral, visual and kinaesthetic – the learner 
will actually be learning through their strongest perceptual pathway, while at the same 
time, reinforcing their weaker ones. 
 
Dyslexic learners who make most progress are those who have impairment in only 
one perceptual pathway. It is possible that by using a learning styles assessment 
questionnaire, the weakest perceptual pathway will be determined and this should 
affect the way in which learning is delivered.  
 
• The visual learner may prefer to use pictures, diagrams and colour when 

recording their work. Appropriate teaching would involve showing the learner, 
giving examples and using picture and colour. 

 
• The auditory learner remembers most from what they hear rather than what 

they see. They will benefit greatly from discussions with the tutor, listening to 
taped information and will appreciate  ‘talking books’ that are available from 
most libraries. They will benefit from all forms of auditory stimuli.  

 
• The kinaesthetic learners have good motor skills. They are practical hands-on 

people and learn best by doing things. For example, writing the words or tracing 
words with their fingers may help them to learn. 

 
Here are two simple examples of how to teach using all senses: 
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• For spelling  

 
Ask the learner to look at the word on the paper and ‘draw the shape’ of the 
word. Underline the difficult part of the spelling.  

 
Ask the learner to say the word very slowly and clearly. Ask them to say it in 
syllables and tap their hand in time to them.  
 
Ask the learner to use a finger to ‘write’ the word in the air. Then ask them to 
write it on paper and check that it is correct. 

 
• For arithmetic 
 

Discuss a real arithmetic problem and show the learner the sum on paper. 
 

Explain the method of working it out, talking and writing at the same time. 
 

Use coins, counters or any adult appropriate ‘concrete materials’ to help the 
learner understand how to get the answer. 

 
Arrange the teaching of reading, writing and spelling so that each one reinforces the 
others. 
 
“As the use of speech, the ability to read the printed word and the ability to write down 
words are all part of language ability as a whole, all these areas should be taught and 
improved concurrently.”  
 
Hornsby & Shear (1974) ‘Alpha to Omega’ 
 
There are several programmes commonly used in connection with multi-sensory 
teaching, for example, ‘Alpha to Omega’ and ‘Bangor Dyslexia Teaching System’ 
which may need to be adapted to suit the adult learner. ‘Units of Sound’ is suitable for 
work with older children and adults. ‘Toe by Toe’, although written for children has 
been used successfully with adults and ‘Unscrambling Spelling’ has been written for 
use with adult learners. (See section 11: Suggestions for further reading.) 
 
 
9.8 General tips for tutors 
 
The dyslexic learner is a person who often learns in a different way, so be innovative 
and imaginative and encourage the learner to take account of their knowledge of how 
they learn. Be able to recognise and take into account the individual learning style of 
each learner and be able to adapt lessons where possible to suit that particular style. 
 
It is important to establish the interests and talents of the learner. Try to incorporate or 
make reference to these in lessons, that is, reading material, worksheets, for example.  
 
Encourage the learner to incorporate their own skills into lessons. They may be able to 
help their tutor with something about which they may have superior knowledge, for 
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example computer skills. This will help to build confidence, self-image and will help 
create a ‘feel good factor’. 
 
React sensitively to indications that the learner may be under pressure or stressed for 
whatever reason. They may need to discuss these feelings in a calming and 
reassuring way before they are ready to learn or participate fully in a lesson. 
 
Always keep verbal instructions clear, short and precise. The dyslexic learner will 
often have difficulty processing and retaining large chunks of instruction or 
information. Be prepared to have to frequently repeat instructions one at a time. 
 
When preparing worksheets and handouts keep them clear and uncluttered. Printed 
material should use a large font, such as 14 point, and be well-spaced. Avoid using 
white paper. Many dyslexic people find black print on cream, pale blue or pale green 
paper easier to read. 
 
Computer-based activities often help to maintain interest, motivation and enjoyment 
and can be beneficial in a support programme. (See section 10: Computers and 
technology.) 
 
Repetition and reinforcement of material that has already been learned is vital. 
Something that yesterday appeared to be fully understood may be forgotten today. 
Many dyslexics have difficulty in mastering given tasks. Even tasks that appear to be 
mastered will be less fluent than normal, irrespective of whether it’s a routine task or 
related to literacy. Constant repetition will help learners retain information in their long-
term memory and therefore develop ‘automaticity’. The learner should be made aware 
of the need to practise to consolidate previous learning before acquiring new skills. 
Dyslexic people are not slow learners. They are quick forgetters. 
 
Sessions should be divided into short periods with breaks between activities. The 
activities themselves should be varied. 
 
Teach sensitively in a way that does not presume the learner has any previous 
knowledge of what is being taught. This will reduce the possibility of a feeling of failure 
in the learning process.  
 
Do not make assumptions but check on skills such as knowledge of sounds, alphabet 
or dictionary use. Set work that is not too easy but can ensure a high degree of 
success.  
 
Automaticity difficulties may cause dyslexic learners to forget quickly, so tasks may 
take longer to complete. Always be aware of the extra effort, concentration and time 
they may need to complete tasks. The effort required may often be very stressful and 
tiring. 
 
Dyslexic learners who are slow at reading will become slower the more they read 
because of the concentration required and effort involved.   
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It is important that a dyslexic person is not asked to read out loud in a group without 
them first agreeing to do so. To many people, this will bring back bad memories of 
failure and ridicule.  
 
Help the learner build a bank of readily recognised words that they often use and 
reinforce these regularly. 
 
Help the learner to guess the meaning of a word by using the other words in the 
sentence as clues. 
 
Can text be put on tape? Some learners will find it helpful to read along to an 
accompanying tape. 
 
Paired reading can be helpful. 
 
Use of a dictionary by a dyslexic person is a matter of some debate. There are those 
who say that by learning to use a dictionary a dyslexic person will be able to find the 
correct spelling of a word. The opposing argument is that they have to know how the 
word is spelled in order to find it in a dictionary. The primary purpose of a dictionary is 
to provide meanings of words rather than spellings.   
 
Mnemonics can help to remember the spellings of phonetically tricky or irregular 
words. Ask learners to make up their own; they will remember them better. 
 
Some dyslexic people deliberately adopt a poor style of handwriting to cover up their 
spelling inadequacies. Structured cursive writing is known to be the most appropriate 
form of handwriting for dyslexic people. If handwriting is illegible then this style could 
be taught. (See section 11: Suggestions for further reading.) 
 
If the learner’s handwriting is legible, don’t make any attempt to change the style. 
 
Look at specimens of the learner’s handwriting and help them make any cosmetic 
changes, for example problem letters, reversals or incorrect formations. 
 
Dyslexic people should be encouraged to learn typing and word processing skills. This 
will allow the learner to concentrate on work content rather than on its appearance. 
 
The learner could be taught how to plan pieces of writing using ‘mind mapping’ 
techniques. This will avoid rambling and reduce the effort required. (See section 11: 
Suggestions for further reading.) 
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10. Computers and technology 
 
One of the difficulties in connection with commenting on the use of information and 
communication technology (ICT) is the fact that by the time this Handbook is in 
general use, much of what is written below may be out of date. Hardware and 
software are constantly being improved. 
 
Computers can be a help or a hindrance depending on the learner’s particular abilities 
and difficulties. To a learner who has never had experience of computers, introducing 
them could be ‘scary’. Whether or not a particular learner may benefit from the use of 
ICT, should be discussed between the learner and a dyslexia trained tutor. 
 
Using a computer can increase the learner’s confidence when presenting work in 
printed form, especially if their writing is unclear. For some learners using a computer 
will allow them to concentrate on the content of what they are writing. 
 
Spell checkers may be useful depending on the spelling ability of the person using it. 
Those that simply illuminate an error may be of little use. A dyslexic person may look 
at the wrongly spelled word and see nothing wrong with it. In some instances spell 
checkers can help with spelling words correctly. However, a list of alternatives to a 
wrongly spelled word may cause difficulty simply because the dyslexic person may be 
unable to determine which word on the list is correct. Predictive spelling aids can be 
useful for some learners. 
 
In each instance it is essential to determine the specific needs of the learner before 
introducing ICT. It is essential that the learner is very familiar with the software they 
are to use before being expected to use it to advantage. The tutor must also be very 
familiar with the software themselves before introducing it to the learner.  
 
For some learners, learning to touch-type will be seen as a great advantage. For 
others, learning to ‘hunt and peck’ with two fingers may be seen to be just as great an 
advantage. 
 
A great deal of the software which is intended as a learning aid for anyone with 
reading and spelling difficulties has been developed for children or for older dyslexic 
learners in further and higher education. 
 
There is software available to teach young children to read and spell and which may 
be helpful to adults with low levels of literacy. They may or may not be acceptable 
depending on the environment in which they are to be used and on the attitude of the 
adult learner.  
 
More recent software packages are dyslexia friendly multi-sensory learning tools in 
which the learner has to use visual, auditory and kinaesthetic activity.  
 
Voice recognition software, which needs hardware additional to that found in ‘off the 
shelf’ personal computers, enables people with spelling and writing difficulties to 
transfer speech to written text and vice versa. 
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The following six programmes have been specifically designed for adults, or are 
suitable for adults. They are not specifically for dyslexic learners. Dyslexia Scotland 
has no experience of using these programmes, but thinks that they may be worth 
consideration.  
 
New Reading Disc by Cambridge Training & Development and TUC Communication 
Disc both use a multi-media approach to the improvement of literacy skills and are 
suitable for 16-year-olds to adults.  
 
Numbers Disc by Cambridge Training and Development and TUC Numbers Disc both 
use a multi-media approach to the improvement of numeracy skills and are suitable for 
16-year-olds to adults. 
 
KAZ (Keyboarding A-Z) is a touch-typing programme suitable for adults and children. 
 
Lexia is a basic reading and assessment programme that teaches sound/symbol 
correspondence and decoding skills, comprehension and vocabulary development, all 
in an adult friendly manner, for beginners and improvers. 
 
The following programmes have been used by members of Dyslexia Scotland. 
Included are comments on each programme. These programmes are not all designed 
for adults and Dyslexia Scotland is not making any recommendations. As has been 
said many times in this Handbook, what suits one individual may not suit another.  
 
Starspell 2.2 can easily be adapted for adults and works better for learners that have 
keyboard skills. Some guidance may be required from tutors as to where to start and 
how to use it. 
 
Touch Type Read and Spell is an excellent multi-sensory programme suitable for 
adults. The emphasis of the programme is on learning keyboard skills (touch-typing) 
and the user may not be aware that it is a programme intended to assist in learning 
literacy. The programme is structured and graded and allows immediate self-
correction of errors and feedback of results. 
  
Writer's Toolkit encourages a more structured approach to writing. 
 
Times Tables is an excellent resource that can be used in conjunction with the book 
‘What to do when you can’t learn your Times Tables’ by Dr Steve Chin. 
 
TextHELP! Screen Reader is for learners who would benefit from help with reading 
web pages or encyclopaedias or to have their own writing read back to them so they 
are better able to see their errors. 
 
Dragon Naturally Speaking Preferred V7 is voice recognition software that integrates 
with many Windows-based applications. It takes considerable time to master but is 
useful for those whose reading is much better than their writing and who find word 
processing difficult. 
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Wordbar is a discreet word bank that sits at the bottom of the video screen giving the 
writer a bank of useful words appropriate to the piece of writing, but which would have 
been difficult to spell.  
 
The prices of all of the above differ considerably and some require a licence and 
cannot be purchased outright.  
 
The following is a list of publishers of catalogues which will include further details 
about these programmes.  
 
iANSYST Ltd, www.dyslexic.com, telephone 01223 420 101 
 
Don Johnston Special Needs, www.donjohnston.com, telephone 01925 256500 
 
Lucid Research, www.lucid-research.com, telephone 01482 882121 
 
Touch, Type, Read, Spell, www.ttrs.co.uk, telephone 020 8464 1330  
 
Learning & Teaching Scotland, www.LTScotland.com, telephone 0141 337 5000 
 
Inclusive Technology Ltd, www.inclusive.co.uk, telephone 01457 819 790 
 
Rickitt Educational Media Ltd, www.r-e-m.co.uk, telephone 01458 254 700 
 
AVP Ltd, www.avp.co.uk, telephone 01291 625 439 
 
Cambridge Training & Development, www.ctad.co.uk, telephone 01223 470480 
 
Lexia, www.readingsoftware.co.uk  
 
 
For more information about and demonstrations of computer programmes contact: 
 
The CALL Centre (Communication Aids for Language & Learning), University of 
Edinburgh, www.callcentrescotland.org.uk, telephone 0131 651 6236  
 
Ability Net, www.abilitynet.org.uk  telephone 0800 269 545 
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11. Suggestions for further reading  
 
There are hundreds of books about dyslexia and a detailed list can be obtained from 
Dyslexia Scotland’s office in Stirling (the contact detail are on page 4). However, the 
books listed below provide more information on work with adults than this handbook 
covers. 
 
Multi-sensory, cummulative, structured reading/spelling books  
 
‘Alpha to Omega’ by Beve Hornsby and Frula Shear – ISBN 0 435 10382 2 
 
‘The Bangor Dyslexia Teaching System’ by Elaine Miles – ISBN 86156 055 9 
 
‘Units of Sound’ by Walter Bramley. Books, tapes and software are available from the 
Dyslexia Institute. 
 
‘Unscrambling Spelling’ by Cynthia Klein & Robin R Millar – ISBN 03-340-51234. 
This is an individualised spelling programme for adults with resource sheets that can 
be photocopied. 
 
‘Spelling Made Easy’ by Violet Brand 
Intro Level – ISBN 0 90585 824 7 
Level 1 – ISBN 0 90585 825 5  
Level 2 – ISBN 0 90585 826 3 
Level 3 – ISBN 0 90585 831 X 
Worksheets are available for all of the above. 
 
‘Toe by Toe’ by Keda Cowling is a highly-structured multi-sensory reading manual for 
one-to-one teaching situations and is suitable for adults with a reading age of eight 
years and upwards. For a copy, contact Dyslexia Scotland or email Keda Publications 
at info@toe-by-toe.co.uk , telephone 01274 598807. 
 
 
Other relevant books 
 
‘Stride Ahead’ by Keda Cowling is to help with comprehension and to be used in a 
one-to-one teaching situation. It is suitable for adults with a reading age of at least 8.5 
years. For a copy, contact Dyslexia Scotland or email Keda Publications at info@toe-
by-toe.co.uk, telephone 01274 598807. 
 
‘Revised Structured Cursive Writing’ by Phillips & Leonard – ISBN 1 900506 12 2 
 
‘Mathematics for Dyslexics’ by Chinn & Ashcroft – ISBN 1 870332 74 1 
 
‘The Dyslexic Adult in a Non-Dyslexic World’ by Ellen Morgan & Cynthia Klein – ISBN  
1 86156 207 1 
 
‘Demystifying Dyslexia’ by Marysia Krupska & Cynthia Klein – ISBN 1 872972 14 4 
 
‘In the Mind's Eye’ by Tom West –  ISBN 0 87975 646 2 
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‘Dyslexia & Stress’ edited by Tim Miles & Ved Varma –  ISBN 1 897635 22 2 
 
‘Advanced Study Skills’ by Christine Ostler –  ISBN 1 903842 02 6 
 
‘Dyslexia and the Bilingual Learner’ by Sunderland, Klein, Savinson & Partridge – 
ISBN 1 872972 44 6 
 
‘The Mind Map Book’ by Tony & Barry Buzan – ISBN 0 563 53733 7 
 
‘Dyslexia in the Workplace’ by Diana Bartlett & Sylvia Moody – ISBN 1 86156 172-5 
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12. General information for learners 
 
Being dyslexic does not mean that you are stupid. It means you learn in a different 

way. There are many famous dyslexic people in the world. Here are some of them: 

 
 
  Albert Einstein, scientist 
 

Cher, singer 
 

Winston Churchill, British Prime Minister 
 

Walt Disney, film producer   
 

Noel Gallagher of OASIS    
 
Steven Redgrave, rower, gold medallist 

 
Ben Elton, comedian 

 
Michael Barrymore, television presenter 

 
Richard Branson, owner of Virgin 

       
George Washington, President of USA 

 
Thomas Edison, inventor 

 
Jackie Stewart, racing driver 

         
Eddie Izzard, comedian 

 
Susan Hampshire, actress 

 
Charles Darwin, scientist  
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Tips from Dyslexia Scotland members  

Dyslexia is not only about reading and writing. There are many ways in which dyslexia 

may affect you in your day-to-day living. You can find ways of dealing with your 

difficulties and making the most of the things you are best at. 

 

You have probably developed strategies of your own to help overcome dyslexia. 

Below are some suggestions from Dyslexia Scotland members. 

 

• Let people know you are dyslexic. This means you are not stupid or lazy. You 

learn differently. Never be afraid to ask people for help. People are usually very 

happy to help. If you find someone who doesn’t want to help ask someone else. 

 

• If you have difficulty filling in forms ask for help. 

 

• Keep a personal spelling list of words you have difficulty spelling. 

 

• Use rhymes to remember spellings. 

 

• Use a bookmark or ruler to keep your place when reading. 

 

• If coloured overlays help, use them on all things you have to read. 

 

• Poor short-term memory difficulties can be helped by using a diary. An A5 ’day to a 

page‘ diary is best because it gives you plenty of space to make lots of notes, even 

in big handwriting. Everything you need to remember should be written down. 

When things are done, score them out. If possible, take your diary everywhere.  

 

• Eventually, looking at a diary on a daily basis becomes a habit. Until then there 

may be a need to have notices in prominent places as a reminder to ’Look in the 

diary’.  

 

• Use a wall chart or board in a room to note down when you need to pay bills, what 

appointments have to be kept, and so on. Score each item off as it’s done. 
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• Dyslexic people are not slow learners. They are quick forgetters! 

 

• A pencil and notepad beside the phone is essential for taking down phone 

numbers and messages right there and then instead of trusting to memory and 

writing them down later. Don’t be afraid to ask people to repeat numbers and 

messages until you’re happy that it’s correct.   

 

• You may find it difficult to write down long telephone numbers. Try to write or say 

them in a different way. Break them down into pairs or more manageable chunks. 

For example, instead of 01786 446650 write it down as 017 86 44 66 50 or as 01 

786 446 650. 

 

• British Telecom has a free directory service for dyslexic people which avoids 

having to find a number in a telephone directory. Telephone 118 500 and ask them 

to send you information on how to register.  

 

• Find other methods of storing numbers, for example, quick dial buttons that can be 

programmed with the numbers you use most often. 

 

• Remember how useful answering machines can be – you can play messages back 

as often as you like to make sure you get all the details. 

 

• Directional confusion can be helped by remembering your watch is on left hand or 

ring is on left hand. There is a true story of a taxi driver who writes an L on their left 

hand and an R on their right hand to help them remember. 

 

• If you’re giving directions use landmarks. For example, say ‘turn left at the post 

office’ rather than ‘turn second left’. 

 

• If you’re planning a journey, draw a map in the way that you best understand 

understand it and keep it handy. 
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• If you have difficulty concentrating on something, it helps to have no background 

noise like music or television or even people chatting. Don’t be afraid to ask people 

to repeat what they have said. 

 

• You might find a digital watch easier to read than a watch with a traditional clock 

face. 

 

• A watch with an alarm can help you keep appointments and you can always ask 

people to remind you what time it is. 

 

• If you have difficulty organising yourself try keeping a separate folder for important 

documents, letters and bills. and label or colour code them. Create a ‘home’ for 

your belongings and return them to the same place every time. Ask other people to 

help you get organised. 

 

• Each day make a list of things you have to do. A day to a page diary is helpful to 

write a daily list of things to be done with times they should be done, with the most 

important at the top of list. Do each task one by one and score off list when 

completed. Try not to do too many things at the same time.  

 

• A fact of life for many dyslexic people is that you will have good days and bad 

days. “I’m having a dyslexic day!” You can only try to accept this as part of being 

dyslexic and try not to feel stressed by it.  

 

• Dyslexic people often get more tired than non-dyslexics because of the extra effort 

needed to concentrate on lots of different things. It is important to work for short 

spells and rest frequently. You may find it helpful to have regular snacks to boost 

your energy. 

 

Dyslexia Scotland provides a telephone helpline service open between 9.30 am 

and 4.30 pm weekdays. The staff are very helpful and knowledgeable. They can 

provide information about a very wide range of matters that may be helpful to 

dyslexic people and may also be able to put you in touch with other dyslexic 

adults in your area. The helpline number is 0844 800 84 84. 
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13. How dyslexic adults can help their dyslexic children 

 

• Many adults with dyslexia have children who are dyslexic. If you have a child or 
children who may be dyslexic, here are some tips. 
 

• It is important for a parent of a dyslexic child to learn as much about dyslexia as 
possible. 
 

• No two dyslexics are alike and, although a child may experience similar difficulties 
to a dyslexic parent, they may also experience different problems. 
 

• What can you as a parent do to find out about dyslexia? You can contact Dyslexia 
Scotland on a confidential helpline where you will be given answers to your 
questions. Dyslexia Scotland staff have the answers to most of the questions likely 
to be asked. And if they don't know the answer, they know where to get it. 
 

• Dyslexia Scotland has a ‘Brief Guide for Parents’. It is hoped that the contents of 
this guide will be put on tape in the near future. Dyslexia Scotland can recommend 
appropriate books and if you have difficulty reading perhaps a partner could do 
this for you. Or perhaps an adult literacy tutor. 
 

• Dyslexia Scotland has branches throughout Scotland and you can be put in touch 
with the nearest one to you where you meet other parents who may give you 
ideas of what steps to take with schools, for example, and what has helped their 
child.  

 
Some tips to help your child in the home 
 

• Give your child as much praise as you can. 
 

• Encourage them to do the things they are good at. 
 

• Don’t make home an extension of school. 
 

• Ask school to make sure your child understands what homework is to be done. 
 

• Agree with the school what type of help you will give at home. 
 

• Time spent on homework should be limited. 
 

• Make sure there is time for fun at home. 
 

• Help your child organise their school bag in the morning. 
 

• Never compare your child with siblings. 
 

• A watch with an alarm may help child remember certain lessons. 
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Bedtime 
 

• A dyslexic person of any age needs more sleep than the average. 
 

• Allow time to unwind after homework. 
 

• Check ‘school things’ for the next morning. 
 

• Don't let the sun go down on your anger! 
 

• Teenagers often find it helpful to record their work, to listen to in bed. 
 

• Taped story books from the library can be listened to in bed.  
 
Relationship with school 
 

• It is always best to try and have a good relationship with school staff. 
 

• If problems arise ask to see person in charge. 
 

• Don’t be afraid to go straight to the Headteacher who can often diffuse a tricky 
situation. 
 

• Telephone the school about urgent matters. 
 

• A letter to school may be necessary in certain situations. Always keep a copy. An 
adult literacy tutor could perhaps help you write this. 

 
Anger-reducing activities 
 

• Try not to get angry or lose your cool if your child is getting ‘uptight’. 
 

• Try diversion tactics, for example, go swimming, give them a cuddle, watch 
television, listen to music. 
 

• Try to have a sympathetic talk when all is calm again. 
 

• If all this sounds like a lot of hard work, it is, especially if you’re dyslexic too. Do 
what you can, you are only human.  

 

• Friendly, knowledgeable staff at Dyslexia Scotland are on the end of a phone.  

 
 

The helpline number is 0844 800 84 84 
 


