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Dyslexia: How can I help?


As each day goes by, we learn more about ourselves as human beings. We understand ourselves mentally and physically better today than we did yesterday. We have sought out as a species to continually improve and aid ourselves along all aspects of life. This quest includes curing diseases, education, physical therapy and much more. One area where we are trying to assist individuals in is reading. The International Dyslexia Association (2007) notes that 15-20% of the population has a language disability; of which the vast majority of these have reading disabilities.

The largest of these reading disabilities is dyslexia. Adopted by the International Dyslexia Association’s Board of Directors in 2002, dyslexia is defined as, 

… a specific learning disability that is neurological in origin. It is characterized by difficulties with accurate and / or fluent word recognition and by poor spelling and decoding abilities. These difficulties typically result from a deficit in the phonological component of language that is often unexpected in relation to other cognitive abilities and the provision of effective classroom instruction. Secondary consequences may include problems in reading comprehension and reduced reading experience that can impede growth of vocabulary and background knowledge. (¶ 1)
With this definition in mind, there can be many types of reading disabilities that fall under the category of dyslexia. An individual with dyslexia may frequently lose his/her place while reading, mistake letters such as a “b” for a “d”, or could associate incorrect sounds with certain letter combinations. These are just three of many difficulties that individuals with dyslexia face (Georgia Tools for Life, 2007). With a wide range of issues at hand, how can they be addressed and tackled in the classroom? 

This issue needs to be looked at on two sides: instruction and student work. On the instruction side, there are several low and high technology methods to assist in instructing students with dyslexia. Based on an idea developed by Howard Garner in 1983, multiple intelligences uses the idea that by varying the techniques used to teach students, we increase the amount of students we reach (Armstrong, 2000). This is because people learn using different sense and methods.

Using Gardner’s ideas, we can look at ways other than pencil and paper based methods to instruct students with dyslexia. One such method is to use videotapes. An individual with dyslexia is unlikely to benefit from stand-alone text. By using a video instead of text (or to supplement it), someone who is dyslexic has an audio-visual method to learn material rather than merely reading text that may not make sense.

For some students with dyslexia, using just the sense of hearing may work well. Individuals with dyslexia who are audible learners would have a significantly easier time listening to books on tape than trying to read jumbled and rearranged words on a page. Although not recommended for using in place of a textbook, this solution could be implemented in a Language Arts classroom that uses a lot of literature. The cost of Don Quixote in audio format is approximately the same as it is in print form. Companies like Audible.com offer thousands of books in digital format that can be downloaded onto an mp3 player for cheaper than the cost of a book (Audible, 2007). 

Although using techniques to teach using different methods is important, these do not solve the issue that individuals with dyslexia still have to read and show comprehension both in school and out in the real world. One low tech method to assist in instructing students with dyslexia is using colored overlays on top of paper. By changing the color scheme of text, it can become easier to read for students. This can allow for students with dyslexia to be able to read text more smoothly and not re-read or skip lines (Irlen, 2007). By doing so, a better flow of reading allows for a better chance to read sentences and paragraphs as a whole, thus increasing comprehension.

Along similar lines, students can use different colored highlighters while reading. This enables the student to focus on important information and organize thoughts by colors. Instead of struggling to read information several times over from a homework reading to test review, highlighting pertinent information and organizing that information by highlighting in different colors, students with dyslexia will be able to better organize what they have read into meaningful groupings (Georgia Tools for Life, 2007).

A high tech method to also increase reading comprehension in individuals with dyslexia is using a computer with special software. Premier AT offers free software for school districts that helps students with reading disabilities such as dyslexia successfully read. One product is a talking calculator that reads out loud numbers typed into a calculator and the answers. This could assist in dyslexic students in math and science classes.

There are other pieces of software that expand on this idea. Premier AT also offers a text-to-speech reader that will read anything on a computer screen. There is also a Talking Word Processor in which teachers can create documents specifically for students with dyslexia and other disabilities. For students with dyslexia, teachers can take digital formats of the textbook and adjust font size and background color to ease reading as well as add digital images to attach a visual to text. The student can then also have the text read aloud while reading at an adjustable pace that is comfortable for the individual. 
The Talking Dictionary can also be used to supplement students’ learning. For students with dyslexia who have particular problems matching what they read to what they hear, using the Talking Dictionary (which can be used by itself or while working in the middle of a Talking Word Processor document) while going through work can help train the student to associate the word with the correct sound and definition. All of these pieces of software have great potential for helping students with dyslexia succeed in the classroom (Premier AT, 2007).

For Language Arts and Social Studies teachers, this software can be expanded upon by using this software with literature found in the curriculum. Many books can be found in digital text format. There are several websites including Guttenberg.org and Bookshare.org which have made public domain works available for free in digital editable text formats. Bookshare.org also has available a host of digital books that can be purchased for a small fee. With such a wide selection of material available in digital editable format, these books can be used with programs such as the Talking Word Processor in order to allow students with dyslexia to read with greater ease works that may have been previously unable to read (Gutenberg, 2007 and Bookshare, 2007).

All of these technologies and strategies have great potential for assisting in the success of students with dyslexia. However, this is only half the battle. These ideas have focused solely on the instructional end of education. What about the learning end of education? Education is a give and take between teaching and learning. There is still more to explore before closing the door on dyslexia in the educational setting.

Student learning needs to go beyond tests and papers. For dyslexic learners, these formats challenge how the student learns rather than what the student learned. This is why finding creative ways to measure what students learn by other means. One example that has existed for years upon years is a Science lab. Labs often use different technologies in order to create a product (combining two chemicals to get a new one) or discover new information in a hands-on matter (such as dissecting a frog). Real learning can be gauged well before a pen ever hits a paper for a formal lab report in this kind of learning environment.

In Social Studies, students can use no tech, low tech, and high tech methods for creating products such as timelines and visual historical story telling. To create a timeline, students can use scissors and glue to create a timeline that does not have to be filled with just text, but also pictures to create a product that uses visual representations to aid text. This could also be done with high tech computer programs to accomplish the same task. Also, instead of writing a daunting paper, which can be extremely difficult for a dyslexic student, the student can recreate that same story using pictures. Yet again, this can be done in a no/low tech setting or a high tech setting.

For Mathematics, students can create visual geometric products using no/low tech methods or very high tech methods. Using simple manipulative materials (such as a box) can give a dyslexic learner infinitely more information than a book description of what a cube is ever could. Also, using basic programs such as Microsoft Paint, students can create a virtual version of a square to get a better sense of how to measure perimeter. Advanced programs such as Adobe Illustrator and CAD can expand on these visually-based methods of transmitting mathematical concepts to students with dyslexia.

New technologies have the greatest potential for helping out in the one subject area that is most hindered for dyslexic students, Language Arts. Language Arts is reading and writing. For students with dyslexia, there is obviously the most room to grow and assist these students in Language Arts. One great way that has been used over the past two decades or so is creating a videotape. Students are asked to recreate a scene from a famous play in their own eyes in the form of a videotape. This allows students with dyslexia to show knowledge and understanding that writing a paper or taking a test would never reveal.

And when writing a paper or taking a test is necessary, using software already mentioned could be a great help. By using the Talking Word Processor, students can create their own documents. While doing so, it is remarkably easy to change font size, color, and background color. It is also remarkably easy to look up words to make sure they are being used correctly. The greatest benefit comes in the editing process where students can have their own writing read aloud while they read along. It is often the case that what students write and how it actually sounds are two different things. This text-to-speech feature allows for students with dyslexia to use their auditory skills along with their visual skills to fix their paper. All of this is equally applicable for test taking time.

There are many ways to assist students with dyslexia. Using Gardner’s multiple intelligences, teachers can use alternatives to paper and pencil assignments for teaching and learning such as videotapes (both watching and creating), lab work, visual historical telling, manipulative materials, and text in audible form. It is even more important to assist students in working through their difficulties caused by dyslexia. Colored overlays, colored highlighters, specialized word processing and dictionary software used with or without digitized texts are all ways in which we can assist our students with dyslexia. Using a combination of all of these high and low technology items, students with dyslexia have the ability to achieve in the classroom, regardless of hindrances. 
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