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Supporting the dyslexic language learner

Introduction

The following information is based on expert research into learning differences such as dyslexia.  It is broad ranging and therefore does not go into the infinite subtleties of different forms of dyslexia; rather, it provides initial guidelines for tutors as well as recommendations for teaching and learning which are often just as applicable to non-dyslexic learners who are struggling with second language acquisition.  This document sits within the Institute’s commitment to dyslexia awareness through its SLDD project and ALLADIN’s work with art, design and media language learners and new technologies. 

The guidelines are divided into the following sections:
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PART ONE

The situation

A significant number of learners in art, design and media are dyslexic, whether already diagnosed or going through assessment at the time of studying for their degree. In some institutions, information about the profile and needs of such learners may be transparent and easy to come by, in others, where complementary or elective subjects are studied, such as a language, this vital information may not always filter through. Some students may feel very sensitive about having their details revealed, others will assume that all their teaching staff are fully aware of their situation and needs and therefore do not draw it to the attention of lecturers beyond their immediate programme staff.

Some support tutors will be keen to establish better communications with and support for academic staff in their efforts to meet the needs of accessibility on campus. Others may feel particularly protective of the students they deal with and may actively dissuade them from selecting certain subjects as they feel the choice will lead to failure. This can be the case with foreign language learning. Alternatively, lecturers who are unaware of the difficulties these students face may believe that they are being asked to 'dumb down' their teaching in order to accommodate these needs, rather than meet them in a different way.  What is required, as suggested by the Dyslexia Institute and corroborated by other expert organisations, is for language teachers to use inventive and flexible approaches to teaching, rather than refusing to adapt in any way if students cannot learn the way they are being taught. 

Supplemental Instruction

This is a system of peer support which has been operating successfully in the Institute, with 30 SI leaders currently in the student body. The scheme provides an opportunity for 2nd year students who have already taken specific modules to lead support sessions for 1st year students who may feel they would benefit from informal input outside their taught time.  Recommendations for helping dyslexic language learners (such as a version of this guide)as well as learners who need to develop their language learning strategies will be fed into this pilot by the Languages team.

Dyslexic strengths

These have been variously listed as the ability to think laterally, have a global view of things, be creative, and find innovative solutions to problems.  Research undertaken at Central St Martin's by Dr B Steffert has also  revealed a mind style labelled by the researcher as the 'design mind'.  This when compared to a control group seemed to indicate that amongst art and design students there is a 40% overall deficit in syntactical capability.  This means that dyslexics have problems with the higher levels of written language forms and orthodoxy. It should be noted however that all students involved in the research were of average or above average intelligence.

Art, design and media students are often categorised as ‘visual thinkers’ – this has been defined by Thomas West as follows:

"We may consider 'visual thinking' as that form of thought in which images are generated or recalled in the mind and are manipulated, overlaid, translated, associated with other similar forms (as with a metaphor), rotated, increased or reduced in size, distorted or otherwise transformed gradually from one familiar image to another. These images may be visual representations of material things or they may be non-physical, abstract concepts manipulated in the same way as visual forms'.
  An approach to encouraging the dyslexic language learner will therefore be to try to integrate their visual thinking style into their learning experience and draw on their creative strengths e.g. through resources used, approaches to tasks and so forth.

Students can also be encouraged not to feel that learning a language is always a lost cause ; the University of Hull, in their Dyslexia and MFL learning leaflet contain the following quote from a graduate in BA Hons Dutch (2:1):

'Any student with dyslexia can learn a language, in fact I found that dyslexia was a positive advantage because I had very good oral skills.' 

The implication here is that while writing skills may have been weaker the learner was able to compensate in another skill area. Having included this comment It is important to recognise that  the vast range of different characteristics demonstrated by dyslexics and the severity of these make it essential that each case should be considered on its own merits.

Difficulties displayed

These are some of the characteristics identified by Thomas West which have most relevance for language learning and teaching:

· Great difficulty in reading orally*

· Unusually persistent difficulty with learning and applying the conventions of punctuation and capitalisation*

· Unusual difficulty with handwriting*

· Disorganisation and unusual messiness

· Poor sense of time, scheduling and time management

· Excessive daydreaming or especially active imagination

· Left/right confusion

· Difficulty in carrying out complex oral instructions*

· Late maturation

· Unusual difficulty learning and speaking foreign languages

· Unusual difficulty with role memorisation tasks

· Impulsiveness

· Inability to concentrate

· Difficulty in shifting to new tasks/managing change

· Inconsistency

· Irritability

· Lack of fluency in one's native language*

Other less frequent traits are

· Difficulty distinguishing sounds*

· Auditory lag delay hearing and understanding)*

· Difficulty with visual and auditory sequencing*

· Memory problems

· Difficulty speaking and answering questions on demand*

Research into art and design dyslexics

Analysis of a Needs Assessment survey carried out by the SLDD (Students with Learning Difficulties and Disabilities) project tested the hypothesis that there are specific clusters of learning difficulties associated with dyslexic art and design students compared with dyslexic non art & design students.  A comparison of these two groups in higher education was carried out across a wide spectrum of courses and from 200 National Federation of Access centres needs Assessment Reports.  

The art and design sample included students from disciplines such as 3D design, animation, architecture, all arts, film and video, theatre design, textiles, model making, packaging, history of art, furniture and product design, journalism, jewellery etc. They therefore included media and communications as well as design based courses.

As the findings of this analysis are quite detailed, the following selection highlights those points which have specific relevance to language learning. (The summary of the total number of difficulties was not greatly different for the art and design students as compared with the non art and design. However this did not necessarily reflect the severity of the difficulties.)

(The solutions indicated are coping strategies employed by students rather than recommended practice.)

Educational background

· Fewer art and design dyslexics were assessed at school

· Art and design undergraduates had fewer a levels on entry to HE

Particular language skill difficulties

· Reading:
 All - 97.5% have problems.
Art and design students had greater difficulties in reading for understanding, retaining ideas solution - multiple readings, buying books, photocopies to read at home, use of highlighters
· Spelling:
All - 92.5% have problems. Art and design students have greater problems in omitting/adding letters and phonological spelling problems. solution - use of computers and spell checkers or avoidance of hard words to spell – the downside of the latter being that the results seem simplistic
· Writing - 99% overall have problems. Art and design students have slightly more problems in understanding written requirements of tasks, organising relevant content and ideas into a logical structure (see recommendations on Inspiration). Grammar, tenses, punctuation problematic for 50% of overall group solution - keyboarding skills
· 83% art and design students (slightly more) have difficulties in listening and note taking simultaneously. Copying from OHTs, unfamiliar vocabulary and spelling are all problematic. solution - photocopying notes outside class
· Concentration and memory are both common problems for both groups, although proportionally fewer problems with auditory and visual memory were shown by art and design students. (hence the need for multisensory teaching: an example of this is as follows: incorporating as much visual/tactile/kinaesthetic (i.e. multisensory) stimulation and support as possible
  The Dyslexia Institute Literacy programme offers this multisensory technique of oral spelling: a student says the word; he then spells it aloud; he then writes it, saying the letters aloud; he then checks it. The sensory input is that he hears and feels himself saying the word, he hears the sequence of letters; he hears them again while feeling his hand write the shapes; he sees the word appear on the page and he can then compare with the original for a final visual input.

PART TWO

Coping strategies and solutions

The Dyslexia Institute sets out the following Principles of Teaching:

Our guiding philosophy: If a pupil can't learn the way we teach, then we must teach in the way that he can learn and then extend his abilities.

Teaching provision must be multisensory, structured, thorough, active, relevant

Some of the suggestions below have been used by part time tutors at the Surrey Institute of Art & Design, University College, as well as full time members of staff. Others come from expert documentation from a number of dyslexia organisations (references available). They also back up the commitment within art and design language education in many establishments to unite language learning and art and design competencies.  These pointers may seem glaringly obvious or are all things you do as a matter of course in your own teaching. If not, they are approaches that can be tried out selectively  according to class or individual need.

Support Materials

· Use buff coloured paper for handouts

· Use visual forms and shapes to illustrate or house vocabulary or grammar so that the association with the image will enhance memory

· Provide handouts that are not too busy; include graphics and lots of spaces; feedback from learners in Textiles and Journalism indicates that blending components e.g. sample conversation, followed by vocabulary followed by questions may overload rather than reinforce. Keeping things separate may be clearer (although hard to achieve sometimes!) - and very clearly labelled!

· Where learners experience visual discomfort with black letters on white paper the following may be helpful: using coloured paper, tinted overlays, changing colours and settings on the computer screen to lessen black/white contrast, incorporating good spacing, using bold and bullet points and justifying left only. Avoiding small or fancy fonts, italics, capital letters for whole words.
 Arial 12 is a favoured font style and size.

Activities

· Use multisensory* activities in the classroom e.g. colour coded jigsaws or cards for sentence building/verb ending patterns; 

· Incorporate variety e.g. through exercises which reinforce the same knowledge in different ways e.g. cloze, gap filling, missing letters, naming pictures, verb and tense patterns, spellings etc

· Use demonstration and physical activities to reinforce language learning

· Keep activities closely monitored in terms of not lasting too long or outliving concentration or purpose

· Avoid lots of grammatical terminology – students need to understand what the parts of speech are via different tags or associations if the 'official ones' don't communicate meaning

· Don't give out lists of verbs on their own - these are hard to process

Environment

· Avoid too much ‘teacher talk’ 

· Have music handy to act as pause, link or background material for other tasks

· Investigate how campus features in terms of art, sculpture, space, setting or resources can be used for a change from class based learning

Organisation

· Provide structure for written assignments - this is where tools such as Inspiration can come in - see ICT tools

· Encourage participative learning - get the students to provide their own visuals/samples of own work or their own topics for discussion

· Place emphasis on teaching self-correction strategies to learners.

· Devise assessments which incorporate an art/design/media focus and consider oral/aural assessment instead of written text if the latter is particularly problematic

· Stick to the essentials; reduce the vocabulary demand and provide constant review

Teaching/Learning strategies

· Provide plenty of review opportunities and supply notes/back up where possible

· Involve students in the learning process and discuss with them how they approach things – develop their own strategies .e.g. memorising through mime, rhythm

· Use models e.g. of conversations, tasks

· Be explicit, specific and practical - keep instructions brief and clear

· Teach one thing at a time - e.g. try to avoid teaching a new tense and new complex adjectival forms plus adverbs all in the same  session

· Separate out tasks - asking a student to read, translate into the second language, respond and translate into English all in one go is too much

· Write things down –don’t expect students to be able to remember things without prompts

· Don't force students to read aloud unless they want to

· Use whiteboards/flipcharts to write things down and pace the lesson - this give s students the chance to catch up if they cannot follow oral instructions

· Be aware that a lot of extra time and effort may be required by the learner to process information and carry out tasks

· Reinforce strengths – avoid reinforcing failure e.g.  seeing incorrect spellings or making the learner do things they can’t

ICT and other tools

For students who find using a computer helpful the following may be of use:

· visual databases/graphics applications such as Clipart to help learners them create their own learning resources and memory aids

· Use of scanner

· Working on PC e.g. for word processing, spell checking etc

· Adaptation of browser settings on PC - see additional sheet

· Use of magnifier facility on Windows

· Use of sound recorder facility on Windows

· Selective use of language learning packages and videos for reinforcement

· CD dictionaries

· Dictaphones

· Tape recorders

Of limited use

· Scan and read software in foreign language versions can be disappointing due to the metallic sound which makes it difficult to distinguish pronunciation. Background noise makes this worse and intonation is not always differentiated.
· Quick translators are often limited to one word translations and not often enough in the second language
· Reading pens do not appear to be available in target languages
PART THREE

ICT Materials for Students with Dyslexia: Desirable Features

© Jameson 2000

A number of CD Rom MFL programmes are now available for adult learners.  Rather than reviewing individual products, I have compiled a list of desirable and undesirable features.

This information would also be useful to inform the development of new materials

Advantages of using ICT to teach MFLs to students with dyslexia

· multisensory i.e. simultaneous presentation of words, sound and image

· non-judgemental

· the pace of progress is determined by the student

Recommended features of ICT MFL teaching materials

· material MUST be adult not child/school based

· the setting, if any, should be appropriate (for example an office setting will not be suitable for someone spending a year at an education institution abroad) 

presentation and approach
· straightforward menus, clear presentation / layout, uncluttered screens

· interactive programmes

· material that can be customised so that students learn to talk about themselves rather than to mimic set phrases

· consistent use of pictograms for quick location and categorisation of information

· structured step-by-step programmes

· systematic approach throughout

· the relationship between pronunciation and spelling (phoneme - grapheme correlation) should always be made clear
· pronunciation should be practised in short bursts in isolation, rather than being combined with other tasks

grammar
· language items presented within an overall grammatical framework

· grammar points to be supplemented by further examples 

· there should be hard copies of any necessary reference materials or charts to avoid having continually to refer to reference sections of the programme

reinforcement
· consistent use of colour coding e.g. to distinguish masculine, feminine (and neuter) words

· frequent review and section summaries 

· links to back-up exercises for consolidation at every stage

encouraging successful auditory processing
· ability to play through texts with pauses between each unit of language

· segmentation of compound words (for German, Dutch, Scandinavian and Slavic languages)

· the language material should be clearly audible rather than recorded with ‘authentic’ background noise

‘value added’
· cultural and background information - this gives a break from the language activities and is a helpful way of conveying useful facts about the country 

Undesirable features of ICT foreign language teaching materials

· ‘jazzy’ or ‘over-busy’ materials - these may seem exciting but actually produce visual overload

· the ‘language immersion’ approach is unsuitable for dyslexic learners

· too many new language structures presented at once (this can occur in some topic based language programmes)

· material that cannot be manipulated to assist the student with self expression in the MFL

· material designed for a different audience such as exchange school pupils

The synthesised speech on some voice recognition software cannot be successfully used to teach a foreign language.

The following table refers to visual factors only

Do’s and Don’ts when selecting learning materials

	    Look for the following:   (
	    Avoid:   x

	· a clear uncluttered layout
	· an over-crowded style of presentation

	· left-justified text (i.e a ragged right margin)
	· ‘fancy’ or unusual fonts and text in italics

	· selective use of bold and bullet points
	· small fonts (below size 12)

	· adequate spacing 
	· whole words or phrases in capital letters

	· pictograms and graphics 
	· text reproduced over visuals

	· diagrams, charts
	· text reproduced in either red or green


Avoidance of red or green either for text or as a background colour to text will also assist students who are slightly colour blind

Facilitating Screen Reading

By Dr Wolfgang Greller

Magnifier
Windows 95+ comes with a built-in reading glass, which enlarges texts and graphics for easier recognition. It can be found in Start Menu/Programmes/Accessories/Accessibility/Magnifier. Clicking on the icon will split the screen, where the top section zooms in on the screen surrounding the cursor. For reading with this magnifying glass, just move your mouse cursor across the text you want to read and look at the magnifier window.

2) Sound recorder
Windows own Sound Recorder provides an easy-to-use facility to read texts aloud, record them as a sound file, and play them back again and again. This may be particularly useful if you want to provide for students with reading difficulties. In contrast to the available text reading software, which uses synthetic voices, Sound Recorder will give you a real human recording.

You need:
an installed sound card, a microphone, and speakers/headphones on the machine you want to play back. 

You find Sound Recorder in Start Menu/Programmes/Accessories/Entertainment (sometimes also in ../Multimedia). When you click on the icon, a little player opens. As soon as you click the button with the red dot the machine starts recording. The time limit is 60 seconds, which fills approximately one floppy disk. If you plan to create a larger sound file, split your recording into several 1-minute sections. Once recorded, the file can be saved onto a floppy and moved to another machine, where it can be played back, simply by double clicking the file.

3) Browser settings
For your own convenience the Web browsers offer possibilities to change the layout of Web pages and to adjust them to your needs, so you can read with ease. Here's how:

- Internet Explorer
Choose Internet Options from the View menu. On the bottom of the General tab there are a number of buttons:

First, click on the button Accessibility. This will open a little dialogue box. Tick all three boxes if you want to specify your own colour scheme and font. Click OK. This may or may not show immediate effect on your screen.

Next, choose the colour button. Again a little dialogue opens. Unticking the box marked "Use Windows colours" will allow you to change the text and background colour. You can change e.g. the background by clicking on the colour button next to "Background". Choose a colour that is convenient to your reading needs. Then change the Text colour. We recommend not to use low contrast settings. Light text on dark colours and vice versa works usually well. The same way you can change the colour of links and visited links on the same dialogue box.

In the Fonts dialogue you are able to choose a font style and size which best suits your reading preferences. Note that changes will not affect graphics, i.e. text that had been embedded in Web pages as graphics.

After making the preferred adjustments, just click ok and the changes will come into effect. 

Guide compiled by Alison Kennard

Language Co-ordinator, Surrey Institute of Art & Design, University College

October 2000
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