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What are specific learning difficulties? 
Specific learning difficulties refer to a difference or difficulty some people have with certain aspects of learning.  There are many known specific learning difficulties that can have an impact on people’s learning and achievement. Below is a list of known specific learning difficulties that can affect people of all ages.
· ADHD – Attention deficit disorder is a condition that makes the sufferer hyperactive and unable to pay attention, it is usually treated with medication.
· ASC – Autistic spectrum condition, this is when the sufferer has difficulty in communicating, interacting socially and they have extremely sensitive senses, every case is unique.
· Dyscalculia, is when the person is unable to understand number related problems.
· Dyspraxia, a condition that affects the co-ordination and balance.
· Visual Impairments, the learner is completely blind or partially unable to see.
· Audial Impairments, the learner is completely deaf or has limited hearing.

 All these conditions can have a severe impact on a person’s learning and emotional development. They affect the ability to carry out simple daily tasks, from growing and becoming independent, educationally battling in the classroom, unable to concentrate during lessons and not be able to spell, read and write, affecting their capability of understanding number related problems during maths, memory and it can have a negative impact on organisational skills.  According to the British Dyslexia Association, (http://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/about, n.d.)  The most common special learning difficulty that affects approximately 10% of the population is Dyslexia.  

Dyslexia affects everyone who suffers in a variety of ways showing different characteristics, no two cases are the same, creating implications and causing negative impact on their everyday living, there is evidence that Dyslexia is likely an inherited condition and is a cognitive impairment, there is a fifty percent chance a child will inherit dyslexia if one parent has the condition and a hundred percent chance if both parents have it. People with dyslexia only use the right side of the brain to process language, but people without dyslexia use three areas of the left side of the brain to process language. (Centre, 2014).  It is thought that dyslexic sufferers are more creative. 

Dyslexia can show characteristics at an early age even before the child starts school, instead of crawling around they may just bum shuffle along the floor or even just learn to walk straight away.  Another indicator that the child may have dyslexia is that if he or she has difficulty sitting still or paying attention while listening to a story or their development of speech is slow.  If a child has a few of the characteristics it does not mean they have it, but it could be a possibility and should be monitored.  Additional characteristics for dyslexia is if the person continually spells words incorrectly, generally confuses words, writes words the wrong way around, mixing up letters, for example; p instead of q and b instead of d, these are the most common letters to be confused.  The condition can cause the person to have a weakness in their ability to remember simple instructions, as they are slow in processing information, they would struggle to remember what they are expected to do if told to follow a short instruction, for example; get your pencil and write the short date on the top of your page.  Even simple sequences like the days of the week, months of the year, times tables would be extremely difficult to remember as they have limitations in their short-term memory and their concentration span is limited.  When a sufferer tries to read a sentence or paragraph they possibly loose where they are on the page, and can be easily confused, missing lines and completely forgetting what they have just read by the time they get to the end of the page, this can be upsetting for the sufferer and maybe embarrassing so they might struggle to create friendships and social relationships.

What impact does Dyslexia have on emotional development?
As mentioned above sufferers may be embarrassed about their condition and this could take its toll on the individual, causing anxiety and making them feel inadequate compared to their peers, especially if they have the same work to do as others but are finding it hard to complete, the feeling of frustration when they are mentally unable to complete the work or read simple paragraphs. They would be exhausted since they use all their energy to complete the work leaving them mentally exhausted. When all these are taken in to account there is high chance the sufferer is going to lose confidence, lack motivation, be unable to focus and perhaps develop low self-esteem.  The negative impacts of dyslexia could possibly cause behavioural problems in the child. 

Teachers with concerns for a child’s lack of learning will give a child extra support during lessons to encourage and motivate the child, but if this extra help is not successful the teachers must pass their concerns to the parent or guardian of the child.  Encouraging a visit to the family general practitioner, audiologist or opticians to rule out any health problems that could be affecting the child’s ability to learn. Such problems could be vision and hearing problems or any of the conditions mentioned above.  If there are no health reasons, then the school special educational needs co-ordinator will meet with the parents and discuss the best interventions and option for the child.  The sufferer will be referred to a local authority educational psychologist or specialist who can then carry out an in-depth assessment, these assessments can be long winded and frustrating for the parents the child and school staff.  Before an assessment a questionnaire must be completed by the parents and school staff about related issues, such as general health, how they perform tasks and what needs to be changed.  The first assessment will examine the child’s approaches to learning, organisational skills, how effective their memory is, what speed they process auditory and visual information, also their language development, reading, writing and vocabulary abilities.  At the end of the assessment there will be a plan of action drawn up, this is called an individual education plan and the child will be given tasks to work upon to strengthen their weaknesses.  The individual education plans are reviewed at the end of each term.  There are agencies that visit dyslexic children in school and they consult with the special educational needs co-ordinator and help support them, these agencies are; speech and language therapists, occupational therapists, behaviour/learning support officers.
If there is little or no improvement after the help from the agencies mentioned above and the school support system, then there is a fuller assessment that can be requested, this assessment is more in depth and will cover all the aspects of the child’s development.

There are many strategies that we can use in the classroom to help support a learner that has dyslexia, to do so affectively we need to take into consideration that each case is different and each learner deals with the condition differently to the next.  Also assessing the severity and identifying where the difficulties lie and what are their strengths.  A key point is to ensure the learner is sitting in the correct position in the classroom especially if lack of concentration is an issue.  Sometimes it is beneficial if they are sitting next to the teacher. The teacher can then encourage and help regain concentration and keep them on track. But this can also be a distraction because other learners may be back and fore causing a disruption.
The teacher and support staff must be flexible in the approach and find a method that suits the learners needs.  Ensure credit is given for any effort and achievement as this will encourage them and build up their self-esteem and confidence.  By keeping lesson times to a length that suits them ensuring they can keep their concentration for this length of time, make sure they don’t feel stressed and bored, they may give up on their work and this might cause behavioural problems and distract the others in the class.  Encourage all learners to acquire good organisational skills, more importantly learners with dyslexia should be encouraged as it develops self-reliance and helps learn the importance of responsibility.  Encourage them to prepare themselves for the lesson, collecting their own books, pencils, pens, ask parents to encourage this at home by encouraging them to prepare for school, for example; packing their own bag, ensuring a P.E. kit is packed for the day they have that lesson at school.
When an activity involves copying from the board it is important not to rush the activity and ensure the words are left on the board long enough for them to finish the task.  Words should be written neatly and with enough space between them, underline every other line with a different colour as this helps to differentiate each line and helps to keep their place when reading.  Never ask the learner to read aloud in front of the class as this will cause them stress, when they do read ensure they are reading a book at the level that is correct for them.
When reading some dyslexics suffer with visual stress this causes the words to appear blurred and move out of focus and can also appear as if they are moving around on the page these problems can cause headaches.  If the pupil suffers with any one of these problems they should visit an optometrist.  There are coloured overlays that are available to remedy these problems and the optometrist will advise the parent and pupil on which is best for their needs.  The teacher should consider when giving homework, is it beneficial to the learner, as it takes a dyslexic learner longer to complete and it will probably exhaust them, they don’t really need the extra stress.

So, in conclusion, a dyslexic learner should not really suffer and fall behind with their education as there are lots of strategies that can be put in place to offer them the support they need to really develop and achieve to their full potential.
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