Within this essay the author will be looking at the key characteristics of the Specific Learning Difficulty (SpLD) Dyslexia and discussing the impact on learning and achievement for children and young people.   

A specific learning difficulty is defined by the American Psychological Associations 5th edition of its book, Diagnostic and Statistical manual for Mental Disorders (DSM) a 
a neurodevelopmental disorder of biological origin manifested in learning difficulties and problems in acquiring academic skills markedly below age level and manifested in the early school years, lasting for at least 6 months, not attributed to intellectual disabilities, developmental disorders, or neurological or motor disorders (Tannock/Dyslexia I.A. 2012) 

This differs from a disability which is something that you are born with and usually diagnosed in early childhood or is caused by physical injury or trauma.  It is a physical or mental condition that limits a person’s senses, movement or activities either physically or mentally and is with them for life and limits their intellectual ability (Oxford English Dictionary, 2012, Pg. 200).

The term Specific Learning Difficulty or SpLD is an umbrella term used for a range of neurological difficulties, the most common of these difficulties include Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, Dyscalculia, Dysgraphia and Attention, Deficit-Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). They can range from mild to moderate right through to severe. It is not uncommon for a person to have more than one SpLD as part of a larger more complex range of needs but not always the case (Dyslexia UK, 2020). No two people with the same diagnosed SpLD will have the same range of difficulty nor will they require the same level of support. 

SpLD’s have been found to run in families but there is no direct link to parenting or environment.  SpLD’s do not discriminated between racial or economic groups however studies have found that boys suffer slightly higher in numbers than girls, but this might be because girls may mask the signs better than boys and so fall through the cracks more easily.  
There is no magic cure for an SpLD, nor will a child grow out of it, medication for certain SpLD’s has proved effective in calming impulses and behaviours.  What a child with an SpLD will do with the help of parents, carers, teachers and support staff, is learn effective ways and techniques with which to help them live with their SpLD. 

Dyslexia is a neurological difference that affects the brain and how it processes information.  It primarily affects a person’s reading and writing skills but can have an impact on co-ordination, organisation skills, short-term and long-term memory recall of information not only seen but also heard.  It affects about 10% of the population both girls and boys and has a tendency to run in families which indicates a genetic link (British Dyslexic Association, 2020).

A person’s brain and its ability to function is as unique to each individual as their fingerprint. When we read, we access the areas of the brain associated with sounds and sight.  These pieces of information have to then be processed and put together in the Frontal lobe which allows pronunciation.  Many neuroscience studies have found a brain with dyslexia to have less storage capacity for phonological memory coding and naming.  Also, less gray matter to help with the transfer of information from one part to the next in relation to language processing and also a variation in size of the corpus callosum which is the communication bridge between the cerebral hemispheres (Selwyn, 2020).

Signs and common characteristics of dyslexia might be late talking in early childhood or trouble with word pronunciation, trouble following direction, unable to rhyme or recognise first sound rhyming in songs.  They may be unwilling to read but enjoy being read to. A child may have difficulty in reading and persistently confuse the letter b, d and p, q. Written work may be unorganised with words flowing into one another, trouble with spellings of homonyms, their, there, they’re for example.  Other characteristics to look out for in class might be that the child enjoys hands on tasks and making or building things, problem solving they can see the bigger picture, have good spatial awareness and are good at sports.  They may have an aptitude for art or music.  Makes friends easily.  Whilst all of these are good indicates to look for in pupils it is also important to remember that they are not specifically characteristics of a dyslexic person alone, we all have some of these ourselves. 

A dyslexic brain processes information at different rates and in different ways so the relationship between sounds and letters has to be taught to the individual in a very specific and structured way that not only makes sense but can also be remembered and called upon again when needed (Understood, 2020).  There are many programs available tailored to the poor reader for use either at home or in schools.  Many of the programmes aimed solely at dyslexics may be based on a program designed by Samuel T. Orton an American physician in the 1920’s.  He is considered by some to be the pioneering founder of the study of specific learning disorders and multisensory approach to teaching.  He along with Anne Gillingham a teacher, devised a method of multisensory teaching to help struggling readers.  By using sight, hearing, touch and movement students connect language with letters and words (Morin, 2020).

As with most strategies and interventions that teach a set pattern of things to do or learn in order to help with the problem, they are only effective if the child learns them and can recall them when needed.

There are also other ways in which to help pupils with dyslexia, coloured overlays help stop the letters “jumping around” for some students.  When practising spellings use coloured letters. Have words with associated pictures, reading rulers. When working with older pupils try to allow them to draw spider diagrams or mind maps rather than write paragraphs of work.  Use pictures in presentations. Do not expect pages of written work allow diagrams instead with key facts noted.


It is important to remember that a child who is unable to do what is being asked of them will undoubtedly become angry, frustrated and upset.  They may lack motivation if constantly being asked to produce pages of written work which is then marked as wrong or with multiple spelling and grammar errors. It can also lead to behavioural problems.  We must be sensitive and understanding to the needs and emotions of pupils and ensure wherever possible that lessons can be adapted to ensure all pupils and achieving their best and making good use of resources where possible.  


In an article published by BBC news online on 25 October 2019 claiming schools in England are ‘failing to diagnose at least 80% of dyslexic pupils’, and that families of pupils are paying up to £1,000.00 for help and support both outside and inside the classroom (BBC News online, 2019). 

The research for the report was conducted by The British Dyslexic Association who claimed support was the worst it had seen since government funding had begun in the 1980’s. Published by All-Party Parliamentary group for dyslexia and other specific learning difficulties examined financial and attainment costs to education of students who had not been diagnosed or properly supported (BBC News online, 2019)..  

Out of 8.7 million school children in England it was estimated that 870,000 have dyslexia and less than 150,000 have been diagnosed according to the Department of Education figures.  By law publicly funded schools and local authorities in England must try to identify and support pupils with dyslexia (BBC News online, 2019).

The Welsh Government Assembly’s (WAG) Specific Learning Difficulties Framework which was first published in July 2015 states that there are 2 learners in every class with some level of difficulty with Dyscalculia, 1 or 2 with Dyslexia and 1 or 2 with Developmental Co-ordination Disorder formally known as Dyspraxia and 1 in every 2 classes may have a pupils with severe ADHD (WAG, 2015).

The framework has also set out 16 expectation statements that provide key characteristics of what a SpLD friendly school should look like as well as expectations that give a notional process for the creation of SpLD friendly environments and that policies are involving and supporting learners with SpLD’s with the implementation of targeted interventions (WAG, 2015).

The framework recognised the importance of early identification of a child who may have special educational needs and confirmed the earlier action is taken the more responsive the child is likely to be. 



In conclusion it is important to remember that an SpLD is not something that defines you as a person.  There are many inspirational people who have learnt to live with dyslexia and some who claim that without it they would not be who they are, they look on it as a gift not a burden they include sports people such as Jackie Stewart 3 times world racing driver, Muhammad Ali world champion boxer, businessman Richard Branson and chef Jamie Oliver. Writers such as Agatha Christie and Hans Christian Anderson all over came the barriers dyslexia presents and went on to be greats in their chosen fields.  With the right tools and support children with dyslexia do not have to be singled out or made to feel less than any other child in the class, they just need the help and support they deserve in order to master what they find difficult.
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