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Supporting Children with Additional Learning Needs: A Focus on Dyslexia
Good evening and thank you for taking the time to view my poster presentation. Today, I will critically evaluate how dyslexia is diagnosed and identified, analyse the barriers and challenges surrounding it, and explore an appropriate support strategy—in particular, structured, multisensory literacy interventions, focusing on the ALN framework in the UK and Wales.

Defining Dyslexia: A Complex and Evolving Concept
Dyslexia is commonly understood as a specific learning difficulty that primarily affects reading and related language-based skills. The British Dyslexia Association (BDA, no date) highlights difficulties in phonological processing, verbal memory, and processing speed. However, there is still no universally agreed-upon definition of dyslexia (University of Birmingham, 2025). This lack of consensus contributes to diagnostic inconsistencies, as different countries, institutions, and professionals adopt varying criteria (Schuelka, 2018; Daniel, 2023). The Rose Review (2009) further emphasises this, noting the need for clear, shared definitions across educational systems to ensure consistency in both diagnosis and support.
For example, phonological dyslexia focuses on challenges with sound-symbol mapping, while surface dyslexia relates to difficulties recognising irregular words (Ramus, et al., 2003; NeuroHealth Arlington Heights, 2021). Others, such as rapid naming dyslexia, affect fluency by impairing quick retrieval of letters and numbers (Dorwart, 2024). These subtypes reflect a broader neurodevelopmental variability that complicates both identification and intervention.
In Wales, the situation is further nuanced by linguistic considerations, with Welsh-medium learners requiring tailored assessments to ensure equitable identification (Welsh Government, 2024). This diversity underlines how critical it is to avoid a “one-size-fits-all” approach to dyslexia assessment.

Diagnosis and Identification: Tools, Limitations, and Equity
[bookmark: _Int_SYYcUSwK]The identification process for dyslexia typically begins with screening tools—such as teacher checklists and digital literacy assessments like the DEST, or AIMSweb (Breaux and Eichstadt, 2019; St Mary's Church of England Primary School, Barnsley, 2021; Pembrokeshire County Council, 2025). These are quick and cost-effective ways to flag students who may be at risk. However, screening is not the same as diagnosis. Studies have shown error rates of up to 60% in screening tools, which may result in children being wrongly labelled—or worse, overlooked altogether (Wales Dyslexia, n.d.; Hicks, 2019).
Formal diagnosis involves a comprehensive, multidisciplinary process (University of Birmingham, 2025). Educational psychologists or specialist teachers conduct detailed assessments, including cognitive testing, reading, and spelling analysis, and phonological processing tasks. In Wales, facilities like the Miles Dyslexia Centre at Bangor University support this process (Bangor University, n.d.). However, access is not equitable. The All-Party Parliamentary Group for Dyslexia and Other Specific Learning Difficulties (2019) found that over 80% of individuals with dyslexia left school undiagnosed, which significantly impacted academic attainment and future opportunities.
Assessments often include phonemic awareness tasks, reading fluency tests, spelling inventories, and cognitive evaluations using tools like the WISC or Woodcock-Johnson. (Hopetree Clinic, 2025). Additionally, insights from teacher reports and educational history provide important context (International Dyslexia Association, n.d.). However, the diagnostic process is resource-intensive and may not be accessible to families from low-income backgrounds or schools with limited specialist staff (Carroll and Iles, 2006; Hicks, 2019).
Critically, some argue that current diagnostic practices embed socioeconomic and cultural biases. Knight and Crick (2021), using data from the UK Millennium Cohort Study, revealed that the label of dyslexia is disproportionately applied to middle-class children. Factors like parental income, season of birth, and gender influenced who received support—raising concerns about social equity. Language and cultural background also matter. Many assessment tools were developed for monolingual, English-speaking contexts. This can lead to misidentification of bilingual students or those from diverse backgrounds. In Welsh-medium settings, for instance, assessment must consider bilingual language development to avoid cultural bias (Fish, 2022; Verpalen et al., 2018).

Comorbidity and Diagnostic Overlap
Another complicating factor is comorbidity. Dyslexia often coexists with ADHD, dysgraphia, or language disorders. Margari et al. (2013) found that about 60% of individuals with dyslexia also meet the criteria for at least one other neurodevelopmental condition. This overlap makes it difficult to isolate dyslexia symptoms and creates challenges in determining the most appropriate support strategy (Brimo, et al., 2021).
When conditions overlap, children may be misdiagnosed or inadequately supported. It is therefore essential that assessments are holistic, ongoing, and involve a multidisciplinary team that considers the full range of learning and behavioural needs (Hicks, 2019; Mausumi, 2024).

Support Strategies: Structured, Multisensory Literacy Interventions
One of the most evidence-based and widely implemented strategies for supporting children with dyslexia is the structured, multisensory literacy intervention (International Dyslexia Association, 2017). These approaches use visual, auditory, and kinaesthetic modalities to teach phonics systematically and explicitly. Well-known programs include Read Write Inc. (RWI), Sounds-Write, and Alpha to Omega (Ysgol Glan Gele, 2025; Sounds-Write, 2025; King David Primary School, 2025). These are sequenced and cumulative, helping students internalise phonics rules and apply them consistently. For example, a learner might trace a letter in sand while saying the sound aloud and then read the corresponding grapheme in print. This process strengthens neural pathways involved in decoding, spelling, and fluency (Ruth Miskin Literacy Ltd, 2025; Cowling and Cowling, 2025; SEND Network, 2025).
Research strongly supports the effectiveness of these interventions. Snowling and Hulme (2021) report significant gains in decoding and reading fluency among dyslexic learners following structured phonics instruction. The Education Endowment Foundation has also found positive outcomes, especially in Key Stage 1 (Young, 2015).
In Wales, these approaches align with the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 and the Curriculum for Wales 2022, both of which emphasise tailored, inclusive instruction. Welsh Government guidance recommends structured phonics programs and stresses the need for adequate teacher training (Welsh Government, 2021). In addition, the Estyn report (2022) highlighted that many schools still struggle with the effective delivery of such programs, which indicates a need for greater consistency in the provision of professional development.

Limitations and Critical Considerations
Despite their strengths, structured phonics programs are not a silver bullet. One risk is that too much focus on decoding may neglect reading comprehension, vocabulary, and enjoyment of reading—key areas of literacy development (University College London, 2022). Additionally, some learners do not respond to Tier 2 interventions and require more intensive, individualised support—something not all schools are equipped to provide (Austin Independent School District, n.d.; Impact Wales, 2022).
Training and implementation quality are also major concerns. An Estyn (2022) report revealed that many Welsh-medium schools lacked dyslexia-specific training, limiting the effectiveness of interventions. Moreover, consistency in delivery and adaptation to learner needs are critical. Rigid adherence to a program without differentiation can result in disengagement or frustration (National College, 2025; Stanford Center for Teaching and Learning, 2025; Gilbert Ward Academy, 2024).
Equity of access remains a persistent issue (The All-Party Parliamentary Group for Dyslexia and Other Specific Learning Difficulties, 2019). Assistive technologies such as text-to-speech tools or alternative assessments can support learners with dyslexia, but not all schools can afford these resources. This variability can widen existing educational inequalities, particularly between well-funded and under-resourced schools (Estyn, 2020).

Holistic Support: Beyond Phonics
To address these concerns, structured interventions should be embedded within a holistic support framework. This includes:
· Assistive technology (e.g., ClaroRead, Read&Write)
· Classroom accommodations, such as extra time, oral exams, or visual aids
· Emotional and pastoral support, to address self-esteem and motivation
· Peer mentoring and inclusive teaching strategies, which foster a supportive learning environment
For instance, combining a structured program like Nessy Learning with one-on-one mentoring can build both academic skills and learner confidence (Betony, 2019). However, this again hinges on staff training, whole-school inclusion policies, and adequate resourcing.

Conclusion
In conclusion, diagnosing and supporting children with dyslexia requires a nuanced, inclusive, and evidence-informed approach (Rose, 2009; Hellawell, 2022). The variability in definitions, the complexity of comorbid conditions, and the cultural and socioeconomic biases embedded in diagnostic processes all present significant challenges. Structured, multisensory interventions offer a powerful tool—but only when implemented with fidelity, adapted to individual needs, and embedded within a broader inclusive framework (Margari, et al., 2013; Brimo, et al., 2021).
To move forward, we must ensure that all learners, regardless of background or school setting, have access to high-quality assessment and tailored support. This means investing in teacher training, enhancing inclusive policies, and ensuring equitable access to resources and technology.
Thank you for listening, and I welcome your questions.


Jo’s Question: How can schools ensure inclusive practice when delivering structured phonics programs, particularly for bilingual or multilingual learners?
Answer:
To ensure inclusive practice, schools must adapt structured phonics instruction to account for linguistic diversity. This includes:
· Language-sensitive assessment: Bilingual learners should be assessed in both their languages, when possible, to avoid misidentifying typical second-language acquisition challenges as dyslexia (Verpalen et al., 2018).
· Cross-linguistic teaching strategies: Teachers can draw comparisons between English and the learner’s home language, highlighting shared phonemes or differences in orthographic rules. For example, recognising that the Welsh alphabet has different phonics patterns can guide differentiated instruction.
· Use of visuals and context-based learning: Providing visual cues and using real-world examples supports comprehension across languages.
· CPD for staff: Regular professional development helps teachers recognise how dyslexia manifests in bilingual learners and implement differentiated strategies.
· Home–school collaboration: Engaging families to reinforce phonics learning in the home language fosters consistency and supports literacy development in both languages.
In Wales, this aligns with the Curriculum for Wales 2022 and the ALN Code (2021), which emphasise learner-centred planning and respect for linguistic identity (WG, 2022; WG, 2021).

Liz’s Question: What role does whole-school training and culture play in reducing bias and ensuring equitable identification and support for dyslexic learners?
Answer:
Whole-school training and culture are fundamental to creating inclusive environments where dyslexic learners can thrive. Here's how:
· Reducing diagnostic bias: Training helps staff recognise diverse presentations of dyslexia and challenge assumptions that may stem from class, gender, or language background—responding to concerns raised by Knight and Crick (2021) about socioeconomic bias in diagnoses.
· Consistent early identification: When all staff are trained to spot early signs of literacy difficulty, referrals become more equitable and timelier, especially for pupils who might otherwise “fall through the cracks.”
· Embedding inclusive values: A strong inclusion ethos ensures dyslexia is viewed not as a deficit, but as a difference. This shapes positive attitudes, reduces stigma, and promotes strengths-based support.
· Collaborative working: Inclusive school cultures foster multidisciplinary collaboration—teachers, ALNCOs, TAs, and parents work together to personalise support.
· Sustainable implementation: Ongoing CPD ensures fidelity to structured intervention programs and equips staff to adapt teaching practices to diverse learner needs.
This reflects the ALNET Act 2018's emphasis on whole-school responsibility for ALN and ensures that the provision is consistent, equitable, and rights-based.
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