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Overview

 We will describe the common symptoms that occur 
when teaching English to learners with dyslexia. 

 We will propose methods and techniques to deal 
with these difficulties. 

 We will also show ways of adapting the teaching 
material to help learners with dyslexia in order to 
successfully accommodate them  in the foreign 
language classroom.



Reality

 Language coursebooks are typically designed and 
written in order to address a generic audience

 Student populations, however, are highly diverse 
as they include students from racially, ethnically, 
culturally, and linguistically diverse families and 
communities

 On top of those potential differences, learners 
exhibit a variety of learning styles and other 
individual differences, cognitive, linguistic and 
affective 



Learners with special learning 
differences and materials
 Learners with special learning differences, such as dyslexia, 

are a group of learners who may find language learning a 
challenging task. 

 Unfortunately, most language teaching materials do not cater 
for those learners and as a result, informed teachers are 
expected to be flexible and adapt their material in order to 
meet those learners’ special needs. 

 Inclusive approaches to education require teachers to make 
appropriate accommodations so as to enable those learners 
to progress without losing their motivation. 



http://www.dystefl.eu

http://www.dystefl.eu/


 DysTEFL2: Teaching material on English as a foreign language 
for learners with dyslexia

http://dystefl2.uni.lodz.pl/wp-content/uploads/DysTEFL2-
booklet.pdf

Teacher training pack-Self study

The course provides a solid theoretical foundation about the 
nature of dyslexia and practical suggestions for classroom 
teaching, task and curriculum design, and assessment. 

http://dystefl2.uni.lodz.pl/wp-content/uploads/DysTEFL2-booklet.pdf
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DysTEFL Achievements

• The excellence of DysTEFL‘s course has been confirmed by 
the British Council’s ELTon award for “Excellence in 
Course Innovation”. The ELTons are the only international 
awards that recognise and celebrate innovation in English 
language teaching (ELT). 

• DysTEFL project received the European Language Label 
award which is awarded to local, regional, and national 
projects that have found creative ways to improve the 
quality of language teaching, motivate students, make the 
best use of available resources to diversify the languages 
on offer, and other innovative initiatives.



What do you think dyslexia is?

Note down your personal definition of 
dyslexia.

Symptoms?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7HB3b
qMx4io

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7HB3bqMx4io


What is dyslexia?

 A specific learning difficulty that mainly 
affects the development of literacy and 
language related skills

 Neurological in origin
 Hereditary (one or more dyslexic children 

may be found in the same family)
 Likely to be present at birth and to be life-

long in its effects
 Usually found in 1 in 10 people



Characteristics of dyslexia

Difficulties with phonological 
processing, rapid naming, working 
memory, processing speed, and the 
automatic development of skills that 
may not match up to an individual's 
other cognitive abilities.

http://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/about-dyslexia/further-
information/dyslexia-research-information-.html



What a text might look like to a person 
with dyslexia



Worse case….



Much worse…



Ready to become a learner with dyslexia?

Try to do the following activity and follow the 
instructions as much as possible



DysTEFL2-Unit 2 Task 1

Read the instructions and then copy the 

text. The screen will change automatically 

– you do not need to move it on.



INSTRUCTIONS

 Pick up some paper and a pen or pencil. 



INSTRUCTIONS

 Pick up some paper and a pen or pencil. 

 If the paper has lines, turn it round so it is landscape. 

 If the paper has no lines, turn it so it is portrait. 



INSTRUCTIONS

 Pick up some paper and a pen or pencil. 

 If the paper has lines, turn it round so it is landscape. 

 If the paper has no lines, turn it so it is portrait. 

 Pick up your pen or pencil in the hand that you don’t 

normally write with.  



INSTRUCTIONS

 Pick up some paper and a pen or pencil. 

 If the paper has lines, turn it round so it is landscape. 

 If the paper has no lines, turn it so it is portrait. 

 Pick up your pen or pencil in the hand that you don’t 

normally write with.  

 If you are writing with a black pen stand up. 

 If you are using a pencil, push your sleeves up.



Now you are going to see a short text, and you 

will have 3 minutes to copy it down. 

BUT whenever you want to write an ‘e’ 

please write a cross instead, like this: +.

Instead of ‘a’ 

please write a question mark (?)

and instead of ‘i’ 

please write an equal sign (=).



Ready?



PLEASE COPY THIS:

Some people are light or colour sensitive. Bright sunlight or florescent 
lights may bother them. Black print on shiny white paper may be 
uncomfortable and whiteboards may be too shiny. Pattern glare may 
also be a problem. It may be helpful to have:

 coloured paper for writing, 

 coloured overlays for reading, 

 tinted lenses in glasses for both reading and writing.

The colours and brightness on computer screens can be adjusted to suit 
individuals.



Finished?

Well done. 

Now put  your pen down and 

return to the main page.



What does it feel like?

 Remember that feeling

 Recall what they cope with when 
copying something



Does a dyslexic learner need/have to learn 
a foreign language?

 ABSOLUTELY!

 Learning a foreign language is hard work, especially for 
dyslexic learners

 Difficulties are even greater when the dyslexic learner’s 
mother tongue is a transparent language (e.g. 
Greek/Italian) and the foreign language is a non-
transparent language (e.g. English)/imagine the difficulties 
with Arabic language as L1!

 It may take more determination to succeed

 But a foreign language is UNDOUBTEDLY a useful skill for 
life



Identifying dyslexia in class
 Common characteristics among learners with dyslexia:

 slow and disorganized

 don't know how to study

 don't participate in class

 always come up with excuses for not having done homework

 have 'creative', reversed or phonetic spelling

 writing is slow, illegible and spelling is bad

 problems with analysis and synthesis in grammar

 poor sentence structure 

Most important of all, there is a big gap between her/his oral and 
written abilities.



Examples of problems

 mirror-opposites: s/he 
might see

p instead of q,

d instead of b,

127 instead of 721

saw instead of was

lion instead of loin

 guessing: s/he might read

officer as official, 
approximate as appropriate, 
fingers as fringe

 omitting short words:
s/he might omit function 
words (opposed to content words) 

 articles

 participles

 conjunctions

 prepositions

 long words: s/he might 
abbreviate, e.g. walk for walking



Teacher’s misconceptions about dyslexia
(Alexiou et al, 2014)

 A questionnaire survey was conducted aiming at profiling the 
Greek teachers who taught English within the context of the 
PEAP programme

 1209 teachers completed the questionnaires 

 One of the striking findings of this study was that 49% of the 
respondents claimed that several students in the PEAP classes 
seem to have some kind of learning difficulty and 98% (!) of 
them had  a number of learners with dyslexia in their 
classrooms

 What is the problem here?



What can be misinterpreted as Dyslexia sign 
(Alexiou et al 2014)

It is difficult to differentiate between typical young learner 
behaviour and learning difficulty.  

 Inability to concentrate for a long time 

 Hyperactivity 

 Difficulty to discipline and follow class rules 

 Problems in cooperating and adjusting in the school 
environment

 Difficulty in the initial steps of reading and writing skills 
development

 Inability to consolidate and reproduce new knowledge 
effortlessly

 A negative attitude towards writing
 Shyness, lack of self-confidence and emotional instability
 Difficulty in holding the pencil or scissors



Major conclusions

o Most statements of children behaviour were considered as 
possible signs of learning difficulty-they weren’t

 Teachers tend to misinterpret behaviours that relate to 
adjustment in the new sector with learning difficulties 
(hyperactivity, poor concentration, discipline, follow 
instructions)-confusion→typical young behaviour and 
learning difficulty

 Teachers may indicate specific language learning problems 
in learners who have not developed literacy skills (negative 
attitude to writing, dyslexia, shyness to read)

 Teachers are alarmed and strongly emphasise their need 
for further training on the issue of learning difficulties.



Course content and materials

Many teachers may not be able to determine 
the content of what they have to teach, but 
they can still have a large say in how the 
material is presented (Anne Margaret Smith, 
2016) . 



Differentiate!
(Anne Margaret Smith, 2016) 



What can we do?

 Multisensory
multiple input/output strategies —

visual, auditory, tactile, and 
kinesthetic.

 When teaching new sounds and 
symbols, teach only one or two at 
a time. 

 Structured
 Teach language concepts in a 

logical progression and help the 
student categorize concepts.

 Analytic/Synthetic

 Show the student how to break 
apart words, especially words 
with more than one syllable, and 
then show him/her how to put 
the parts back together again. 

 Repetitive (songs&rhymes)
 Provide guided pair work 

activities pairing a strong 
student with a weaker 
student.

 Reading aloud 

 Use ‘Top/down’
approaches in teaching as 
students with dyslexia 
think in wholes



Grammar teaching

 The teaching of grammar 
should be based on 
already known structures

 Colouring and grammar 
coding facilitate memory 
storage and recall

 Emphasise rules and 
exceptions: explicit 
teaching may help 
learners with dyslexia

 2.  Word order 
questions

 You are wearing blue 
jeans.

 Are you wearing blue 
jeans?

 They study Italian?

 Do they study Italian?



Appropriate teaching techniques
 Mindmaps

 Digital voice recorder

 Speech to text software (a 
user-friendly, free service 
called Robobraille, available 
a twww.robobraille.org)

 Wordcards in a digital 
format. You may prepare 
word/flashcards using 
quizlet: http://www.quizlet.c
om

 Songs

 Mnemonic devices

 Crazy stories (Schneider 
and Crombie, 2003)

 Memory game with word 
cards

http://www.robobraille.org/
http://www.quizlet.com/


Phonological awareness

Sounds and spelling: divide words 
into sounds

Orthographic awareness:
Dividing words into onsets and rimes



Material for spelling choices



Phonic trees: Spelling choices



For reading, use appropriate texts 

 Text should be organised into short 
paragraphs

 Text should be accompanied with 
illustrative pictures or visual images: 
Artwork is very important!

 Ensure that you spread out the text 
so that it is less dense on the page.

 Shorten all sentences in texts and 
turn passive verbs into active verbs 
(Reid 2013, p.61).

 Write heading and subheadings; the 
organizational structure can make it 
much easier for student with dyslexia 
to read and understand

 The font and size of the letters 
should be appropriate, 
e.g.,Century Gothic (see 
http://opendyslexic.org/)

 Use cream filter or pastel 
trasparencies for reading (Tsali & 
Alexiou, 2017)

 Use rhymes in texts

 Avoid timetables and numbers

 Ensure that instructions of tasks 
and activities are simple, clear 
and do not require multiple tasks.

 Provide an example

http://opendyslexic.org/


If interested go to…

Anne Margaret Smith → ways of making the 
classroom more inclusive. 

Dyslexic learners in the EFL classroom: Part 2. 
Accommodating dyslexic learners -available from: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=icZlWT3bwgo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=icZlWT3bwgo


Groupwork time



Reading text

 The following excerpt is a lesson from Magic 
Book 2, (Alexiou & Mattheoudakis, 2013, p. 
53), a Greek EFL coursebook targeting 
learners at Grade 3 (8-9 year olds)



Magic Book 2, Grade 3

file://Users/user/Desktop/Russia online seminar/UNIT 4 LESSON 1.mp3


Dyslexia friendly text

 Slow pitch

 Rhymes

 Artwork

 Pale yellow background

 Repetitive patterns

 Short sentences

 Song

 Background music



Task 2: Reading text Grade 3
Now evaluate this



 Narration and indirect speech

 Long sentences

 Uninformative artwork

 Unnecessarily long instructions

 Use of Past Simple (difficult for Grade 3)

 No rhymes/no repetition



Starlight, Grade 3, Russia



 One picture/not informative

 Long sentence

 No repetition

 No rhymes 

 White background

 Comparison in intelligence not acceptable



Grade 4, Dubai, UAE





Speaking: Task 4

The following activity is a speaking activity from Think 
Teen, an EFL coursebook for A2 learners of English at 
high school 
(Karagianni, Koui, and Nikolaki, 2008, pp. 149 and 152).
(http://ebooks.edu.gr/new/books-pdf.php?course=DSGYM-A114)

1. Evaluate the level of difficulty of the speaking activity 
taking into consideration the difficulties learners with 
dyslexia may have in speaking

2. Suggest possible 
modifications/adaptations/simplifications in order to 
accommodate learners with dyslexia

http://ebooks.edu.gr/new/books-pdf.php?course=DSGYM-A114






Sample answer

 The speaking activity has some positive elements. It is 
interesting and fun, provides opportunities for 
interaction and gives learners a language bank which 
enables them to produce appropriate language.

 However, it is cognitively challenging, if not difficult, as 
learners are required to exchange information and move 
from one text to another.

 As there is no access to both diaries at the same time, 
since this is an information gap activity, it is very difficult 
to locate the differences especially because they are very 
subtle. 



 What is more, some of those differences concern 
timetables and, therefore, numbers, and these are 
usually difficult concepts for learners with dyslexia.

 Apart from the cognitive challenges, the activity is 
also linguistically challenging because it requires 
extensive and multiple questions and answers.











Speaking activity for younger learners
(taken from Magic Book 1, Grade 3, Alexiou & Mattheoudakis, 2013, p. 53)



Sample answer

 This is a task that is cognitively appropriate, fun and 
playful. The basic character is Pinocchio who is a well-
known character to children of this age. 

 However, although the activity may look quite easy, it is 
obvious that it requires learners to perform a double 
task, i.e., they are expected to understand the plot of the 
story, find the appropriate language to narrate it as well 
as express verbally the sequence of the events of the 
story.

 One idea to reduce the level of difficulty would be to 
provide learners with dyslexia with captions and just ask 
them to match them with the corresponding picture.



Better version



Final tips ☺

 All students with special learning difficulties 
are different – find which strategies work for 
them

 Teaching dyslexic learners may be very 
frustrating as their development is quite slow.

 Allow plenty of time for development and be 
very patient! They deserve it!



Thank you! 
thalexiou@enl.auth.gr
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