
 

 

Dyslexia in the Secondary School 

 

Improving whole school achievement through dyslexia aware best practice 

 

The creation of a dyslexia aware secondary school initially depends on a common 

understanding among all staff of what dyslexia is and how it manifests as a learning and 

teaching issue.  A key issue is to arrive at a description of dyslexia that resonates with 

classroom practitioners.  Presenting dyslexia as a specific learning difficulty is not helpful ς 

in secondary schools this often leads to it being seen as a problem which is the responsibility 

ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ άǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎέΦ  /ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǊ 

always refers to dyslexia as a specific learning difference.  Subject specialists have related 

well to this, especiaƭƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ άǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ 

ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎέ ƛƴ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƛƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǘƻ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

appropriate understanding of themes and concepts.  Now, as teachers strive to adopt new 

techniques such as personalised learning and assessment for learning, a new description ς 

dyslexia as a learning preference ς is beginning to have a significant impact internationally.  

The case for this paradigm shift is seductive and compelling; if dyslexia is a learning 

pǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘǊƛƴǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ άǿǊƻƴƎέ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŜŘ 

through terms such as specific learning difficulty or even disability.  Instead student learning 

needs are defined by preferred ways to access, process and present knowledge, skills and 

concepts. 

Having delivered hundreds of hours of whole school dyslexia training to secondary schools 

in the UK and abroad the writer is very clear about one thing -  experienced and pressured 

teachers do not value or appreciate training which focuses on identification through 

ŎƘŜŎƪƭƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ άǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎέ to a small group of dyslexic students with severe 

learning needs.  For better or for worse, what they do want is to know how to identify and 

respond effectively to individual learning needs within whole class settings in order to 

improve achievement and attainment.  

They also appreciate guidance on how to make use of readily available data that has been 

άŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƻƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜŘ ƭƻǘǎέΦ  Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ strategies and responses 

which fit seamlessly into current whole school imperatives based around monitoring, 

tracking and adding value though effective learning and teaching.  This is not to marginalise 

the needs of severely dyslexic students; rather it is to acknowledge the current reality that 

most dyslexic students in secondary schools around the world spend most, if not all, of their 



time in mainstream classes being taught by subject specialists with little awareness of or 

interest in the reasons behind their specific learning needs.  The final objective of effective 

ǿƘƻƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀƭƭ ǎǘŀŦŦ  ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘŜƛǊ άŘȅǎƭŜȄƛŀ ǊŀŘŀǊΣέ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƭŀōŜƭ 

students but to identify those who will benefit from being taught as if they are dyslexic.  

Getting it right means more needs met through Quality First teaching resulting in higher 

quality intervention being available for smaller numbers of students. 

 

Interestingly, one impact of effective whole school training is a definite interest in causation.  

It is as if effective training removes scales from the eyes of previously cynical teachers who, 

now they understŀƴŘΣ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ŦŜŜƭ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ άƴƻǘƛŎŜέ dyslexic type learning needs 

and άŀŘƧǳǎǘέ their teaching accordingly, especially when they are shown how close best 

practice is to what they are currently doing.  Indeed it is often the most suspicious teachers 

who end up as champions of their dyslexic students. 

So being dyslexic in a secondary school can be a rewarding experience; it can also be 

extremely uncomfortable.  The determining factor seems to be the commitment and vision 

of the Senior Management Team (SMT) and experience shows that this may be even more 

important to the educational and emotional well being of dyslexic learners than a lead 

person with a specialist qualification.  The ideal scenario, of course, is to have the specialist 

backed by the senior management.  However a specialist without support can only influence 

a small number of students whereas a   strong management team communicates a message 

that all learners are important, institutes ǊƛƎƻǊƻǳǎ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ άǎǘǳŎƪέ ǇǳǇƛƭΣ plans 

intervention to move them on and tracks to make sure the movement continues.   This style 

of management embodies ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ άƴƻ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ƭŜŦǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘέ which is an appropriate 

mantra for an aspiring dyslexia aware secondary school. Effective whole school training 

offers directions for senior managers as well as subject teachers especially, with regard to 

criteria for lesson observations and performance management interviews and also the way 

subject /team leaders manage by walking about ς άƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǿŀƭƪǎέ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ 

and communicated criteria for the observation of dyslexia aware best practice are very 

effective in identify and promoting desired learning and teaching outcomes.   

The challenge is always to justify changing the way a school works on behalf of the 10% or 

so of learƴŜǊΩǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŘȅǎƭŜȄƛŎ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΦ  ά²Ƙŀǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘΚέ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ 

refrain, especially from staff who feel it is their job to teach the syllabus, rather than  secure 

learning.  Appreciating this subtle distinction between teaching and learning is at the heart 

of developing a dyslexia aware school, a distinction which is very current in the UK in 

particular and also likely to be a major issues in countries like New Zealand, where a new 

National Curriculum has just been launched, and in Hong Kong where changes are being 

implemented to public examinations to include more dyslexic learners.   Ironically it is the 

flawed UK national curriculum which is leading to exciting and intrinsically dyslexia aware 

developments as teachers struggle to come to terms with prescriptive syllabi, programmes 



of study which assume that all learners are ready to move to the next stage at the same 

time and an culture which places a premium on the acquisition and recall of knowledge 

rather than the development of skills. Effective responses to pressures to deliver the 

undeliverable have included initiatives to personalise learning and to assess through and 

during learning as well as at the end of a sequence of instruction.  Although  these measures 

were not put in place with the needs of dyslexic learners in mind they both epitomise 

dyslexia aware best practice, offering significant opportunities to improve achievement and 

attainment.  

 

 It is important at this time to distinguish between achievement and attainment; 

ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ 

can be measured by, for example, comparing work done in September with work done in 

March.  The sample of work below is an example of student achievement in the form of a 

learning journey over a period of some seven months for a 12 year old learner.  

 



 

 

 

While there can be little doubt that this dyslexic student is achieving, actual attainment may 

ōŜ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƴƻǊƳ ōŀǎŜŘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ άƭŜǾŜƭ 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƻǊǎέ ǘƘŀǘ can typify a national curriculum approach.  In these contexts student 

performance is measured against either a large age related sample or an arbitrary 

ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ άǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜέ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŀōƭŜ ŀǘ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀƎŜΦ  .ƻǘƘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ŜƳōƻŘȅ ŀ 

traditional view of attainment and tend to discriminate against dyslexic students because 

few are traditional learners.  Interviews with high achieving dyslexic adults tend to support 

this view ς Richard Branson is reported to ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀ άƴƛƎƘǘƳŀǊŜέ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ 

ǘƻ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ±ƛǊƎƛƴ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǿƘƛƭŜ 9ƛƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ōŜ 

άƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ǎƭƻǿέΗ  Lƴ ŎƻƴǎŜquence both highly successful individuals needed to get out of 

compulsory education in order to achieve their potential, something which is often still the 

case today, especially in schools which find it difficult to establish a culture in which 

achievement is valued as much as attainment. 

 



In reality the situation is not a black and white case of either attainment or achievement ς 

dyslexia aware schools acknowledge that facilitating achievement is the first step towards 

attainment, especially as success breeds success.  Students who work in a culture of 

achievement soon cast off the baggage of years of perceived failure to attain and, as self 

image and confidence improve, they begin to make progress against a variety of measures. 

This is one benefit that a dyslexia aware school brings to a wider range of students ςthe 

measures that are put in place to ensure that no dyslexic student is left behind seem to 

improve the opportunities of students with a range of learning needs, including those with 

Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorders ό!5I5ύΣ !ǎǇŜǊƎŜǊΩǎ {ȅƴŘǊƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ 

Dyspraxia/Developmental Coordinational Disorder.  Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ŀǎ 

dyslexia aware best practice became common practice, measurable improvements were 

recorded in a number of areas, including exam results, attendance and, evidenced by the 

number of new families choosing to move into the school catchment area, parental 

confidence.   

 

All too often teachers with management responsibilities for student progress find 

themselves trying to do everything for everybody, with inevitable compromises in terms of 

quality and efficiency.  On the other hand, the only way to eat an elephant is to take one 

bite at a time.  Beginning with a focus on the achievement and attainment of dyslexic 

students offers a manageable opportunity to develop effective monitoring, tracking and 

response strategies within a clearly defined target group.  Then, as confidence and expertise 

develop, the focus can be extended across a range of target learners ς perhaps more able 

and talented or those failing to make expected progress ς using techniques developed with 

dyslexic learners. Also, as ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ άŘǊƛƭƭ Řƻǿƴέ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ layers of data relating to dyslexic 

students and respond to findings, the seismic vibrations inevitably influence other groups.  

So, almost by default, a focus on one group can secure tangible benefits for all.  Why then 

begin with dyslexic learners?  Simply because they are the largest definable group of 

vulnerable students within any school and their learning needs respond to well to the types 

of fine tuning of lesson preparation, materials and delivery that represent the very best of 

current and future classroom practice.  In other words, defining and delivering a basic 

curricular entitlement for dyslexic students sets the standard for all. 

 

The Basic Entitlement 

 

There are two key questions that must be addressed by any school aspiring to improve 

whole school achievement and attainment through a focus on dyslexia aware best practice.  

1. Which students may not be benefitting enough from their education?  



 

 

The only way to answer this question is to have measures of ability and achievement as well 

as current attainment.  To rely on measures of current attainment alone, for example public 

examination scores passed on from primary school, is likely to be ineffective and potentially 

damaging.  Some secondary schools in the UK use the scores from the SATs public 

examinations taken in primary school to set pupils on entry.  In a dyslexia aware school this 

is an inappropriate use of such data for various reasons: 

¶ It is unlikely that the results are a true reflection of the true ability of dyslexic 

learners, leading to underestimations of ability and subsequent placement in low 

sets 

¶ It gives far too much importance to an artificial assessment procedure which has 

little to do with the education of students but everything to do with inspecting and 

assessing schools.   

¶ The assessments create unhealthy levels of stress in students, parents and teachers 

 

This is not to dismiss information gained by these assessments but the effects of the current 

process on the emotional and mental health of students is a growing concern in the UK and 

also in Hong Kong, where examinations to get into Band 1 schools are causing similar high 

levels of stress.  In the UK it would make a tremendous difference if secondary stopped 

using primary SATs results as the basis for setting after transition. 

 

¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ άŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎέ ƛǎ ǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǳǎŜŦǳl in the UK and, 

it is fair to say, results of public examinations taken at age 11 and 14 contribute greatly to 

this.  Once this benchmark is in place student progress can be monitored very easily.  

IƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ άōƭǳƴǘέ ŦƻǊ ŘȅǎƭŜȄƛc learners as current weaknesses 

ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ōŀǎƛŎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ƴǳƳŜǊŀŎȅ Ƴŀȅ ŀǊǘƛŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 

expectation of progress and also fail to take into account age/ability appropriate conceptual 

development.  One solution is to ensure that all data used to establish expected progress for 

dyslexic learners is supplemented with a measure of non-verbal reasoning, either via an 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǘŜǎǘ ƻǊ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǘŜǎǘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ bC9wΩǎ /!¢ǎ ǘŜǎǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ 

element.  Like all assessments, non verbal reasoning tests are only a snapshot of 

performance at that moment in time, but they do give a measure of how a student thinks 

and reasons, skills which are essential for the achievement of potential.  Therefore a student 

with weak basic skills ōǳǘ ŀƎŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƴƻƴ ǾŜǊōŀƭ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƴƻǘ ŀ άǎƭƻǿ 



learner" ς s/he will definitely learn some aspects of literacy and/or numeracy slowly but 

learning in other areas can be in line with national expectations.   

When dyslexic students transfer from primary to secondary schools or move between year 

ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ άǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŘƛǇέ ς their achievement and attainment dips 

while they adjust to new teachers and different course requirements.  A simple but effective 

technique to monitor thƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ά!ǊǊƻǿ ¢ǊŀŎƪŜǊέΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƛǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

Curriculum English levels as the basis for monitoring.   

When a teacher receives the levels for a new class they are recorded on the tracker as in the 

example.  Student names are recorded under the attainment level they achieved prior to 

transition.  In October and February informal assessment of current levels are made and 

arrows used to indicate άǿƘŜǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿέΦ  Lǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

attainment of a number of students has deteriorated following transfer to the new group.  

However, when a further assessment was carried out in February some are now making 

good progress. 

 

 

 



The tracker indicates the following individual peaks and troughs in performance for SpLD 

students  following transition and then later in the academic  year: 

¶ Jodie lost ground briefly on transition but  is now making good progress 

¶ Luke was at Level 2C on transfer but slipped back a sub level in October.  However 

he then found his feet and made good progress.  A specific intervention triggered 

this progress.  See Group Provision Map 

¶ Carmel had no problems on transition and continued to make progress 

¶ Millie went back by 3 sub levels on transition and, by February, had only managed to 

catch up to her original transition level 

¶ Alysha lost ground but has more than caught up and is now doing fine following 

successful intervention ς see Group Provision Map 

¶ Danny went back nearly 3 sub levels on transition and has still not caught up in 

February. 

So this tracker suggests that Millie and Danny are not benefitting enough from their 

education. 

 

Lǘ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊƻǿ ǘǊŀŎƪŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ 

provision map ( the plan of interventions provided for individual students) 

 



When viewed with the Arrow Tracker this provision map demonstrates the impact of certain 

interventions.  For example, having noticed that Luke was losing ground, the school adjusted 

his education by building in a phonic programme.  The impact has been very positive.  The 

situation is rather different for Alysha.  She did well during her final year in primary school 

and it was decided that she no longer needed support from a Teaching Assistant  (TA) in the 

secondary school.  As can be seen from the arrow tracker, Alysha lost ground until the TA 

was reinstated in late September.  Since then she has continued to progress.  Danny is an 

interesting case  - despite having the support of a Learning Mentor and starting on a phonic 

programme, he is not making expected progress so it is time to re-visit his provision.  

Perhaps TA support may have more impact?  One intervention which can have a major 

impact on the achievement of dyslexic students in the secondary school is anger 

management.  In some cases this can be more effective than traditional learning support. 

 

 

 

2. How are we responding to specific learning needs without underestimating intellect? 

The monitoring and tracking strategies used to identify those dyslexic learners who may not 

be benefitting enough from their teaching also help school respond to specific learning 

needs without underestimating intellect.  Dyslexic students tend to think faster and more 

effectively than they read, write and spell.  Consequently it can be depressingly easy to 

underestimate their ability and make unsafe judgements about groupings and sets based on 

solely on weak basic skills.  This is compounded when secondary schools make decisions 

based on performance in national examinations and/or fail to liaise effectively with primary 

schools in order to assess achievement as well as attainment.  

 

A characteristic of a dyslexia aware secondary school is a willingness to place  dyslexic 

learners in ability appropriate groups and sets despite current weaknesses in basic literacy 

and/or numeracy.  It is important to view these weaknesses as current rather than in any 

way permanent ς with quality first teaching, reasonable adjustments and effective 

intervention as required, dyslexic learners can achieve their potential and go on to be the 

best they can be.  However this will only occur if schools have measures of ability to set 

alongside data on achievement and attainment.  Therefore dyslexic learners of high 

intellectual ability will be placed in appropriate sets and supported with reading and 

recording while developing conceptual abilities alongside their intellectual peers.  This 

accommodation will apply to dyslexic learners of all abilities who are receiving support with 

basic skills to enable them to access lessons at ability appropriate levels.   



 

Another important characteristic is the willingness of the school to take a flexible view of 

the curriculum.  UK inspectors are keen that all students have the right to a broad balanced 

curriculum which can be a major problem for some dyslexic students because it causes 

subject overload.  So rather than being a right, being subject to a broad balanced curriculum 

can be a tyranny!  The issue of curricular overload is reported to be compounded by a 

message from School Improvement Partners that everything must be taught to everybody; 

to fail to do so is somehow unprofessional.  In a dyslexia aware school, the curriculum is 

driven by local perceptions of individual student needs, with subject managers empowered 

by the SMT to look carefully at the programmes of studȅ ŀƴŘ άƛƎƴƻǊŜΣ ŀŘŀǇǘΣ ǇƛŎƪ ŀƴŘ ƳƛȄέ 

aspects of content.  To put this in context, it would be reasonable to find dyslexic students 

with a good understanding of Science being supported to function in ability appropriate sets 

while much of their English time ƛǎ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƻƴ άŎŀǘŎƘ ǳǇέ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

level.  Also it may be necessary to consider reducing the number of subjects studied, 

especially for public examinations to allow for consolidation of learning and the explicit 

teaching of revision and study skills.   

 

The quality of learning, teaching and awareness available to a student with dyslexia should 

ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀ άǘƛƳŜǘŀōƭŜ ƭƻǘǘŜǊȅέ ς a student should be able to move from lesson to lesson and 

be completely confident that every teacher has a basic understanding of dyslexia, knows 

how to address dyslexic type learning needs in general and has been properly briefed 

regarding specific issues for individual students. A whole school approach is the obvious 

answer and this is best secured through whole school training, preferably committing a full 

day to the issue.   Although the focus is on teaching dyslexic students, the most effective 

training also concentrates on subject based άƴƻǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƧǳǎǘέ strategies within the context 

of on-going school improvement targets rather than going in to exhaustive detail about 

causation and neurology.  Basically what teachers and Teaching Assistants seem to 

appreciate from training is a rationale to justify the fine tuning of current practice and to 

find out what they can do slightly differently next lesson in order to be more effective.   

 

Effective whole school dyslexia aware training has the potential to pull together a range of 

current educational imperatives into one coherent strategy.  In the UK for example, the 

impact of three important initiatives, mind friendly learning, assessment for learning and 

personalised learning has been significantly reduced by a lack of joined up thinking and 

communication between implementing agencies.  In consequence the measures are often 

seen as separate entities rather than sides of the same coin.  Schools which are able to 

accept dyslexia as a learning preference are already open to the notion that students do not 

learn according to curriculum manuals or national decrees.  Therefore responding to the 



άƴƻƴ-ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭέ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘȅǎƭŜȄƛŎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǇǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ 

record and provide evidence of learning becomes a normal part of what the school does.  άƛŦ 

ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǿŜ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŜŀǊƴΦέ   

Unfortunately the key message of mind friendly learning, that it is about improving 

opportunities for achievement and attainment, has somehow become lost due to a lack of 

rigour in terms of outcomes.   

 

 Part of the pǊƻōƭŜƳ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜǎέ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ƭŀōŜƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 

in an unhelpful way and restrict the ways they feel able to organise and present their 

learning.  Indeed it is not unusual for students to challenge an assignment ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άL ŀƳ a 

ƪƛƴŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΦέ  {ǳōǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƴƎ άǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎέ 

ŦƻǊ άƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜǎέ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ǎƘƛŦǘ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƭƛƪŜ ŀƴŘ 

introduces the important concept of comfort zones.  So students may well prefer to produce 

evidence in one way but appreciate that they can also do so in a variety of less comfortable 

ways in order to achieve a result ς effectively becoming strategic learners.  Dyslexic students 

in secondary schools are particularly apprecƛŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ άǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿέ ƛƴ 

creative and eclectic ways which minimise current basic skill issues and capitalise on a range 

of strengths. 

If dyslexia is a learning preference it is important to qualify the position; dyslexic students 

do not prefer to acquire aspects of basic skills slowly and definitely do not prefer to have to 

deal with typical memory and information processing issues.  On the other hand, a learning 

preference is just that ς a preference to acquire and demonstrate knowledge, skills and 

concepts in certain ways.  So, just as a student with a strong mathematical sequential 

preference may use flow charts and bullet points rather than mind maps, a dyslexic student 

may prefer to use a core strategy based on the use of colour, visual imagery/metaphor and  

mind maps within an overarching kinaesthetic format.  The concept of dyslexia as a 

preference was recently presented informally to psychologists and teachers in the UK and 

Asia and received guarded approval as an idea worthy of further discussion and debate; 

what is certain is that it definitely strikes a chord with non-dyslexia specialist subject 

teachers in secondary teachers since it offers notice and adjust strategies without the need 

to label or assess.    

Once mind friendly teaching and learning is cut loose from the confines of VAK (visual, 

auditory, kinaesthetic) and embraces seven or eight preferences, the stage is set for a 

significant contribution to classroom and examination performance.  From this position it is 

but a small step to personalising learning. 

 



Like mind friendly, personalised learning has suffered from the way it has been introduced 

and arguably has failed to regain the credibility lost through mixed messages communicated 

during the initial roll out.  The message often received by teachers is that they are somehow 

expected to plan for an individual approach for each student, a message which has not been 

helpful.  However students are perfectly capable of personalising their learning when given 

the opportunity to make informed choices within a framework of metacognition 

(understanding how to learn) and strategic learning preferences.  Lesson planning based 

around the personalisation of learning through student choice is a very different process to 

attempting to personalise by effectively differentiating for each member of the class ς 

definitely not recommended.   

 

Personalising learning through choice can work like this: 

3. Use a learning preferences questionnaire (try, for example, the free questionnaire 

available through www.acceleratedlearning.com or other free web resources) to 

identify two or three preferences for each student.  This cluster becomes a studentΩs 

άŎƻǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅέ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ of preferential approaches to the 

organisation and presentation of learning. 

4. Demonstrate how to use each learning preference within the core as an 

organisational and processing tool within a given subject and provide safe, stress 

free opportunities to develop personalised strategies.  Challenging students to 

άǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿέ ƻǊ Ǌequiring homework tasks to be presented within certain 

preferences are effective ways of developing preferential strategies in real classroom 

situations.  The keys to success include: 

¶ Well planned teaching and learning opportunities to gain mastery 

at a range of preferential organisational techniques 

¶ Consistent opportunities to make choices in the formative and 

summative presentation of work.  

 

Recent work in Wales with infant children offers insights into effective personalisation 

techniques with older students.   An innovative learning project organised in conjunction 

with Powys ChildrenΩs Service challenged an experienced teacher to lead her class to 

develop mastery of three organisational strategies, mind mapping, story boarding and flow 

charting.  The strategies were built in to the current class project on pirates and, having 

been taught each one, the children used templates as scaffolding tools to develop mastery.  

 

http://www.acceleratedlearning.com/


It was when the children were invited to choose a preferred strategy to deliver a piece of 

work that the power of personalized learning became clear.   The children chose their 

template, gave reasons for their choice and went to work.  Several interesting things 

happened ς Josh, who had not finished a piece of work all year, was one of the first to 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ Ƙƛǎ ǘŀǎƪ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ άǇƻƻǊ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜǊǎέ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƻƻƴ ǘƻ ŦƻƭƭƻǿΦ  !ƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ 

expressed surprise both at the quiet and effective way the class settled to work and the 

choices made by some students.  She observed that a significant number of students chose 

to work outside of their normal preference or comfort zone because, as they explained, they 

thought they would do better another way.  So pupils perceived as strongly preferring to 

draw and organise work with storyboards may have chosen, instead, a very linear flow chart 

for the activity in hand.  There were clear examples of a significant number of students 

choosing to work out of apparent comfort zones in order to gain perceived advantages 

through another strategy.  
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In the context of the chart, these very young students had been supported to move out of 

their comfort zone by being challenged to attempt different planning approaches.  Having 

become competent in a range of approaches they found themselves in the zone of 

ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜΣ ƘŀǇǇƛƭȅ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ άŘƛǎŎƻƳŦƻǊǘέ  ƛƴ 

order to plan and deliver a good piece of work.  The teacher also observed that, had she 

differentiated the task by outcome ς allocated planning scaffolds to pupils based on her 


