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 matsifasa learningand

teaching issueA key issue is to arrive atdgscription of dyslexia that resonates with

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

in secondary schools this often leads to iifgeseen as a problemhich isthe responsibility
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always refers to dyslexes a specific learning difference. Subject specialists have related

well to this, especiaf @ ¢ KSy OKIFIffSyaSR (2 ARSyGATe ai
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appropriate understanding of themes and concepts. Now, as teactmve to adopt new
techniquessuch agersonalisedearningand assessment for learning, a new descriptijon

dyslexia as a learning preferengés beginning to have a significant impact internationally.

The case for this paradigm shift is seductive and compelling; if dyslexia is a learning
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through terms such as specific learning difficulty or even disabllitstead studentearning

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

concepts.

Having delivered hundreds of hours of whole school dyslexia training to secondary schools
in the UK and abroathe writer is very clear about one thirgexperienced and pressured
teachers do not value or appreciate trainimgpich focuses on identification through
OKSOlfAada | yR ok SraNgroap\abdysiedcstudedsiwitisevers & ¢
learningneeds. For better or favorse what they do want is to know how tiolentify and
respond effectively to individudarning needs within whole class settingorderto

improve achievement and attainment

They also appreciate guidance on how to make ugeadily available data that has been
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which fitseamlessly into current whokehool imperativedased 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 fnawledge the current reality that

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



time in mainstream classes being taught by sabgpecialists with littlewareness obr

interest in the reasons behirtheir specific learningneeds. The final objective of effective
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students but to identify those who will benefit from being taught as if they are dyslexic

Getting t 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 idedinite interestin causation.

It isas if effective training removes scales from the eyes of previously cynical teachers who,
nowtheyunderst Y RS> a2YSK2¢g FSS5i Adgs®iiciyfeNdarhinginéedsii 2 ay
andd | R 2tldi téaching accordingly, especially when they are shown hosedest

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

who end upaschampions otheir dyslexic students.

So leing dsslexic in a secondary school can be a rewarding experience; it can also be

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

of the Senior Management Team (SNmJl experience shows that this may be eveare

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

person with aspecialist qualification. The idesdenariopf 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 strongmanagementeam communicates a meage

that all leaners are important, institutes\A 32 NP dz& Y2y A 02 NA Y Dlaiis2 A RSY
intervention to move them on and tracke make sure the movement continuesrl his style
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mantra for an aspiring dyslex@varesecondary schooEffective whole school training

offers directions for senior managers as well as subject teachers espegitilyegard to

criteria for lesson observations and performancenagement interviews and also the way

subject /team leaders manage by walkingabqut f S Ny Ay 3 gl f1aé¢ gAlGK Of
and communicated criteria for the observation of dyslexia aware best practice are very

effective in identify and promoting desirddarning and teaching outcomes.

Thechallenges always to justify changing the way a school works on behalf of the 10% or
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refrain, especially from staff who feilis their job to teachthe syllabus, rather tharsecure

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

of developing alyslexiaawareschool, a distinction which is very current in the UK in

particular and alsdikely to be a major issues in countries likeANgealandywhere a new

National @rriculum has just been launched, and in Hong Kong where changes are being
implemented to public examinations to include more dyslexic learnémsnically f isthe

flawed UKnational curriculum whiclis leading to excitin@nd intrinsically dyslexia aware
developmentsasteachers struggle to come terms with prescriptive syllabprogrammes



of study whichassume that all learners are ready to move to the next stage asdnge

time andan culture which places premium orthe acquisition and recall &dhowledge
rather thanthe development ogkills.Effectiveresponses to pressusd¢o deliverthe
undeliverablehaveincluded initiatives to personalise learning and to ass#ssughand
duringlearningas well as at the end of a sequence of instructiddthough these measures
were notput in place with the needs of dyslex#éarnersin mind they both epitomise
dyslexia aware best practice, offerisgnificantopportunities to improve achievement and
attainment

It is important at thigime to distinguish between achievement and attainment;
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can be measured by, for example, comparingkwdone 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 ebme seven months for a 12 year old learner.
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While there can bdittle doubt that this d/slexic student is achieving, actual attainment may
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RS & ONX LJcantiaysa natidhal Gurriculum approach. In these contexts student
performance is measuredjainst either a large age related sample or an arbitrary
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traditional view of attainment and tend to discriminate against dyslexic students because
few are traditional learars. Interviews with high achieving dyslexic adults tend to support

this view¢ Richard Branson is reported kol S F2dzy R aO0K22ft | ayA3IK{)
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GYSyiu2d4d R adughcedatlyhigly successful individuatseded to get out of
compulsory education in order to achieve their potential, something which is often still the
case todayespeciallyn schools whicliind it difficult to establish a culture in vith
achievement is valued as much as attainment.




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

dyslexia aware schools acknowledge that facilitating achievement is the first step towards
attainment,especiallyas 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 varragastires

This is one énefit that a dyslexia aware school brings to a widage of studentgthe

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

improve the opportunities of students with a range of learning needs, including those with
Attention DeficitHyperactivity Disorderé ! 51 503 ! aLJISNASNDRa {&@yRNRYS
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dyslexia aware best practice became common practice, measurable improvemers

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

number of new families choosing to mow&o the school catchment area, parental

confidence.

All too often teachers with management responsibilities for studaaigress find

themselves trying to do everything for everybody, with inevitatenpromises inerms of

guality and efficiency. On the other hand, thelypway to eat an elephant is to take one

bite at a time. Bginning witha focuson the achievement and attainmenf dyslexic

students offers a manageabtgportunity 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 targetdest perhaps moreable

and talented otthose failing to make expected progresssing techniquesleveloped with
dyslexic learners. Alsasda OK2 2 f & & RNA f flaydsdofafasrelating NBydiskik ( K S
students and respond to findingthe seismt vibrationsinevitablyinfluence 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 anschoolnd 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 entittement 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 benefitiy enough from their education?



The only way to answer thguestion is to have measures of ability and achievenasnivell

as current attainment. To rely on measures of current attainment alone, for example public
examination scores passed on from primary schisdlkely to be ineffective and potentially
damaging Some secondary schools in the UK use the séamesthe SATs public
examinations taken in primary school to set pupils on entry. In a dyslexia aalawel this

is an inappropriate use @uchdata forvariousreasons:

1 Itis 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

1 It gives fatoo much importance to an artificial assessment procedure which has
little to do with the education of students but everything to dith inspecting and
assessing schools.

1 The assessments create unhealthy levels of stress in students, parents and seacher

This isnot to dismisgnformation 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 schootaasengsimilar high

levels of stress. In the UK it would make a tremendous difference if secondary stopped
using primary SATSs results as the basis for setting after transition.
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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.
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expectation of progress and also fail to take into account age/ability appropriate conceptual
development. One solution is to ensure tl@itdata used to establisbexpected progress for

dyslexic learners is supplemented with a measure ofwenbal reasoning, either via an
AYRAGARdIzZEE GSad 2NJ A LINL 2F | AINRdAzZL) 6Said a
element. Like all assessmemntsn verbal reasoning tests aomly a snapshot of

performanceat that moment in time, but they dgive a measure of how a studethtinks

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

with weak basic skills dzi F 3S | LIINRLINAIF GS y2y OSNbBIFE NBI a



learner” ¢ 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 transfeofn primary to secondary schools or move between year
ANRdzLJA (KSe 27FGSy SdHelbadegeyhénBandiatiadiiinehtidipsi A 2y RA L
while they adjust to new teachers and different course requirements. A simple but effective
techniguetomonitorth & A& GKS &a! NNRS ¢ NJ O] SNE o ¢tKA& S
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 recordedder the attainment levethey achieved prior to

transition. InOctoberand Februarynformalassessment of current levels areade and
arrows used to indicatéd g KSNBE a0 dzZRSyda I NB y26¢d LG Ol y
attainment of a number of studentsas deteriorated following transfer to the new group.

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

good progress.

“Arrow Tracking”
Year 7 Reading

2B 2C 3B B 4C
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February ——>



The tracker indicates the following individual peaks and troughs in perfornfan&pLD
students following transition and then later in thecademicyear:

1 Jodielost grownd briefly on transition but isow making good progress

1 Lukewas at Level 2C on transfer but slipped back a sub level in October. However
he then found his feet and made good pregs. A specific intervention triggered
this progress. See Group Provision Map

1 Carmelhad no problems on transition and continued to make progress

1 Millie went back by 3 sub levels on transition and, by February, had only managed to
catch up to her originigransitionlevel

1 Alyshalost ground but has more than caught up and is now doingfbilewing
successful interventiog see Group Provision Map

1 Dannywent back nearly 3 sub levels on transition and has still not caught up in
February.

So this trackerwgggests that Miie and Danny are not benefitting enough from their
education.
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provision map ( the plan of interventions piided for individual studenfs

Year 7 SpLD Group Provision
Map

Speech+ Learning. Phonic Teaching
Language Mentor programme Assistant
support Support
Sep Feb Sep Feb Sep Feb Sep Feb

Jodie # # #

Luke #

Carmel # #

Millie #

Harry #

Alysha # #

Danny H H



When viewel 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 poshee.
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 supfrom a Teaching gsistant (TA)in the
secondary school. As can be seen from the arrow trackeh@lpst grounduntil 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 progresst is time to revisit his provision.

Perhaps TA support may have more impa€Ctfie 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 effec¢tian 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 teaatny also help school respond to specific learning

needs without underestimating intellecDyslexic students tend to think faster and more
effectively than they read, write and spell. Consequently it can be depressingly easy to
underestimate their abilittand 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 effectivelypuiittary
schools in ordr to assess achievement as well as attainment.

A characteristic of a dyslexaware secondary school is a willingness to pldgslexic
learners in ability appropriate groups and sets despite current weaknesses in basic literacy
and/or numeracy. It ignportant to view these weaknesses as current rather than in any
way permanent; with quality first teaching, reasonable adjustments and effective
intervention as required, dyslexic learnex@n achieve their potential and go on to be the
best they can be However thisvill 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 whaegeivingsupport with
basic skills to enable them to access lessons at ability appropriate levels.



Anaher 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 bedacsuses

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

can be a tyranny! The issue of curricular overloadp®rted to becompounded by a

message from School Improvement Partnénat everything must béaught 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 &tudlF YR ¢ A Iy 2NB X | Rl LI =
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 Englishtimea a LISy d 2y aOF G§OK dzL G2 A YLINZ
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 rewsion and study skills.

The quality of learning, teaching and awareness available to a studentiystbxiashould
y20 0SS | & i Agd Stidenoshdbild heAlkleitcSmblefrom lesson to lesson and
be completely confident that every teacher habasic understanding of dyslexia, knows
how to addresslyslexic typdearning needs in general and has been @y briefed
regarding specificssues for individual studenté. whole school approach is the obvious
answer and this is best secured throughale school training, preferably committing a full
day to the issue. Although the focisson teaching dyslexic studenthe most effective
trainingalsoconcentrates orsubject basedt y 2 G A OS  btiatBgieswith@ dzé dortext
of on-going schooimprovement targets rather than going in to exhaustive detail about
causation and neurology. Basically what teachers and Teaching Assistamtso
appreciatefrom training isa rationale to justify the fine tuning of current practice amd t
find out wha they can do slightly differently next lessonorder to be more effective.

Effective whole school dyslexia aware training has the potential to pull together a range of
current educational imperativeisto one coherent strategy. In the UK for exampilee

impact of three important initiatives, mind friendly learning, assessment for learning and
personalised learning has been significantly reduced laglaof joined up thinking and
communication between implementing agencies. In consequence the mesaate 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 decreBserefore responding to the
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record and provide evidence of learning becomes a nopaa of what the school doesh A T
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Unfortunately the key message of mind friendly learning, that it is about improving

opportunities for achievement and attainmerttas somehow become lost due to a lack of

rigour in terms of outcomes.
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in an unhelpful waynd restrict the ways they feel able to organise and present their

learning. Indeed it is not unusual for studentsctmallenge an assignmedtS OF dzaé aL | Y
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introduces the important concept of comfort zoneSostudentsmaywell prefer to produce

evidence in one way but appreciate that they can also do so in a vafieggs comfortable

ways in order to achieve a resuleffectively becoming strategic learners. Dyslatidents

in secondary schoolsre particularly apprec I G A @S 2 F 2 LI NI dzyAGASa G2
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 withtypicalmemory and information procesyy issues.On the other hand, a learning
preference is just that, a preference to acquire and demonstrkeowledye,skills and
concepts in certain ways. So, just as a student with a strong mathematical sequential
preferencemay useflow charts and bullet points ratheéhan mindmaps, a dyslexic student
may preferto use a core strategy based tre use of colour, igualimagery/metaphor and
mind mapswithin an overarching kinaesthetic formairhe concept of dyslexia as a
preference was recently presented informally to psychologists and teachers in the UK and
Asia and received guarded approval asdea worthyof further discussion and debate;

what is certain is that it definitely strikes a chord with radyslexia specialist subject

teachers in secondary teachers since it offers notice and adjust strategies without the need
to label or assess.

Once mind friendlyeaching and learning is cut loose from the confines of VAK (visual,
auditory, kinasthetic) and embraces seven or eigiieferences, the stage is set for a
significant contribution to classroom and examination performance. From this position it is
but asmall 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. Thenessage often received by teachers is that they are somehow
expected to plan for an individual approach for each student, a message hdsamot been
helpful. Howevestudents are perfectly capable of personalising their learning when given
the opportunty to make informed choices within a framework of metacognition
(understanding how to learrgnd strategic learning preferences. Lesson planning based
around the grsonalisation of learninthrough student choice is a very different process to
attemptingto personalise bgffectively differentiating for each member of the class

definitely not recommended.

Personalising learning through choice can work like this:

3. Use a learning preferences questionnaire (try, for examplefréquestionnaire
availalde throughwww.acceleratedlearning.cormr other free web resources) to
identify two or three preferences for each student. This cluster becomes a st@dent
GO2NB f SFNYAyYy3 &i Nofpréfaeéntal appyoRcheE® My da (1 K S
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 developersonalised strategiesChallenging students to
GakKz2g UKS @quiting BocnéworR tddkd\d be prasted within certain
preferencesare effective ways aevelopingpreferential strateges in real classroom
situations. The keys to success include:

1 Well plannedeaching andearningopportunitiesto gain mastery
at a range of preferential organisational techniques

1 Consistent opportunities to make choices in the formative and
summative presentation of work.

Recent work in Wales with infant childreffers insights into effective personalisation
techniques with older students. An innovative learning project organised in conjunction
with PowysChildrer® Service challenged an experienced teacher to lead her class to
develop mastery of three organiganal strategies, mind mapping, story boarding and flow
charting. Thestrategieswere built in to the current class project on pirates and, having
been taught eaclone, the children used templates as scaffolding tools to develop mastery.


http://www.acceleratedlearning.com/

It was when thechildren were invited to choose a preferred strategy to deliverez of
work that the powerof personalizedearning became clearThe children chose their
template, gave reasons for their choice and went to work. Several interesting things
happenedg Josh, who had not finished a piece of work all year, was one ofrdiedi
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expressed surprise both at the quiet and effective way the class settled to work and the
choices made by some students. She obsérhat 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 strongfeming to

draw and organise work with storyboards may have chosetead a very linear flow cha

for the activity in hand. Aere were clear examples of a significant number of students
choosing to work out of apparent comfort zones in order to geerceived advantages

throughanother strategy.

Learning Through The Zones
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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 differentmping approaches. Having

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

O2y FARSYOS: KILIWAfE R2Ay3 gKIGSOSNI g4 ySOSa
order to plan and deliver a good piece of woithe teache alsoobserved that, had she

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



