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FOREWORD

From the commencement of my term of office as Minister, | have stated my
concern for those students with learning difficulties and for those with special
educational needs. Our educational system works well for most students but
there are some who need extra help. In particular, | want to address the needs
of students with dyslexia as a matter of urgency. | am extremely pleased to have
had the advice of a Task Force on this matter. | note that the Task Force has
consulted broadly, both in Ireland, through the acceptance of written and oral
submissions, and abroad. | note in particular the sense of frustration and
desperation conveyed in many of the submissions, and this has heightened my
resolve to address dyslexia as a matter of urgency.

| particularly value the links with Northern Ireland and Britain, which highlight the
extent to which educators in these islands face common challenges. | also value
the co-operation between my Department and the U.S. Department of Education,
which resulted in the expertise of the U.S. Office of Special Education Programs
being made available to the Task Force.

Late last year, | announced a £2 million initiative involving the delivery of laptop
computers to students with dyslexia and other reading and writing problems in 31
post-primary schools. The project will explore ways in which Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs) can assist students with learning difficulties
to work independently within mainstream classes, and provide flexibility in the
time and place of learning. | am confident that this initiative will complement the
work of the Task Force by adding to our knowledge of what works on the ground
in schools.

| congratulate the Task Force, and its chair, Peadar Cremin, for completing a
wide-ranging report in a short period of time. This report of the Task Force will be
of great assistance to me in taking further action to assist young people with
dyslexia, within the broader context of meeting the needs of all students with
learning difficulties and disabilities. | note that learning difficulties arising from
dyslexia can range in severity from mild to severe, and it is my intention to match
this continuum of severity with a continuum of provision that will be flexible and
responsive to the needs of parents, teachers and students alike.

Michael Woods, T.D.
Minister for Education and Science
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Recent national and international studies of reading literacy point to wide
variation in achievement among Irish students. The 1998 National Assessment of
Reading Achievement estimated that 1 in 10 students in fifth class in primary
schools had serious literacy difficulties. Based on the outcomes of an earlier
international study, it was estimated that between 6% and 8%% of Irish 1fear
olds had literacy difficulties that were likely to impede their educational
development and their life chances. The consequences of low literacy levels at
the individual and societal levels are well documented, and are a matter of great
concern, both within and outside of educational system.

Difficulties in reading, spelling and writing are associated with a range of factors.
These include intra-individual factors, such as information processing skills and
attention, and environmental factors, such as socioeconomic status, level of
support for learning in the home, quality of teaching and quality of the learning
environment at school. These factors interact in complex ways during learning.
Intra-individual learning difficulties that are specific to a particular area of
functioning are often called specific learning difficulties.* Where such difficulties
are specific to reading, spelling and/or writing, they may be referred to as
dyslexia. In cases where learning difficulties arising from dyslexia are particularly
severe, they may warrant special educational provision.

A Task Force on Dyslexia was appointed by the Minister for Education and
Science to review the current range of educational provision and support
services available to children with specific reading disabilities in Ireland, to
assess the adequacy of current educational provision and support services and
to make recommendations for the development or adjustment of existing policy
approaches, educational provision and support services. The Task Force was
also invited to make recommendations on related matters.

The Task Force sought written submissions and received responses from 399
individuals, educational institutions and organisations. Parents, in particular,
shared their views and frustrations with the Task Force. In addition to the written
submissions, 896 oral submissions were received from individuals by telephone.
The Task Force took these submissions into account in reviewing provision, and
in formulating recommendations. The Task Force also looked at provision for
students with specific learning difficulties including those arising from dyslexia in
other educational systems in the course of its work.

! The terms ‘specific learning difficulty’ and ‘specific learning disability’ both appear in the
literature on reading difficulties, and in policy statements issued by educational systems. In the
United States and Ireland, for example, ‘specific learning disability’ is widely used, whereas, in
Britain and Northern Ireland, ‘specific learning difficulty’ is preferred. Both terms include dyslexia.
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What is Dyslexia?

Educational systems often define dyslexia as a specific learning difficulty
affecting reading, spelling or writing. In Ireland, the Report of the Special
Education Review Committee? (1993) indicated a preference for the term
‘specific learning disability’ over ‘dyslexia’ and defined such disability as
‘impairment in specific aspects of reading, writing and arithmetical notation, the
primary cause of which is not attributable to assessed ability being below the
average range, to defective sight or hearing, emotional factors, a physical
condition, or to any extrinsic adverse circumstances’.

The Task Force proposes a somewhat broader conceptualisation of dyslexia that
recognises the continuum of learning difficulties arising from dyslexia that
students may experience, while also taking into account recent research findings
on the aetiology of dyslexia:

Dyslexia is manifested in a continuum of specific learning difficulties
related to the acquisition of basic skills in reading, spelling and/or writing,
such difficulties being unexpected in relation to an individual's other
abilities and educational experiences. Dyslexia can be described at the
neurological, cognitive and behavioural levels. It is typically characterised
by inefficient information processing, including difficulties in phonological
processing, working memory, rapid naming and automaticity of basic
skills. Difficulties in organisation, sequencing, and motor skills may also be
present.

Typically, educational systems set out criteria to identify dyslexia, and to
determine if special educational provision is needed. In Ireland, as in other
countries, two main criteria are currently considered: whether achievement, as
measured by a standardised, norm-referenced test, is low, and whether general
ability (usually full-scale 1Q), which is assumed to reflect an individual’'s learning
potential, is in the average range or higher. Although criticisms have been
levelled at the use of full-scale 1Q as a measure of ‘potential’, few alternative
measures are currently available, and none is in widespread use. With regard to
achievement, some systems (including the Irish system) set specific cut-off
points such as the 2" percentile. A number of systems also require a ‘significant’
discrepancy (difference) between an individual's ability (full-scale 1Q) and
achievement scores. Such approaches have been strongly criticised, often on the
grounds that they exclude certain groups of students from accessing services,
including students whose achievement or ability scores fall outside specified cut-
off points. Regardless of which criteria are used, it seems important that each
student with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia receives a level of provision
appropriate to his/her needs.

2 Special Education Review Committee. (1993). Report (p. 86). Dublin: Stationery Office.
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Review of Current Range of Provision and Services

In its review of current provision, the Task Force adopted the view that the
learning difficulties of students with dyslexia, which range along a continuum
from mild to severe, should be matched by a range of appropriate provision and
services.

The Task Force noted that a range of provision and services is currently
available to students with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia, including:

additional support from class and subject teachers;
supplementary teaching from a learning support (remedial) teacher; and
special education provision.

Special education provision may involve resource teaching (i.e., the provision of
supplementary teaching in the student’s own school on a daily basis by a
resource teacher), enrolment in a special class for students with specific learning
disabilities in a mainstream school, or enrolment in a special school for students
with specific learning disabilities. Learning support and resource teaching
services have increased in size and scope in recent years, while additional
special classes in primary schools have also been established. However, a
number of difficulties arise in considering the effectiveness of these provisions:

no information is available on the numbers of students with dyslexia who
are in receipt of learning support or resource teaching;

information on the effects of learning support and special education
provision, including information on how students fare if special provision has
been discontinued, is limited;

no information is available on the relative effects of different forms of special
education provision, such as resource teaching, in a student’s own school
or enrolment in a special class or school;

no review of the operation or effectiveness of the learning support service in
second-level schools had been undertaken.

On the basis of submissions to the Task Force, however, it can be inferred that
the system of provision for students with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia
is not functioning at optimal level. Many submissions referred to difficulty in
accessing psychological assessments in order to access services, to the
misunderstandings about dyslexia held by some class and subject teachers, and
to a failure by schools and teachers to identify students’ difficulties at an early
stage so that early intervention could be provided. Many parents indicated that
they had gone to great expense to pay for assessments, tutoring services, and
therapies designed to alleviate the effects of learning difficulties arising from
dyslexia, and argued that the state should provide appropriate services without
additional cost to parents in terms of time and money. Finally, several parents
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commented that they had great difficulty in accessing information about dyslexia
and about the provision and services that are available to students with dyslexia.

The Task Force also considered the range of accommodations that are available
to students with dyslexia in state examinations, and the effects of changes
implemented by the Department of Education and Science over the past year or
so, following the publication of a report by an Expert Advisory Group on
Certificate Examinations. Of particular concern to persons making submissions
to the Task Force was the recently introduced practice of appending explanatory
notes to the certificates of students who obtained certain accommodations such
as the services of a reader, or access to a tape recorder or word processor. Still
others argued that appropriate training in the use of technologies such as tape
recorders and word processors should be provided well in advance of the
examinations. Others worried that their children’s scripts might not receive
adequate attention from examiners who are unfamiliar with the difficulties of
students with dyslexia.

Rationale Underpinning the Approach of the Task Force

The Task Force was concerned with the extent to which students with dyslexia
are ‘categorised’ in order to access a level of support appropriate to their needs.
The Task Force favours an approach in which the principle of each child having a
right to an education appropriate to his or her individual needs (the
‘individualised’ model) would apply. This section presents a rationale for the
approach of the Task Force, which led to the recommendations presented in this
report.

The Task Force considered that the individual manifestations of dyslexia are so
diverse and the range of need so varied that learning difficulties arising from
dyslexia should be viewed along a continuum rather than falling into clearly
definable categories. The Task Force recommends the adoption of a model
of provision based on meeting the needs of each student along the
continuum of learning difficulties arising from dyslexia. The Task Force
does not feel that it is appropriate to categorise students as the basis for
provision. The model which the Task Force proposes is based on the principle of
differentiated response, and has a dual purpose. In the first instance, it seeks to
identify and support students as early as possible to alleviate potential difficulties
later. Secondly, it seeks to provide the most intensive support to those students
whose learning difficulties arising from dyslexia are the most severe.

The members of the Task Force were anxious to ensure that, in so far as is
possible, the needs of students with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia
should be met in their own schools. In the first instance, instructional strategies
should be adjusted by the student’s class teacher. For some students, progress
to a period of intensive learning support teaching will be required. The Task
Force broadly endorses the approach to intervention outlined in the Learning
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Support Guidelines,® which provides for assessment and programme planning at
the individual student level and involves class teachers, learning support
teachers and parents working collaboratively to identify and meet agreed learning
targets. Should a student with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia not
respond to provision in his/her own classroom, or in a learning support setting
after a reasonable period of time, the Task Force proposes a multi-disciplinary
review of the child’'s learning needs, in which the nature and severity of the
child’s learning difficulties are examined, and the most appropriate form of
provision is identified. Such provision may be within the child’s own school, or,
where this is not possible, because of the need for very specialised support, in
another school in the child’s community.

The Task Force considered the criteria currently used to identify students with
special needs in order to access special educational resources to be problematic.
For one thing, some students are not adequately provided for because they fall
marginally outside current eligibility thresholds. Other children may be excluded
because of difficulty in accessing the form of assessment required by current
criteria. The Task Force, while recognising the limitations of intelligence tests as
measures of potential, notes the central role afforded to such tests in current
national and international definitions of dyslexia. In its view, the outcome of such
tests is but one of several factors that should be taken into account in reaching
decisions about a student’s learning needs. Alternatives to current measures of
ability and learning potential should be carefully examined, if and when they are
developed.

The Task Force considers individualisation of provision to be an educational
imperative and a legal requirement. It considers that there is a need for further
debate and ongoing research to advance our thinking on how, in the context of
the Irish educational system, the goal of individualisation can be achieved.

The Task Force notes that difficulties may arise in implementing the
individualised model. However, it is firmly of the view that it is essential to move
as quickly as possible towards implementing such a model.

The change to an individualised system has implications for those charged with
delivery within that system and for the availability of resources. For all students
with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia, the need for individualised support
at the class level in primary schools and at subject level in post-primary schools
will be increased. As classroom teachers exercise a key role in addressing and
meeting needs, enhanced levels of teacher preparation and of in-career
development and training will be required. The recommendations of the Task
Force seek to ensure that both the financial and human resources required for an
individualised approach will be put in place to maximise the capacity of the
system to meet the needs of students equally throughout the state.

3 Department of Education and Science. (2000). Learning Support Guidelines. Dublin: Stationery
Office.
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Organisation of Recommendations

In arriving at recommendations for the future development of provision and
services for students with dyslexia, the Task Force was aware of plans by the
Department of Education and Science to implement some urgently required
initiatives in the near future, including the establishment of a National Support
Service for Special Education and the provision of inservice training for principal
teachers and learning support teachers on the new Learning Support Guidelines.
These and related developments, including ongoing reviews of preservice
teacher education at the primary and post-primary levels and the planned
expansion of the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS), have
implications for meeting the needs of all students with learning difficulties,
including students whose difficulties arise from dyslexia. In arriving at its own
recommendations, the Task Force adopted the perspective that a package of
initiatives would need to be implemented if the situation of students with learning
difficulties arising from dyslexia is to be improved significantly.

The recommendations of the Task Force may be categorised as referring to:

System-level issues;

Preservice teacher education;

In-career professional development of teachers;
School/local-level initiatives;

Classroom-level initiatives;

Initiatives by other service providers.

Implementation of Recommendations

In putting forward its recommendations, the Task Force made a distinction
between those that should be implemented in the short term (i.e., in the 2001-02
school year), and those that should be implemented in the medium term (i.e.,
within three years). The Task Force recommends that the implementation of its
recommendations should be reviewed in three years’ time, and that, at that time,
account should be taken of emerging findings and new initiatives in the area of
dyslexia.
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A SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS OF PARTICULAR
INTEREST TO PARENTS

The work of the Task Force was facilitated to a considerable degree by the
volume and relevance of the submissions, oral and written, which it received in
response to its appeal. The vast majority of these submissions came from you,
the parents, who have first-hand experience of the learning difficulties arising
from dyslexia that are experienced by your children. We thank you for your
contributions; we have read your comments carefully and we recognise the
complex nature of your experiences and your needs. We feel that the following
recommendations in our report will help to achieve a more appropriate provision
for the distinct educational needs of children with dyslexia.

Professional Development of Teachers
Preservice teacher education programmes and in-career development
courses for serving teachers should pay special attention to identifying and
meeting the needs of students with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia.
[Recommendations 31-38]

Psychological Services

- The number of places for the post-graduate training of educational
psychologists should be increased. [R54]
Educational psychology should be offered as a subject in Colleges of
Education. [R33]
Funding should be provided to schools to enable them to employ approved
contract psychologists to expedite assessments. [R55]
The National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS), in conjunction with
the Department of Education and Science, should provide schools with
guidelines for the identification and support of students who may have
learning difficulties arising from dyslexia. [R57]

Assistive Technology
The National Centre for Technology in Education should be provided with
resources to advise and support teachers in the use of technology with
students whose learning difficulties arise from dyslexia. [R60]
Grants or tax relief should be given to parents for the purchase of assistive
technology where such has been recommended. [R61]

Access to Information
Advice and information on dyslexia should be readily available in schools to
parents and teachers in the form of leaflets and brochures, while a website
should also be made available. [R1, R60]
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Involvement of Parents/Guardians
Parents/guardians should be involved in multi-disciplinary teams with
teachers and other professionals in ongoing assessment of their child’s needs
and in the development and review of their child’s individual learning
programme. [R43, R53]
Parents should have the right of appeal to an independent forum if they are
not satisfied with the provision for their child. [R17]

Examinations

Applicants for reasonable accommodation in State Examinations should
receive early notice of the granting of the accommodation so that appropriate
advance training can be given in the use of equipment. [R20]

The Department of Education and Science should examine a range of
accommodations that might be offered to all students with specific learning
difficulties arising from dyslexia in state examinations, including the provision
of test papers with enlarged print, and the option of listening to the
examination questions on tape. [R19]

Schools

Every primary and post-primary school should incorporate into its School Plan
a policy for addressing the needs of students with learning difficulties arising
from dyslexia and for involving parents in all aspects of its response to these
needs. [R39, R40, R41]

Information should be transferred at the point of transition from primary to
post-primary level schooling and contact persons to co-ordinate provision at
both levels should be named by schools. [R41]
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CHAPTER 1
THE CONTEXT OF THE TASK FORCE’S WORK

1.1 Introduction

Conscious of the fact that the child is the centre of educational interest and
endeavour, and of the needs of children who experience reading difficulties in
particular, the Task Force approached its Terms of Reference from the
perspective that all reasonable steps should be taken to ensure that children with
reading difficulties, including dyslexia, can achieve their potential as they
progress through the educational system.

Terms of Reference of the Task Force on Dyslexia
(Specific Reading Disability)

Having regard to the responsibility of the State to make adequate educational provision for all
children with special needs, including children with Dyslexia (Specific Reading Disability).

Having regard to the distinct educational needs of certain children with Specific Reading
Disability.

Having regard to the State’s commitment to ensuring that the special educational needs of
children with Specific Reading Disability are properly addressed within the education system.

Having regard to the range of special education provision and support services already made
available to children with specific reading disability in special schools, special classes attached to
ordinary schools and in integrated settings, and

Having regard to the desirability of ensuring that the services made available to children with
specific reading disability reflect best international practice.

The task force on specific reading disability will:

Review the current range of educational provision and support services available to children
with specific reading disability in Ireland;

Assess the adequacy of current educational provision and support services, having regard to
the range of special needs which can arise and the need to address such needs either in
integrated settings or by way of special dedicated provision;

Make such recommendations as are considered appropriate for the development or
adjustment of existing policy approaches, educational provision and support services, in order
to ensure the delivery of an appropriate, effective and efficient education service to children
with Specific Reading Disability;

Make such further recommendations as the Task Force considers appropriate in relation to
the above matters.




The urgency of the Task Force’s work is underlined by recent reports that point to
low levels of literacy among a proportion of primary and post-primary students. In
the White Paper, Charting our Education Future,* the view was expressed that a
significant minority of students do not acquire satisfactory levels of literacy or
numeracy while at primary school. In the 1998 National Assessment of English
Reading in fifth class, 11% of boys and 7% of girls were judged by their teachers
to be reading at a third-class level or lower.” In an earlier study, it was estimated
that between 6.5% and 8.5% of Irish 14-year olds had literacy problems that are
likely to impede their educational development and their life chances.®

Learning to read and to write is critical to progress in the educational system, to
the development of self-esteem and, ultimately, to quality of life and well-being.
Individuals who experience difficulties in acquiring literacy skills are very likely to
experience difficulties in other aspects of life and learning as a consequence of
their literacy problems. These individuals are also at significant risk of failing at
school, leaving school early and under-achieving in vocational and occupational
areas.

A minority, but nonetheless a significant proportion of students who experience
difficulties in learning to read, spell or write are those with specific difficulties in
one or more of the these areas. Such difficulties may arise from dyslexia.” The
difficulties experienced by students with dyslexia may be described as learning
difficulties arising from dyslexia.

The difficulties experienced by students with dyslexia may be described as
learning difficulties arising from dyslexia.

The term ‘specific learning difficulties’ is preferred over ‘specific learning
disabilities’ in this report. However, the term ‘specific learning disabilities’ is used
where this term is associated with existing provision — for example, special
schools or classes for students with specific learning disabilities.

While the Task Force recognised that some students may have specific learning
difficulties in one or more aspects of mathematics, such difficulties and strategies
for addressing them were not examined by the Task Force.

4 Ireland.(1995). Charting Our Education Future. White Paper on Education. Dublin: Stationery
Office.

> Cosgrove, J., Kellaghan, T., Forde, P., & Morgan, M. (2000). The 1998 National assessment of
English Reading. Dublin: Educational Research Centre.

® Martin, M., & Morgan, M. (1994). Reading Literacy in Irish Schools: A Comparative Analysis.
Irish Journal of Education, 28, 3-101.

" A definition of dyslexia is given in Chapter 3 of this report.




In the remainder of this chapter, the main principles underpinning the work of the
Task Force are outlined, and legal and policy contexts relevant to its work are
summarised.

1.2. Principles Guiding the Work of the Task Force

Several recent policy documents have put forward principles that are relevant to
the work of the Task Force, including the Report of the Special Education Review
Committee (SERC) and the White Paper on Education, Charting Our Education
Future. The Task Force identified the following principles as being particularly
relevant for its own work, and, more generally, for meeting the needs of students
with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia:

A Whole-School, Multi-Disciplinary Approach - A whole-school
approach to identifying and meeting the needs of children with learning
difficulties arising from dyslexia should be planned and implemented in all
schools, and should involve the Board of Management, teachers, parents
and students.

Key Involvement of Class/Subject Teachers — Class and subject
teachers should be centrally involved in identifying possible learning
difficulties arising from dyslexia, and in addressing the needs of students
identified as having learning difficulties.

Early and Graduated Intervention — Where possible, learning difficulties
should be identified in the first years of schooling, and appropriate
adjustments based on need should be made.

A Continuum of Support and Services — A continuum of support and
services should be available to students with learning difficulties arising
from dyslexia matched to the severity and persistence of their learning
difficulties.

A Focus on Individual Learning Needs — Programme planning and
provision for students with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia should
focus on individual learning needs.

Accountability and Transparency — Procedures within the educational
system for addressing the needs of students with learning difficulties arising
from dyslexia, should be clearly stated, and the persons responsible for
implementing such procedures should be identified.

Inclusiveness — Where possible, the needs of students with learning
difficulties arising from dyslexia, should be met in such a way that they
enjoy the same educational experiences as other students without such
needs

Parent Involvement— Parents/guardians should be centrally involved in
making decisions pertaining to their child’s learning needs, and in
addressing those needs.

A System-Wide Approach — Provision for responding to the needs of
students with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia, should be made at
all levels within the education system.



Equity and Non-Discrimination — The principles of equity and non-
discrimination should be adhered to in addressing the needs of all students,
including those with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia. ®

1.3 Legal Contexts

The Constitution of Ireland (Article 42) enshrines the right of all children to
receive at least a minimum education and places the duty on the State to ensure
that that right is respected, and generally to provide for free primary education.
This right has most recently been given expression within the Education Act
(1998).

The Education Act 1998 brings a new perspective to the manner in which the
right to education is to be honoured. Rather than nurturing a dependency on the
state, it emphasises the responsibility of the individual school board in making
provision for those attending the school. For example, it is stated that the board is
required to. . .

use the resources provided to the school from monies provided by the
Oireachtas to make reasonable provision and accommodation for students
with disabilities or other special educational needs. (Education Act 1998
Section 15 (2)(g))

It is also stated that each board shall. . .

publish. . . the policy of the school concerning. . . admission to and
participation in the school by students with disabilities or who have other
special educational needs and ensure that as regards that policy principles
of equality and the right of parents to send their children to a school of the
parents’ choice are respected. . . (Section 15(2)(d).

The Education Act places an onus on schools to make reasonable provision and
accommodation for students with disabilities or other special educational needs.

One of the objectives of the Education Act, which is pertinent to the type of
collaborative effort that is essential in meeting the needs of students with learning
difficulties arising from dyslexia on an ongoing basis, is the intention...

to promote effective liaison and consultation between schools and
centres for education, patrons, teachers, parents, the communities served
by schools, local authorities, health boards, persons or groups of persons
who have a special interest in, or experience of, the education of students
with special educational needs and the Minister. (Section 6 (g)).

®These principles are specified in the Equal Status Act 2000 and in Article 6A of the Amsterdam
Treaty (Council of Ministers of the European Community, 1997).




The school plan is a key element in the delivery of an appropriate education to all
students. Section 21 (2) of the Act highlights the extent to which the plan must
include measures designed to meet the needs of students with disabilities.

The school plan is a key element in the delivery of an appropriate education to all
students.

In its deliberations and conclusions, the Task Force was influenced by the
intentions and commitments set out in the Education Act and has sought to
present recommendations which reflect the spirit of the Act, including the
development of appropriate learning programmes for students with learning
disabilities.

In addition to the framework provided by the Education Act, Section 7 of the
Equal Status Act 2000 places an obligation on all educational institutions, from
pre-school to higher education, to refrain from discrimination in their admissions
procedures and in their treatment of students. It is, for example, pointed out that
discrimination on the grounds of disability can occur if there is a failure to do all
that is reasonable to accommodate the needs of a person with a disability.

The Task Force also noted the recent court judgements referring to students with
special educational needs. For example, in the Sinnott case, the High Court
reaffirmed the state’s obligation to provide an appropriate primary education for
all children, including those with disabilities. In the judgement, Mr Justice Barr
noted that ‘there is an urgent requirement for an integrated departmental
approach to the fulfilment of the constitutional obligations of the State to disabled
sections of society...”. The judgement, which dealt primarily with the needs of an
adult with autism, and which is being appealed by the Department of Education
and Science, may have implications for meeting the needs of students with
severe learning difficulties arising from dyslexia.

1.4 Policy Contexts
The Task Force recognised that several recent policy-driven initiatives — both
implemented and proposed — have implications for the development of services
for students with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia. These initiatives
include:
The launch in September 1999 of a revised Primary School Curriculum, the
provision of inservice support to teachers in relation to that curriculum, and
the phased implementation of the curriculum in schools;
The establishment in September 1999 of the National Educational
Psychological Service (NEPS) as a dedicated agency of the Department of




Education and Science. The main aim of NEPS is to assist in facilitating all
students to develop their potential and to maximise the benefits of their
educational and other experiences, having particular regard for those with
special educational needs.

The publication in February 2000 of the Report of the Expert Advisory Group
on Certificate Examinations, Arrangements for The Assessment of
Candidates with Special Needs in Certificate Examinations,” and the
implementation of elements of that report through circulars issued by the
Department of Education and Science.™

The launch in June 2000 of the National Disability Authority (NDA). The
Authority is charged with advising the government on the co-ordination and
development of policy, monitoring of standards and the impact of services for
persons with disabilities

The publication by the Department of Education and Science in August 2000
of new Learning Support Guidelines for primary schools, which provide for
the development of structures in schools to support children with learning
difficulties; it is expected that principal teachers and learning support
teachers will receive inservice training on the implementation of the
Guidelines in the 2001-2002 school year.

The ongoing work of the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
(NCCA), which advises the Minister for Education and Science on curriculum
and syllabuses for all students, including those with disabilities. The NCCA is
currently examining curricular provision for students with general learning
disabilities.**

The announcement by the Minister for Education and Science in January
2000 that a National Support Service for Special Education would be
developed.*?

Ongoing work, within the Department of Education and Science, on the
development of a structure for the organisation of special education services,
including proposals to appoint special needs organisers who would operate
out of regional centres.

Major reviews of the preservice education programmes for primary and post-
primary teachers due for completion shortly.

9

Expert Advisory Group on Certificate Examinations. (2000). Arrangements for the

Assessment of Candidates with Special Needs in Certificate Examinations. Dublin:

1% Circulars 11/2000 and S70/2000

1 National Council for Curriculum and Assessment. (2000). Special Education Needs: Curriculum
Issues. A Discussion Document. Dublin: Author.

'2 press Release. January 26, 2000. Announcement of Comprehensive Initiative for Assessment
and Delivery of Special Needs Education.
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CHAPTER 2

SUBMISSIONS TO THE TASK FORCE

2.1 Introduction

At its first meeting, the Task Force decided to engage in a process of public
consultation to ascertain the views and the recommendations of the public at
large and of key groups and organisations relating to the matter of dyslexia. An
advertisement was placed in the national newspapers setting out the terms of
reference of the Task Force and inviting written submissions.

As a follow up to this it was decided to write to key groups and organisations,
enclosing a copy of the advertisement with a view to eliciting responses/
submissions. The following groups and organisations were contacted: Vocational
Education Committees (33), Education Centres (23), Education Co-ordinators in
Partnership Companies (38), National Parents’ Councils (2), National Adult
Literacy Agency (NALA), Youthreach, Senior Traveller Training Centres and
Community Workshops (FAS).

As a result of this consultation process, a total of 399 written submissions were
received (See Appendix G). These came from a range of sources, including
parents, students, adults with dyslexia, principal teachers, class teachers,
learning-support teachers, educational psychologists, speech and language
therapists, schools, colleges, education centres, associations and organisations.

The Task Force recognised that some individuals with dyslexia might experience
problems in dealing with a written advertisement in the newspapers and in
formulating a written response. To obtain the views of this group, which, it was
felt, would be of particular value and relevance to the work of the Task Force, a
short advertisement was carried on Radio 1 for a period of seven days and free-
phone access to a comment line was put in place for a period of eleven days to
receive oral comments and responses. Researchers on programmes on Radio
1 and Radio 2 (FM) which focus on interaction with the general public (‘chat
shows’) were contacted with a view to alerting the listening public to the fact that
a comment line with the free phone access had been set up. A total of 896
submissions were made. A feature of many of the oral submissions was a direct
request for information or assistance, with many persons leaving contact phone
numbers or addresses.

The many substantial and considered submissions which were received afford a
particular perspective on education and dyslexia in Ireland. A feature of many
was the sense of anger and frustration felt by parents and indeed students in
attempting to have their needs met. All of these submissions were considered



by the Task Force during its deliberations and were taken into account when
recommendations were being formulated.

The content of the submissions is summarised below, while reference to them is
made throughout the report. Because of variation in the numbers of submissions
made by various groups (parents provided the most), the summary provides a
broad indication of the thrust of the submissions rather than a quantification of
the number of submissions making a particular point.

2.2  Summary of Submissions

2.2.1 Defining Dyslexia. The vast majority of submissions used the term
‘dyslexia’ rather than specific reading difficulty or specific learning disability.
Many submissions stated that dyslexia should be clearly defined. Concern was
frequently expressed about the use of the term ‘specific reading disability’ in the
Task Force’s Terms of Reference, which appeared in newspaper advertisements.
In some submissions, the view was expressed that the term ‘dyslexia’ is more
user-friendly and acceptable. The application of exclusionary criteria (for
example, the requirement that full-scale 1Q in the average range) to identify
children with dyslexia who have special education needs was criticised in several
submissions.

2.2.2 Early Recognition of Dyslexia. Almost all submissions highlighted the
importance and value of early recognition of dyslexia. Among the approaches
suggested to facilitate this were: raising the awareness of teachers and of the
general public about dyslexia, providing additional support to students with a
history of risk factors, and administering screening tests for dyslexia on a routine
basis. Many submissions stressed the importance of early recognition coupled
with intervention and argued that this combination would lead to improved
learning outcomes for many children.

2.2.3 Psychological Assessments. Many submissions highlighted difficulties
in arranging psychological assessments. However, a few welcomed the creation
of the National Educational Psychological Service and the expansion in the
number of psychologists in the system. In many of the submissions from parents,
anger was expressed at having to pay for the psychological assessments
because of long waiting lists. Several submissions sought more consultation with
teachers and parents by psychologists. It was argued that psychological reports
should provide clear and precise recommendations.

A small number of submissions focused specifically on the assessment of
minority groups, including travellers, and called for the use of culturally
appropriate tests in making decisions about educational needs. The difficulties



that arise in assessing the ability and achievements of students whose first
language is Irish were also mentioned.

2.2.4 Intervention. Almost all submissions advocated prompt and appropriate
intervention. There was a preference for mainstream education with ‘dyslexia-
friendly’ teaching methods and, where necessary, appropriate support teaching.
Many submissions stated that support teaching should be integrated with the
general curriculum, and a few stated that there should be more maths support
teaching. Many expressed concern at the delay between recognition of difficulties
and intervention, while lack of clear information about how to access learning
support was also raised. A small number of submissions stressed the need for
the development of individual learning programmes for students with dyslexia
that would involve teachers, parents and other professionals.

A small number of submissions called for an expansion in the number of special
classes for students with specific learning disabilities. A few called for the
establishment of more special schools for children experiencing such difficulties.

2.2.5 Cost factors in addressing learning difficulties arising from dyslexia.
Almost all submissions from parents and a number from other groups highlighted
the financial costs associated with dyslexia. Parents referred to the cost of
accessing assessments, providing extra tuition, acquiring assistive technology,
and providing additional (non-educational) therapies. Several submissions
suggested that grants, tax relief or a system of direct payments to parents should
be introduced to offset these costs.

2.2.6 Post-primary schooling. Many submissions highlighted difficulties
encountered by parents and their children during post-primary schooling. Among
the difficulties were sub-optimal transfer of information from primary to post-
primary schools and from year to year at post-primary level, inappropriate
streaming, limited subject choices, reduced support teaching, lack of special
reading units, and limited ICT (Information and Communications Technologies)
support.

2.2.7 Provision of reasonable accommodations in state examinations.
Many submissions disagreed with the recent changes to the accommodations for
students with dyslexia in state examinations. In particular, the practice of adding
an explanatory note to the certificates of students whose scripts were not
assessed for spelling and/or grammar was criticised. Some submissions
expressed the concern that, since the ‘flagging’ of scripts of students with
dyslexia had been discontinued, scripts might not be forwarded by assistant
examiners to their supervising examiners for special consideration. Some
submissions pointed to the need for training in their own schools for students
qualifying for special arrangements, including those assigned a scribe, word
processor or tape recorder. Some requested speedier notification of granting of

10



special arrangements. Many requested clearer guidelines on eligibility for special
arrangements, and clearer application procedures.

2.2.8 Exemption from the study of Irish for students with dyslexia. Some
submissions called for clearer guidelines on eligibility for exemption from the
study of Irish, and on the procedures for gaining an exemption. Several
suggested that the free periods resulting from receipt of an exemption could be
used more productively. Still others called for the provision of a broad, non-exam
based course in lIrish for students with dyslexia who could not study the
examination syllabi.

2.2.9 Provision for students with dyslexia whose first language is Irish. A
small number of submissions stated that a modified Irish programme should be
made available for those with dyslexia. A few submissions suggested that those
receiving mainstream instruction in Irish, especially native speakers, should
receive support teaching in Irish.

2.2.10 Preservice teacher education and in-career development. Most
submissions identified the need for more training in the recognition of dyslexia,
and in the provision of support to students with dyslexia. Class and subject
teachers, learning support teachers and resource teachers were all identified as
needing more in-career development. Pre-service, induction and in-service
models were suggested. A number of colleges of education provided information
on current modules in the recognition and management of dyslexia with most
indicating that they were allocating increased time to these topics.

In a few cases, parents complimented individual teachers on their understanding
in dealing with their child’s learning difficulties arising from dyslexia.

2.2.11 Students with dyslexia attending private schools. A few submissions
highlighted the lack of learning support and resource teaching in private schools.

2.2.12 Educational disadvantage. Some submissions highlighted the difficulties
of students with dyslexia who attend schools in disadvantaged areas. It was
pointed out that these students often experience long delays in accessing
psychological assessments, and, because of their inability to pay, cannot afford
faster private assessments. In several submissions, it was argued that there is a
larger proportion of students with special needs in such schools, and that due
consideration should be given to this in determining the number of support
teachers that are allocated to such schools. It was also argued that in larger
schools serving disadvantaged areas, where there may be several special needs
and learning support teachers, there may be a need for an additional post to co-
ordinate these resources effectively.

2.2.13 Adults with dyslexia. Several submissions pointed out that adults were
excluded from the Task Force’s terms of reference. A number of submissions
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suggested that adults with dyslexia, particularly those in prison and those
experiencing long-term unemployment ,need intensive literacy programmes,.

2.2.14 Localisation of special education services. Many submissions
proposed local provision of special education and learning support services.
Some suggested appointing special needs organisers to develop local services,
to support teachers, to provide training, to conduct school visits, to provide advice
to schools, and to implement various programmes (e.g., awareness, induction,
distance education, research).

2.2.15 Co-ordination of services. Many submissions stated that services for
students with dyslexia should be better co-ordinated. It was stated that
class/subject teachers, support teachers, parents and students should have
regular meetings to review progress and evaluate current needs. A team
approach involving the whole school and an educational psychologist was
advocated.

2.2.16 Role of parents. Parents made most of the submissions. Many indicated
that they felt angry, frustrated and annoyed at many levels. They felt their
concerns were not adequately addressed. They wanted more consultation with
teachers, more information, guidance (e.g., on homework), more explanation of
procedures, especially regarding access to criteria and support services,
accommodations in exams, and language exemptions. They frequently
expressed frustration at the delay in accessing psychological assessments and
felt that the cost of assessments and extra tuition should be borne by the state.

2.2.17 Value of additional therapies. Many submissions mentioned
non-educational methods of managing dyslexia, and many requested funding for
these therapies. Some pointed out that their children availed of these therapies in
addition to more conventional educational therapies and that benefits were
apparent. Some called on the Department of Education and Science to evaluate
alternative therapies.

2.2.18 Information and communication technologies. Many submissions
stated that students with dyslexia should have greater access to computers and
appropriate software, books on tape, and tape recorders, including personalised
recorders. Many of the submissions from support teachers stated that the current
level of funding was insufficient to provide these facilities.

2.2.19 Provision for students with dyslexia in third-level institutions. A few
submissions outlined the current provision for students with dyslexia in various
institutions and highlighted large variations in service between institutions.

2.2.20 Implementation of the Task Force’s recommendations. A large

proportion of submissions stated that a review body should be set up to monitor
implementation of the Task Force’s recommendations.
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2.3 Conclusion

Submissions to the Task Force covered a broad range of topics and concerns.
Many of the submissions focused on difficulties in accessing services and
provisions that are currently available, including psychological assessments.
Others focused on recent changes to the accommodations that are available for
students with learning difficulties arising from dyslexia in state examinations, and
disagreed with, or at least questioned, some of these changes. In particular, the
practice of adding an explanatory note to the certificates of students whose
scripts were not scored for specific aspects of a subject (for example, spelling
and grammar) was strongly criticised. In addition to these matters, the lack of
knowledge among class teachers, subject teachers and learning-support
teachers about dyslexia, and the consequent lack of an appropriate response on
the part of schools was a particular concern. It is significant that relatively few
submissions called for a significant increase in special education provision for
students with dyslexia. Rather, concerns were raised about the inappropriate
ways in which schools respond to students’ needs.

While a majority of submissions were negative or critical, some were positive.
Among these were reports on work of volunteer organisations outside of the
school system, the effects of alternative (non-educational) therapies, the
implementation of procedures to support students with specific learning
difficulties in third-level institutions, and the benefits of information and
communication technologies to some students with dyslexia.
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CHAPTER 3

NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON
DYSLEXIA

3.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to lay the groundwork for later chapters in the

report in which current provision for students with dyslexia in Ireland is examined

and proposals are put forward for meeting their needs. The current chapter is
divided into five parts:

(i) A consideration of the definition of dyslexia used by the Department of
Education and Science, and an overview of the main types of provision that
are available to students with dyslexia;

(i) A comparison of the definitions of dyslexia employed in three other
educational systems (the United States, Northern Ireland, and England and
Wales) and an overview of the procedures and criteria used to match
students to services;

(i) A consideration of the criticisms aimed at current system-level definitions
and associated identification criteria;

(iv) An overview of recent research findings on information-processing
difficulties of students with dyslexia.

(v) A definition of dyslexia proposed by the Task Force and a consideration of
main characteristics of dyslexia.

Dyslexia — Some Dictionary Perspectives

The Greek roots of the word ‘dyslexia’ are ‘dus’ — a prefix meaning hard, bad, or
unlucky — and ‘lexis’ — meaning either speech or a single word or phrase.'®
According to one authority, ‘the etymology of the term ‘dyslexia’ expresses admirably
a difficulty — not in reading — but in the use of words, how they are identified, what
they signify, how they are handled in combination, how they are pronounced and
how they are spelled’.**

The Oxford Dictionary defines dyslexia as ‘a developmental disorder, marked by

extreme difficulty in reading or in understanding written words, or word-blindness’.*®

The Literacy Dictionary describes dyslexia as ‘a developmental reading disability,
presumably congenital and perhaps hereditary in nature, that may vary from mild to
severe. . . Dyslexics frequently have difficulty in spelling and in acquiring a second

language, suggesting that dyslexia is a part of a broad type of language disability’.*°

¥ In H.G. Liddell and R. Scott. (1925). A Greek-English Lexicon. London: Oxford University
Press.

14 Critichley, M. (1981). Dyslexia — an Overview. In G. Th. Pavlidis, and T.R.Miles (Eds). Dyslexia
Research and Its Applications to Education. Chichester: Wile.

' The New Shorter Oxford Dictionary on Historical Principles. (1999). Oxford: Clarendon Press.
® Harris, T.L. and Hodges, R.E. (Eds). (1995). The Literacy Dictionary: The Vocabulary of
Reading and Writing. Newark, DE: International Reading Association.
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There are many definitions of, and perspectives on, dyslexia in the literature.
These generally serve one of three purposes:

(i) to enable researchers to identify and describe individuals who are being
investigated;

(i) to enable teachers and parents to recognise children who experience, or
are at risk of developing, learning difficulties arising from dyslexia, so that
those difficulties can be addressed;

(i) to enable educational systems to identify students whose learning
difficulties arising from dyslexia are so severe that special education
provision is necessary

The discussion of definitions in this chapter focuses on the second and third of
these purposes.

3.2 Dyslexia — An Irish Perspective

Since 1963, the Department of Education and Science has sanctioned learning
support (remedial) posts in schools, with the objective of enabling students to
bridge the gap between achievement and potential.'” Since 1975, it has put in
place a range of supports for students with specific learning disabilities (including
dyslexia) which include special schools and special classes in ordinary schools.
In general, official definitions of dyslexia and criteria for its identification have
been concerned with addressing the needs of students with severe learning
difficulties arising from dyslexia, who may need special educational provision. In
1993, the definition of specific learning disability, and the provision made for
students with such a disability, were reviewed by the Special Education Review
Committee (SERC), which adopted the term ‘specific learning disability’ in
preference to ‘dyslexia’. According to the SERC Report, the term ‘specific
learning disability’ is used to describe:

impairments in specific areas such as reading, writing and arithmetical
notation, the primary cause of which is not attributable to assessed ability
being below the average range, to defective sight or hearing, emotional
factors, a physical condition or to any extrinsic adverse circumstance

With regard to the identification of specific learning disability, the SERC Report
recommended that

assessment by a psychologist on a standardised test of intelligence should
place general intellectual ability in the average or above average range (i.e.,
a threshold requirement);

7 See, for example, Department of Education. (1988). Guidelines on Remedial Education. Dublin:
Stationery Office.
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performance in basic skills in relation to objective criteria, such as
standardised tests, [should be] at a very low level. It would be expected that
some 2% of the overall pupil population would be found in this category
(i.e., a discrepancy requirement).

The SERC Report made a number of additional recommendations relating to
provision for students with specific learning disabilities, including the following:

Recognition of existing special schools for pupils with specific learning
disabilities should be continued and their development as resource centres,
as part of the educational provision for such children, should be reflected in
their staffing and funding levels.

Additional teaching support for pupils with specific learning disabilities in the
Infant Classes and Classes | and Il at primary level, should be provided in
their own schools by support teachers (i.e., remedial (learning support),
resource, or visiting teachers, as applicable).

Special provision for pupils with specific disabilities from Classes Il to IV in
primary schools; a pupil-teacher appointment ratio of 11:1 should apply to
support-teacher posts to be sanctioned in such schools and pupils with
specific learning disabilities should participate in ordinary classes as
appropriate in each case.

Transfer of a pupil with specific learning disabilities to a designated ordinary
school*® should be on a temporary whole-time basis, and not for more than
two years as a general rule.

Special provision for pupils with specific learning disabilities who are
enrolled in ordinary classes Ill to VI in primary schools, which are not
designated schools, should be made by means of support teachers.
Teachers with experience in teaching pupils with specific learning
disabilities should be appointed, on a pilot basis, to provide a support
service as may be necessary for pupils.

Special provision for post-primary pupils with specific learning disabilities
should be made within the ordinary school system with assistance from a
support teacher.

The SERC definition and assessment criteria have, in recent years, provided a
basis for identifying students with specific learning disabilities, while the SERC
recommendations on provision have influenced the development of services.

Primary-level students with specific learning disabilities (including dyslexia) who
meet specified criteria in relation to achievement, ability, and class level, are
entitled to special education provision and may:

'8j.e., a school with a special class for students with specific learning disabilities
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0] continue to attend their own school and receive resource teaching support
(usually one-to-one teaching from a special education teacher) for up to
2.5 hours per week in addition to extra support from the class teacher;*

(i) transfer to a special class for students with specific learning disabilities in
a designated ordinary school for a period of not more than two years;

(i)  transfer to a special school for students with specific learning disabilities
for a period of not more than two years.

Primary-level students with specific learning disabilities who do not meet eligibility
criteria for special education services may be provided with additional support in
their own school by their class teacher or by a learning support teacher.

Unlike primary level, provision of resource teaching at post-primary level for
students with specific learning disabilities is not governed by circular. Students
with specific learning disabilities who received support at primary level are
entitled to receive such support at post-primary level, if they request it, while
others may have to undergo assessment to establish eligibility. Support is
typically provided in the student’'s own school by a resource teacher or by a
learning support teacher, though relatively little information is available on the
nature and quality of such support. Some post-primary students with specific
learning disabilities may qualify for accommodations in state examinations, and
may be exempted from the study of Irish. The types of provision and the
accommodations that are available to primary and post-primary students, and
the current criteria for eligibility, are considered in detail in Chapter 4, where the
views of organisations and individuals who made submissions to the Task Force
on these matters are also considered. First, however, definitions of dyslexia used
in other educational systems, and procedures used to identify students with
dyslexia who may have special educational needs are considered.

3.3 Dyslexia in Other Educational Systems

Other educational systems have, like Ireland, defined dyslexia and grappled with
the issue of identifying the most appropriate educational provision for students.
In this section, definition and identification are reviewed in three systems: the
United States, Northern Ireland, and England and Wales.

The United States®

In the United States, the term ‘specific learning disability’ includes dyslexia. The
definition that has been adopted by the vast majority of U.S. states is the legal
definition enshrined in Individuals with Disabilities (IDEA) Education Act 1997,
which states that:

!9 Resource teachers are appointed to schools on an ex-quota basis in order to provide additional
teaching support for children with special educational needs arising from disabilities (including
doyslexia), who are fully integrated into mainstream schools.

%% The content of this section is based on a paper, Learning Disabilities, A US Perspective, which
was delivered to the Task Force by Daniel Hallahan, University of Virginia on October 2000.

17



the term ‘specific learning disability’ means a disorder in one or more of
the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or using
language, spoken or written, which disorder may manifest itself in
imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell or do
mathematical calculations. Such term includes such conditions as
perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia,
and developmental aphasia. Such term does not include a learning
problem that is primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor disabilities,
of mental retardation, of emotional disturbance, or of environmental,
cultural, or economic disadvantage®

The IDEA definition establishes the term ‘specific learning disability’ as an
umbrella term that distinguishes the population of persons with such a disability
from other populations that experience learning difficulties for other reasons.

In the United States, the main steps for identifying a specific learning disability
and establishing a need for special education are:

(i) referral for psychological assessment, which is usually initiated by the
class/subject teacher, and considered by a ‘Child Study Team’;

(i) assessment and identification of a specific learning disability;

(i) development of an individualised education plan;

(iv) determination of the placement taking into consideration the concept of
least restrictive environment;

(v) at least yearly follow-up of the student’s progress in meeting the goals of
the individualised education plan.

Assessment, which is governed by the requirements of the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act 1997, involves a multi-disciplinary team in collecting
relevant information using standardised achievement and intelligence tests,
teacher checklists, and behavioural observations. The multi-disciplinary team,
along with the student’s parents, meets to review assessment results and to
identify whether a disability is present, and determines if the student needs and is
eligible for special education services. If a disability is identified and special
education services are needed, a second meeting is called to develop an
individualised education plan for the child. This meeting involves the student’'s
parents, a special education teacher, a class teacher (if placement in an ordinary
classroom is suggested), a representative of the local education authority who is
capable of delivering and supervising special education instruction, and, where
relevant, other professionals such as a school psychologist, speech and
language pathologist or audiologist. The plan outlines a programme of
intervention designed to meet the child’s needs.

Although not legally required do so, the majority of US states have adopted a
discrepancy criterion as part of their identification process. The determination that

! Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, Amendments of 1997, Sec. 602(26), p. 13).
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a child has a specific learning disability may be based on a discrepancy between
intellectual ability and academic achievement in one or more areas: oral
expression, listening comprehension, written expression, basic reading skKill,
reading comprehension, mathematics calculation or mathematical reasoning. The
practice of using an ability-achievement discrepancy in identifying a specific
learning disability has been criticised in the research literature (see Section 3.4
below), and alternative assessment approaches have been proposed. However,
many US states that had set aside discrepancy criteria in the past have reverted
to using such criteria.??

Since 1977, the U.S. federal government has required all states to track the
numbers of students served in each of several special needs categories.
Between 1976-77 and 1997-98, the percentage of students with specific learning
disabilities increased from 23% to 51% of all students identified as disabled. For
1997-98, 5.58% of students between the ages of 6 and 17 were identified as
learning disabled. Prevalence rates between U.S. states in that year varied
widely, ranging from 3.24% in Kentucky to 9.27% in Rhode Island. At least 20%
of American students with specific learning disabilities also meet the criteria for
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).

In recent years, there has been a trend towards more inclusionary placements for
students with learning disabilities in American schools. Whereas in 1992-93, the
most common placement was in the resource room, by 1996-97, it was the
regular classroom. Co-operative teaching, which involves general education and
special education teachers working as a team, is a widely accepted model. The
form that such teaching takes varies considerably. At post-primary level, for
example, the general education teacher (subject teacher) takes the lead in
academic instruction, and the special education teacher concentrates on
supporting the student with, for example, study skills and the organisation of
assignments and homework. At primary level, class and special education
teachers may jointly plan lessons, and take turns delivering instruction, though
relatively little evidence is available to support the efficacy of such practices.
Students with a learning disability in the U.S. who meet eligibility criteria for
special education services receive an individualised educational programme that
guarantees that they will receive the services they need.

Northern Ireland

Legislation in Northern Ireland allows for the identification of dyslexia as a
specific learning difficulty. Under Article 3 of the Education (NI) Order 1996, a
child has special education needs if he/she has a learning difficulty that calls for
special education provision to be made. Under the Order, Education and Library
Boards are responsible for identifying, assessing and making statements of
special educational needs (in appropriate cases) for children living within their
areas. They do so within the context of the Special Needs Code of Practice,

2 Mercer, C.D., Jordan, LA, Allsop, D.H., & Mercer, A.R. (1996). Learning disabilities definitions
and criteria used by state education departments. Learning Disability Quarterly, 19, 217-232.
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which is provided for in law and circumscribes how all schools must approach the
identification of any child’s special needs, and how these needs will be assessed
and addressed. The Code of Practice defines specific learning
difficulties/dyslexia as follows:

Some children may have significant difficulties in reading, writing, spelling
and manipulating numbers, which are not typical of their general level of
performance, especially in other areas of the curriculum. They may gain
some skills in some subjects quickly, and demonstrate a high level of
ability orally, yet may encounter sustained difficulty in gaining literacy or
numeracy skills. Such children can become severely frustrated and may
also have emotional and/or behavioural difficulties.?

The Code sets out a five-stage approach to assessment and identification.
Where possible, schools and teachers attempt to address a student’s difficulty,
through the provision of appropriate services, before Stages 4 and 5 are reached.
The stages of the code can be summarised as follows:

Stage 1: The class teacher identifies a child with a learning problem, and
adjusts and differentiates the work in order to help the child
overcome his/her difficulties. If progress remains unsatisfactory. . . .

Stage 2: The class teacher involves the school’s Special Education Needs
Co-ordinator (SENCO), one of the school's teachers with
designated special responsibilities. The SENCO places the child’s
name on the school's Special Education Needs Register and,
together with the class teacher, devises an educational programme
tailored for the child, with targets and review points, and discusses
the child’s difficulties with parents, both to engage their support and
for any useful background insights they can provide. If progress is
insufficient . . . .

Stage 3: The school begins to consider outside help to meet the child’s
needs. This will usually take the form of advice from the educational
psychologist or peripatetic/outreach  teacher, but other
professionals, such as an officer of the Educational Welfare
Service, social worker, a general practitioner or a member of the
Board’s Behaviour Support Team, may also contribute. If progress
is still insufficient . . . .

Stage 4: Statutory Assessment. The Board carries out a formal, statutory
assessment of the child’s special educational needs. This involves
collecting educational, medical, psychological and any other

2 Education(Northern Ireland) Order 1996. Code of Practice on the Identification and

Assessment of Special Educational Needs (p.71). Department of Education, Northern Ireland.
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relevant advice, and allowing parents the opportunity to express an
opinion on their child’s education. On the basis of advice received
and parental representations, the Board may decide that the child
requires a statement of special educational needs, in which case a
draft statement is given to the parents for comment and they are
asked to name a school for their child to attend. Alternatively, the
Board may decide that the child does not require a statement. If a
statement is drawn up. . .

Stage 5: Proposals in the statement are implemented. The statement may
recommend placement in a named mainstream school, a special
school (in which the student’'s predominant difficulty might be
addressed) or a special unit in a mainstream school.

There is variation between the five Education and Library Boards (regional
educational authorities) in Northern Ireland concerning the criteria that are
applied in identifying specific learning difficulties, and accessing special
educational services. One Board requires a full-scale 1Q score of 95 or higher,
and a ‘significant’ 1Q-achievement discrepancy at the .05 level. Another requires
that the student has had literacy support services at Stage 3 in the Code, that the
student falls within the bottom 2% on reading accuracy, and that he/she has a
reading age of less than 8 years. Still another requires a full-scale 1Q score of 90
or higher, and a discrepancy between intelligence and achievement that is
‘reliable’ at the .02 level. A Regional Strategy Group (an inter-Board special
education group, comprising the Boards’ statementing officers and principal
educational psychologists) has recently been set up to address variation in
criteria and to establish a common strategy across Boards.

If parents disagree with the Board'’s final decision, or if no decision is made, they
have the right to appeal to the Special Educational Needs Tribunal, which has the
powers to make, amend, or cease to maintain statements.

England and Wales

The procedures for identifying specific learning difficulties in England and Wales
are similar to those in Northern Ireland. A Code of Practice on the Identification
and Assessment of Special Educational Needs* was issued in 1994, and
therefore preceded the Education (NI) Order 1996. The Code includes a
definition of specific learning difficulties/dyslexia that is similar to the definition
currently in use in Northern Ireland, and also sets out a staged model of
identification.

24 Department for Education and Employment. (1994). Code of Practice on the Identification and
Assessment of Special Educational Needs. London: Author.
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The Code of Practice document specifies the range of evidence which Local
Education Authorities (LEAS) should seek when deciding on whether or not a
statutory assessment is warranted. LEAs are advised to seek clear, recorded
evidence of the child’s scholastic achievement along the following lines:

- Are there extreme discrepancies between attainment in different core
subjects of the National Curriculum or within one core subject (e.g.,
English)?

Are expectations of the child, as indicated by a consensus among those
who have taught or closely observed him or her, supported, where
appropriate, by standardised tests of cognitive ability or oral
comprehension, which are significantly above his or her attainments?

Is there clear, recorded evidence of clumsiness; significant difficulties of
sequencing or visual perception; deficiencies of working memory; or
significant delays in language functioning?

Is there evidence of problems sometimes associated with specific learning
difficulties, such as severe emotional and behavioural difficulties as
indicated by clear, recorded examples of withdrawn or disruptive
behaviour, an inability to concentrate, or signs that the child experiences
considerable frustration or distress in relation to his/her learning
difficulties?

The LEA is advised to ‘consider very seriously’ the case for statutory assessment
where the balance of evidence presented to and assessed by the LEA suggests
that the child’s learning difficulties:
. are significant and complex;
have not responded to relevant and purposeful measures taken by the
school and external specialist;
may call for special educational provision that the school cannot reasonably
provide within the resources normally available to mainstream schools in
the area.

As in Northern Ireland, parents can appeal the LEA’s decisions regarding their
child’s learning needs.

Conclusion

There is considerable variation between and within educational systems on such
matters as the definition of specific learning disabilities/difficulties in general, and
dyslexia in particular, the identification and assessment of students who may
have specific learning disabilities, and the criteria used in determining the nature
and level of provision. Nevertheless, some broad commonalities can be
observed:

Definitions and criteria stipulate that ability must be in the average range
or above.
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Criteria for access to special education services often call for a large or
‘statistically significant’ discrepancy between general ability and
achievement in one or more key curriculum areas.

Students are excluded from receiving special education services designed
for those with specific learning disabilities if their difficulties are due to
other primary emotional, behavioural or socio-economic problems,
sensory impairments or intellectual disabilities.

Staged processes of assessment that allow schools to address a student’s
learning difficulties before they become serious are often implemented.
Parents are involved in key stages in the decision-making process and
often have a right to question or appeal decisions.

Special education provision is made for students with the most serious
difficulties, often within a mainstream setting.

Parents may lodge a formal appeal if they disagree with an educational
authority’s response to their child’s learning needs.

3.4  Criticisms of Definitions and Identification Criteria

For the past decade at least, there have been strong criticisms of definitions of
specific learning disability (including dyslexia) employed in educational practice,
and of criteria used to determine severity and to regulate access to special
education services and other provision. Such criticisms have drawn attention to:

The use of exclusionary criteria to define specific learning disability; for
example, some definitions exclude students on the basis that cultural
differences or economic disadvantage contribute to their learning difficulties;
The failure of some definitions to point to the causes of specific learning
disability; some definitions may be more useful in pointing to what a specific
learning disability is not rather than what it is;

The use of full-scale IQ scores to indicate potential in reading. It is argued
that other measures such as listening comprehension are better predictors
of reading achievement.?

The requirement of a large ability-achievement discrepancy. Statistical
problems may arise in computing discrepancies between scores derived
from two tests that correlate strongly with each other, such as IQ and
reading achievement.

The role of 1Q scores in the assessment of specific learning disabilities/dyslexia is
particularly controversial. Several studies have failed to find differences between
‘dyslexic’ students (i.e., those with a statistically significant [Q-reading
achievement discrepancy) and other poor readers (those with low reading
achievement but no discrepancy) on measures of reading, spelling, phonological

% Stanovich, K.E. (1991). The theoretical and practical consequences of discrepancy definitions
of dyslexia. In M. Snowling and M. Thompson (Eds.), Dyslexia; Integrating theory and practice.
London: Whurr.
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processing, and language and memory skills.?® In particular, it has been found
that the closer a cognitive process is to reading, the less likely it is that
differences between readers with learning difficulties arising from dsylexia and
other poor readers will emerge.

The role of full-scale 1Q scores in the identification of specific learning
difficulties/dyslexia is particularly controversial.

It has been argued in a recent report of the British Psychological Society’s
Division of Educational and Child Psychology?’ that dyslexia cannot be identified
on the basis of an obtained difference between intellectual ability on an IQ test
and reading (and/or writing) skills. However, the report noted that the outcomes
of 1Q tests can contribute to programme planning in that a profile of 1Q subtest
scores may point to a student’s strengths and weaknesses in particular cognitive
processes underpinning reading and writing. The report adopted the following
working definition of dyslexia that separated description from causal
explanations:

Dyslexia is evident when accurate and fluent word reading and/or spelling
develops very incompletely or with great difficulty. This focuses on literacy
learning at the ‘word level’ and implies that the problem is severe and
persistent despite appropriate learning opportunities. It provides the basis
for a staged process of assessment through teaching.

This definition represents dyslexia as a function of the reciprocal effects of
learning opportunities and the type and extent of phonological and semantic
strengths and weaknesses. Although intra-individual constitutional factors are
afforded a central place, environmental factors may also play a key role since the
environment is regarded as the source of educational and psychological
intervention. Reference to a ‘staged process of assessment through teaching’
points to the importance of providing appropriate teaching in the first instance,
and taking the student’'s response to such teaching into account during
assessment. A potential drawback of the British Psychological Society’s
definition is that it does not distinguish between students with decoding difficulties
arising from dyslexia, and those that arise from low ability.

A number of researchers have also provided evidence that the testing or
observation of discrepancies other than those between ability and reading
achievement would be more useful in the process of identifying students with

2 Siegel, L.S. (1992). An evaluation of the discrepancy definition of dyslexia. Journal of Learning
Disabilities, 10, 618-629.

" British Psychological Society. (1999). Dyslexia, Literacy and Psychological Assessment.
Leicester: Author.
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dyslexia. For example, it has been shown that students with dyslexia display a
discrepancy between their scores on listening comprehension tests and reading
comprehension tests in favour of the former.?®% This finding might be expected
since listening comprehension does not require the decoding skills which may be
deficient in students with dyslexia. Attention has also been drawn to the
usefulness of discrepancies between oral and written language, discrepancies
between curricular areas,* and discrepancies between non-word reading skills
compared to word reading.®

Conclusion

Clearly, there are problems associated with the use of a full-scale 1Q as a
measure of potential in reading and related areas, and with the application of
discrepancy criteria involving assessed intelligence and reading achievement in
identifying dyslexia. It is for these reasons that the Task Force proposes an
alternative model of identification in Chapter 5 of this report. This alternative
model, which, in the initial phases, is based on the Department of Education and
Science’s Learning Support Guidelines, may involve the student moving through
a series of phases, each of which involves a progressively more intensive
response to his or her learning needs, in terms of assessment and of the
provision of supplementary teaching linked to specified learning targets. The first
phase occurs when the child is between 3 and 5 years and involves attention to
the child’s learning differences in his or her classroom or pre-school setting. The
second phase occurs when the student is between 5 and 7 years, and has
learning difficulties arising from dyslexia. The student may require additional
support from class and learning support teachers. The third phase, which, for
most students, would occur between 7 and 12 years of age, includes a formal
consideration, by a multi-disciplinary team, of the severity of the student’'s
learning difficulties, the student’s response to the interventions that have been
put in place by the school, the outcomes of ability and achievement tests, and
whether or not special education provision is warranted. A fourth and final phase
occurs during post-primary education, where the student’s learning needs may
shift from basic learning processes to the acquisition of compensatory strategies
and study skills. The implications of the model for the identification of dyslexia are
addressed in Chapter 5.

Linked to the proposal for a phased model of identification are the criteria that
would be applied by the multi-disciplinary team in identifying students with severe
learning difficulties arising from dyslexia, and, by implication, in deciding whether
or not special education services are warranted. Following a review of current

8 paron, P.G. (1989). Dyslexia and Hyperlexia. Antwerp: Kulwer Academic Publications; Aaron,
P.G. (1994). Differential diagnosis of reading disabilities. In G. Hale (Ed.), Dyslexia Matters.
London: Whurr.

# Stanovich, K. (1991). Discrepancy definitions of reading disability: Has intelligence led us
astray? Reading Research Quarterly, 26, 7-29.

¥ Reid, G. (1996). Difficulties, discrepancies and differences. In G. Reid (Ed.), Dimensions of
Dyslexia: Assessment, Teaching and the Curriculum. London: Whurr.

- Snowling, M. (2000). Dyslexia. Oxford: Blackwell.
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criteria in Chapter 4, it is recommended that the Department of Education and
Science and other stakeholders such as the National Educational Psychological
Service, work towards a consolidation and revision of circular