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Dyslexia Definition

 Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that is neurological in 
origin. 

 It is characterized by difficulties with accurate and/or fluent 
word recognition and by poor spelling and decoding abilities. 

 These difficulties typically result from a deficit in the 
phonological component of language that is often 
unexpected in relation to other cognitive abilities and the 
provision of effective classroom instruction.

International Dyslexia Association

Secondary consequences may include problems in 
reading comprehension and reduced reading 
experiences, both of which can limit vocabulary and 
background knowledge.
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Myths about dyslexia

 Dyslexia is reading backwards or letter/word reversals
(b/d, was/saw- reversals are developmentally normal 
through 2nd grade)

 Dyslexia is more common in boys

 Dyslexia is caused by vision problems

 Vision therapy or colored overlays do not help

 Dyslexia is eventually outgrown 

 Dyslexia can’t be diagnosed until 9 years old

 Dyslexia can’t be remediated in teenagers or adults

Reading is Not Natural

Children are wired for sound, but print is an optional 
accessory that must be painstakingly bolted on. This 
basic fact about human nature should be the starting 
point for any discussion of how to teach our children to 
read and write. – Steven Pinker

-5% of students learn to read effortlessly

-20% can learn to read with any kind of

formal reading instruction

-60% find learning to read a challenge

-15% need intensive help from highly trained

educators to learn how to read

Neurobiology of Dyslexia
• fMRI studies show that 

typical readers activate 
three primary regions in the 
left hemisphere while 
reading: 

• Occipital-temporal (visual 
word form area)

• Parieto-temporal junction 
(sounds, word analysis)

• Broca’s area (pronunciation, 
articulation)
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Neurobiology of Dyslexia
• Dyslexic readers use a very 

different pathway, largely in 
the RIGHT hemisphere

• Angular gyrus (nonverbal 
spatial perception)

• Frontal (sounds, word 
analysis)

• Broca’s area (pronunciation, 
articulation)

• Visual reading is slow and 
effortful!

Socio-emotional aspects of dyslexia

 If the student does not learn that the problem is dyslexia, 
they usually (incorrectly) assume they are not very smart

 In young children: aversion to school, 
anxiety/depression, somatization, shut-down behavior

 In older children: refusal to do work/missing work, 
truancy, dropouts

 In adulthood: shame, social isolation, sometimes 
aggression/antisocial behavior

 Especially critical for children with trauma history to learn 
to read fluently

 40-50% of prison inmates have dyslexia

Strengths of Dyslexia

These strengths are what make the reading disorder of 
dyslexia so unexpected compared to the person's 
abilities:

 good at understanding new concepts; intuitive

 exhibits curiosity; always asking "why, why, why"

 has great imagination and creativity/great artists/designers

 often very good at athletics

 excellent comprehension 
of stories read or told to him/her

 a large oral vocabulary

 enjoys solving puzzles and 
building models; good 3D 
visualization and mechanical skills
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What is Dyslexia?

 slow readers/learners who are otherwise intelligent oral 
learners (and who usually show relative strength in math)

 unexpected for student’s age, grade level, educational 
quality, or cognitive abilities

 affects ~15% across all socioeconomic groups (on a 
spectrum from mild to severe)

 Since it is common, you should have a low threshold of 

suspicion

 inherited (family history in 40% of cases)

Dyslexia is…

What to look for…

Pre-School

 may talk later than most children

 difficulty with rhyming

 difficulty pronouncing words (i.e., busgetti for spaghetti, 
mawn lower for lawn mower)

 poor auditory memory for nursery rhymes and chants

 slow to add new vocabulary words

 word finding difficulty

 struggles to learning numbers, days of the week, colors, 
shapes, and how to spell and write his / her name

What to look for…

K – 3rd grade

 fails to understand that words come apart; for example, 
that snowman can be pulled apart into snow and man 
and, later on, that the word man can be broken down still 
further and sounded out as: /m/ /ă/ /n/

 has difficulty learning the letter names and their 
corresponding sounds

 has difficulty decoding single words (reading single words 
in isolation)—lacks a strategy

 has difficulty spelling phonetically

 reads dysfluently (choppy and labored)

 relies on context to recognize a word 
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What to look for…

4th grade – high school

 has a history of reading and spelling difficulties

 avoids reading aloud

 oral reading is labored, not fluent; strongly dislikes reading 
out loud

 may have an inadequate vocabulary

 has difficulty spelling; may resort to using less complicated 
words in writing that are easier to spell

 Dislikes school, shows symptoms of anxiety/depression

 avoids reading for pleasure

What if I suspect dyslexia in my 
patient?
Parents should usually start with the school 
district, including homeschool families:

 First level intervention would be Title I and/or 
MTSS Tier 2 reading services

 Beyond that, parents can request a 
psychoeducational evaluation in writing for a 
possible Individualized Education Plan

 In Kansas the school has 60 school days to 
respond

 IEP services could include Tier 3/special 
education intervention

What if I suspect dyslexia in my 
patient?
School evaluations are very different from private 
evaluations which is often confusing for parents

-no diagnosis will be given

-focus is on educational need (whether the 
student has an “exceptionality”), which means bright 
children with mild dyslexia may not qualify for 
services

-a student with an IEP under “specific 
learning disability” with reading goals and 
interventions is fairly likely to have dyslexia, but that 
is not going to be the case universally
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What if I suspect dyslexia in my 
patient?
 For a dyslexia diagnosis, families need to see a 

private psychologist

 Unfortunately, educational testing is not covered 
by medical insurance

 Tests given by school psychologists and private 
psychologists are often similar, but generally a 
private psychologist will offer more interpretation 
and specific recommendations

Psychoeducational Evaluation for 
Dyslexia

 Minimum components

 Intellectual evaluation (at least a screen)

 Academic achievement testing

 Assess working memory, rapid automatic naming

 Phonological processing assessment

 More comprehensive elements

 Rule out ADHD

 Assess socioemotional functioning

 Rule out language disorder

Why rule out Language Disorder?
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Dyslexia test findings/diagnosis

 Core deficits:

 Reading regular and irregular words in isolation

 Decoding of unknown or nonsense words

 Oral reading fluency

 Spelling

 Reading comprehension, due to phonological 
weakness (with intact listening comprehension)

 Ancillary deficits:

 Rapid naming (fluency and retrieval difficulties)

 Working memory

Evidence Based Reading Intervention

• Best practice is structured literacy intervention: 
sequential, explicit reading intervention by a 
trained instructor, with emphasis on development 
of phonological skills to the advanced (automatic) 
level

• Non exhaustive list of recommended programs
– Orton Gillingham is a broad umbrella program (e.g. Take 

Flight, Alphabetic Phonics)

– Wilson Reading

– Lindamood Bell LIPS program

– Barton Reading (can be parent-delivered)

• Vision therapy, occupational therapy are unhelpful 
for dyslexia

Reading Instruction in Schools:
The Reading Wars

 Historical debate among researchers and policymakers 
on Whole Language vs. Structured Literacy/Science of 
Reading approaches 

 Science of Reading (SOR) approaches have not 
consistently made it to the classroom

 There is progress on this locally given Kansas Dyslexia 
Initiative (2019)

 For children receiving intervention at school, parents 
should be asking “what curriculum?” and “how is 
progress being assessed?”
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Evidence Based Reading Intervention

 Typical recommendation is for a child with 
dyslexia to have 4 sessions of reading intervention 
weekly (will often require 2-3 years of services)

 If school is not providing sufficient, effective, 
evidence-based intervention, parents could 
consider private reading intervention services to 
supplement

 Early intervention is key and continuing some 
form of reading intervention through the summer is 
especially helpful for early elementary children

Remediation rewires the brain

• Just because it is a 
neurodevelopmental 
condition does not mean 
it is “unfixable.”

• With effective 
intervention we can see
– More typical patterns 

of left hemisphere 
activation on fMRI

– Strengthening and 
thickening of arcuate 
fasciculus

For more information …

• Overcoming Dyslexia, Dr. Sally Shaywitz

– http:dyslexia.yale.edu

• International Dyslexia Association and the         
KC/MO chapter of IDA

• Understood.org (general information on LDs)

• Wrightslaw.com (special education law)

• What Works Clearinghouse (searchable database of 
evidence on educational interventions)


