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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this dissertation was to examine issues related to the identifcation 

of dyslexia in primary schools in Northern Ireland. Of particular interest, were the 

knowledge, experience and perceptions of SENCOs, and how these reflected 

existing policy frameworks for addressing the needs of children with dyslexu.

The main element of the dissertation is a comprehensive review of the literaure 

relating to dyslexia, with particular focus on the role of the SENCO in the 

identification of, and provision for, children with dyslexia. A number of impotant 

themes emerged from this review, including the continuing debate around tte 

definition of dyslexia, the need for early identification and intervention and, tie 

entitlement of children with dyslexia to effective support within mainstream 

schools.

The second part of the study involved a small-scale survey of SENCOs with a 

one-in-two target sample of primary schools. For a variety of reasons, guarantees 

as to the anonymity of respondents were built into the methodology, which kad 

the consequence that the achieved response of 134 SENCOs represented )nly 

29% of the target sample. While it is acknowledged that the sample in this study 

was small, and thus may be regarded as tentative and preliminary, the findhgs 

indicate that the respondents’ lack of an understanding of dyslexia, the 

inconsistent application of assessment criteria and the variation in training br 

SENCOs are likely to have significant implications for the identification of cNIdren 

with dyslexia across Northern Ireland and hence affect the level of support hey 

might expect.

The dissertation recommends that the opportunity provided by the proposa for a 

single Education and Skills Authority should be used to develop more consstent 

practice across Northern Ireland. In addition, all SENCOs should be provided with 

in-service training that equips them fully for their role in identifying and supporting 

children with dyslexia.
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INTRODUCTION

I am a dyslexic (dys-difficultly, lexia-words), which suggests that 1 struggle with 

words. However, nothing could be further from the truth, as understanding 

complicated concepts and expressing myself orally is not a problem. Dyslexia is 

hard to define as it covers a lot more than inverting words or having trouble with 

reading, for example, I have no trouble with silent reading but I regularly 

mispronounce words and I am an erratic speller.

I attended three primary schools during which, as a sociable young person, I 

enjoyed the camaraderie school life offered yet I grew to hate the time I spent in 

class where I was branded as stupid and physically punished by many of my 

teachers. Like many dyslexics living in a word dominated society, I was 

systematically humiliated by teachers who tended to focus on my weaknesses 

instead of helping me to recognise my strengths. The weekly school tests and 

term exams focused on spellings, mental arithmetic and handwriting. My problem 

was that I couldn’t remember simple instructions, or my tables or spellings; as a 

consequence, I languished in the bottom class placings as I progressed through 

primary school. My heightened visual, spatial and oral reasoning abilities were 

ignored, while activities such as having to read aloud to the class and being 

embarrassed at not knowing how to say words out loud, trying to recite the times- 

tables while not remembering half the answers and constantly losing my ‘place’ 

when copying from the board, further stripped me of confidence.

Yet, with a lot of hard work I have succeeded academically. The cliche of ‘going 

the extra mile’ hits the mark here because it has been hard work. While my peers 

simply memorised facts for examinations, I had to not only try to memorise the 

facts but also how to spell words. When I completed an essay or assignment, I 

had to be willing to stay up an extra hour to make it as error-free as possible. 

Whether it was re-writing again and again my hand -written essays (this was pre- 

ICT tools), teaching notes or worksheets, going the extra mile has meant the 

difference between success and failure for me.

9



Yet dyslexia does not go away - it keeps cropping up in odd ways. Today, I still 

make mistakes, some of them typical of a dyslexic. When I am asked to write up 

points on a flip-chart during a meeting or work out each person’s contribution to a 

group meal, I can feel the frustration and fear well up purely because of the 

associations raised. But I have also come to realise that everyone, dyslexic or not, 

sometimes makes similar mistakes. Then, I wonder, am I just making the same 

mistakes as everyone would, or is this a residue of my dyslexic nature?

It would appear that my career as a dyslexic has come a full circle. I have suffered 

throughout my schooldays as a result of my dyslexia, but I have slowly learned to 

cope with it, and overcome it to such an extent, that I was able to train to become 

a mainstream primary teacher and then complete additional qualifications to 

become a special needs teacher. Of course, not all educationalists are 

comfortable with the choice of primary or secondary school teaching as a career 

goal for dyslexic students (Fairburn, 1995). The arguments against this career 

choice include the view that adults who themselves have difficulty in reading, 

writing or spelling will not be able to teach these critical skills to children. Contrary 

to this position are the findings of Morgan & Rooney (1997) who found that, 

students with specific learning difficulties are more aware of their strengths and 

weaknesses in the learning situation than those who have not found it necessary 

to analyse how they learn. They argue that if dyslexic adults are helped to 

understand their own learning style, they gain insight into the variety of ways in 

which all learners process information. The reader will not be surprised to learn 

that I support the latter argument as I firmly believe that teachers who understand 

their own strengths and weaknesses as learners become more patient and 

sympathetic in their approaches to teaching. As someone with dyslexia, I feel I am 

in a privileged position to understand the problems children with dyslexia have to 

cope with as they progress through school and the serious consequences of not 

providing for them.

So yes, with a lot of hard work I have succeeded academically. Indeed that is one 

of my main reasons for putting myself through the stress (for that is what it
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am ounts to) of completing a doctorate -  I want to dem onstrate to others that 

having dyslexia is not necessarily an impediment to an academ ic career (and 

perhaps to prove those who branded me a failure during my school days wrong). 

But I also know that I have to consider myself lucky. Why? I was lucky to have 

parents who supported me through thick and thin. I w as lucky to have a mother, 

who, while unable to understand what exactly w as causing my problems, helped 

me devise strategies to cope with my schoolwork. I w as lucky because I also had 

a few great teachers at post-primary level who were able to recognise the value 

hidden in my chaos.

But what happens to the children with dyslexic tendencies who are not a s  lucky as 

I w as? And should it be simply down to a matter of luck whether a child gets the 

support they so desperately need? Surely each child has the right, regardless of 

geographical position or the school attended to expect that, at the very least, the 

school’s special educational needs co-ordinator (SENCO) has the ability to both 

recognise and provide support for those children. When faced with deciding the 

subject/area for the basis of this dissertation, it therefore seem ed obvious that I 

should concentrate my efforts on looking at the current provision for children with 

dyslexia in Northern Ireland primary schools.

I am now working a s  a m ember of the Northern Ireland Education and Training 

Inspectorate (ETI). During the course of my work in primary schools, I encounter 

time and time again children who although exhibiting dyslexic tendencies in their 

everyday schoolwork, receive little or no support. During my visits to schools, I 

have regularly encountered children, som e of whom are in receipt of an outside 

assessm ent and confirmation of their dyslexia paid for by their parents, who are 

given inappropriate activities/tasks or in the worst case  scenario, are left to their 

own devices. Too often, the class teacher or SENCO, when asked why they are 

not providing appropriate work for these  children, simply shrug their shoulders and 

reply with part of the phrase that is normally associated with Manuel, the waiter 

from the comic sit-com, Fawlty Towers: ‘I know nothing  ’.
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These above occurrences have led me to suspect that too many children with 

dyslexic tendencies attending Northern Ireland primary schools are not receiving 

the educational support they require -  in other words, they are slipping through 

the net,

I decided that I should carry out som e form of research to see  if I could unearth 

evidence of probable under-identification of children with dyslexia within the 

primary phase and also identify possible reasons for this situation to be occurring. 

For example, could under-identification be due to a lack of agreed understanding 

of the term dyslexia and/or the lack of knowledge regarding possible early 

indicators? Or is it due to the current Northern Ireland assessm en t framework or 

the variation in the type of tests used by primary schools across Northern Ireland?

I decided to focus my research on the role of the Special Educational N eeds Co

ordinator (SENCO) in identifying and supporting children with dyslexic tendencies 

in mainstream primary schools in Northern Ireland. Why the SENCO and not the 

mainstream teachers? Simply because, within the 1996 Northern Ireland Code of 

Practice (Nl COP), the SENCO is viewed as  playing a  major role in the 

identification and assessm en t of children with special education needs between 

stages 1 and 3.

For example, at stage 2, the Nl COP indicates that the SENCO should be 'taking 

the lead in assessing  the child’s difficultly, and planning, monitoring and reviewing 

the special educational provision’ (p i6).

According to the Nl COP (1996), the SENCO is also responsible for:-

•  The day to day operation of the schools SEN policy;
• Responding to requests for advice from other 

teachers;
• Co-ordination of SEN provision, including, in 

secondary schools ensuring appropriate liaison with 
the various teachers who will teach any given child 
with special educational needs;

• Liaison with parents of children with special 
educational needs;
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•  Establishing the SEN in-service training requirements 
of the staff and contributing as appropriate to their 
training;

•  Liaison with external agencies (p7).

Clearly this ‘job description’ can make enormous demands on some SENCOs 

who have yet to develop the appropriate professional and managerial skills 

needed.

Within this study, I therefore wanted to find out what level of training the 

participating SENCOs had completed to help them cope with their developing 

advisory role and the range of special educational needs presented by the 

children in their school. More specifically, I wanted to see what level of training 

the participating SENCOs had undertaken, or been provided with, to ensure a 

shared understanding of dyslexia and to help them in the identification and 

support of children with dyslexia.
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CHAPTER 1 LITERATURE REVIEW (Part 1)

1.1 Dyslexia

In an article in the Belfast Telegraph, Lord Laird (2000), who runs a public 

relations agency, spoke of the ‘humiliating , hurtful and loathsome’ period he 

spent at school. He recalled that his experience as a dyslexic at school had a 

major impact in shaping his life, personality and career

being small for my age at junior school and considering 
myself stupid and inarticulate, that period was easily the 
most dreadful, humiliating , hurtful and loathsome of my life 
to date. Incidents at the hands of fellow pupils and teachers 
are burnt into my mind and flood back during unguarded 
moments to make me still, today, sick with fear and worry.
Like myself, most of today’s adult dyslexics were not 
diagnosed while at school. Labelled as stupid, thick or lazy, 
they still have to come to terms with learning but now as 
adults’ (p11).

Lord Laird (2000) went on to suggest that a wider programme to achieve 

understanding amongst the general public of the condition was very important. 

‘More than anything, that will help to remove the stigma and, consequently, build 

self-confidence among sufferers’ he said.

Unfortunately Lord Laird’s treatment as a schoolboy is not an isolated case. The 

recollections of forty-seven adults who had attended Winchester Dyslexic Institute 

were investigated by Hughes and Dawson (1995); the results revealed that many 

of the adults remembered their schools as a series of unhappy and distressing

experiences. As one male recorded, ‘ being humiliated at school destroys your

whole life. If you lose your self-confidence, you are afraid to attempt anything new; 

it destroys you’ (p i84).

While it is undoubtedly true that the passage of time affects and colours our 

memory of events, the distressing recollections of their school days by so many of 

these adults has a familiar ring. Edwards (1994) provided eight retrospective
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case studies demonstrating the emotional ‘scars’ which dyslexia can cause, 

especially when it is poorly understood by those who come in contact with the 

child. Riddick (1996) interviewed 22 children with dyslexia, along with their 

parents and teachers, and found that children with dyslexia felt ‘disappointed, 

frustrated, ashamed, fed up, sad, depressed, angry and embarrassed by their 

difficulties’ (p129). Moreover, around half the children had been teased about 

their difficulties, and many had had bad experiences in mainstream education 

involving teachers who were ignorant of, or who did not acknowledge the 

existence of, dyslexia.

No one can experience years of failure in school without it having a detrimental 

effect on them. A lack of confidence and low self-esteem are often consequences 

of dyslexia. There may be serious emotional consequences for the learner who 

has been unable to develop effective skills and strategies in certain key areas of 

the curriculum due to the presence of dyslexia. Emotional damage may be done 

when poor school attainment is attributed to inattention, distractibility, laziness, 

immaturity or defiance or when parents and teachers are at odds to explain the 

learning difficulty. Many people with dyslexia report experiencing verbal or 

physical abuse from their peer group causing them to become defensive and 

secretive so as to avoid opportunities for ridicule. Often these people are so used 

to being wrong that they are afraid to take risks and lose all belief in themselves 

and their abilities. They often underestimate their skills and knowledge and seem 

to assume, that because they have difficulty in reading, writing and spelling, that 

they cannot do anything well.

Hales (2001) suggests that the difficulties of dyslexia cannot be addressed in 

isolation from other factors and that there is a reciprocal relationship between 

learning and living and. In particular, how each affect the person’s self-concept. 

Vaughn et al (1993), in a four year longitudinal study of primary school children 

classified into groups described as dyslexic, low achievers, and average or above 

average achievers, found that the dyslexic and low-achieving groups displayed 

more behavioural problems and lower social skills than the high achieving group.
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A growing body of research has acknowledged the effects of having dyslexia has

on the personal, social and emotional lives of children (Edwards, 1994;

Riddick, 1996). In particular, these studies have shown that the experience of

dyslexia has clear and demonstrable negative effects on the self-concept and

self-esteem of children.

‘Observation of young children suggests that, even at an 
early stage , children begin to regard themselves as ‘failures’ 
in given learning situations. If, for whatever reason, a child 
finds that he or she cannot do something which other 
children are doing easily, there is a loss of confidence. This 
loss of confidence leads to deliberate avoidance of any new 
or challenging situation. Avoidance leads to lack of practice.
Lack of practice ensures that the individual does not gain in 
proficiency in poor self-esteem and lowered motivation’ 
(Westwood, 1975, p7).

Self-esteem  is often a personal judgement of worthiness that is expressed in the 

attitudes the individuals hold towards themselves; these children often develop 

maladaptive self-referential styles, that is, they consistently refer to themselves in 

a negative way (Humphrey, 2001, 2002; Humphrey & Mullins, 2002). This comes 

as no surprise, given the barrage of anecdotal evidence from practitioners, and 

the wealth of research that has shown the effects on the self of other learning 

difficulties (Gurney, 1988, Barrett & Jones, 1996; Margerison, 1996; Cordell, 

1999). The findings of such research are in line with modern conceptualisations 

of self-development. It is generally accepted that self-esteem and the self-concept 

form part of a larger, holistic sense of self. As James (1890), Freud (1923), 

Bandura (1977) and others have pointed out, the concept of self is learned.

Given that self-development is a social learning activity, it is not difficult to see 

how children with special educational needs might suffer deficits. Children with 

learning difficulties, whether specific or general, are at an increased risk of 

bullying and teasing, and are less likely to be accepted by their peer group 

(Eaude, 1999). This alone can be devastating for the developing self (Sharp,

1996; O ’Moore, 2000). Further, as children reach the age of eight, their self- 

referential evaluations (that is, the evaluative references they make about
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themselves, such as ‘I am good at maths’ become increasingly comparative, for 

example, ‘I’m good at maths compared to other children’ (Gurney, 1988). This in 

itself may be a source of negative self-perception for children with dyslexia, as 

they seek to compare their performance at school with that of their classmates 

who do not have learning difficulties. Thomson and Hartley (1980) found several 

differences between children with dyslexia and a control group of children without 

learning difficulties, including a significantly higher correlation between the 

constructs ‘good at reading’ and ‘happiness’. This was taken to indicate that 

children with dyslexia associate being a good reader with being happy more than 

children without dyslexia do. The likely effects of such an association on the 

child’s well being, given children with dyslexia’s notorious problems with reading 

are, alarming (Humphrey and Mullins, 2002).

Interaction between anxiety and the learning process- anxiety can become 

associated with specific objects or situations through the process of learning 

(Atkinson et al, 1990). Hebb (1972) put forward the view that a high level of 

emotional arousal has a deleterious effect on cognitive functioning, and that such 

a state results in an inability to concentrate or organise thought logically. When 

children with dyslexia come to a learning situation, the cumulative and adverse 

effect of several factors can lead to a high level of anxiety which becomes 

associated with the reading task. These factors include their history of failure, the 

adverse effect of humiliation and censure because of not being able to learn to 

read, confusion arising from insecure knowledge, and the worry of being so far 

behind. Thus, when children with dyslexia are presented with a reading task, they 

can become anxious, restless and unable to concentrate such that the level of 

anxiety interferes with the process of learning. To avoid such painful situations, 

the children affected learn to avoid them. When they are in such a frame of mind , 

it is virtually impossible for any teaching to register. And, since it didn’t register, 

when these children are tested for reading retention, they cannot remember a 

thing. This commonly, but sadly and erroneously, leads to all types of incorrect 

inferences about the children themselves.
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Hales (2001) describes various strategies that the pupil with dyslexia may adopt. 

These include denial, which can be deliberate or indeed unconscious. Another 

strategy or reaction according to Hales is the denial of responsibility -  this can 

lead to pointing the blame at others or indeed not adjusting to the demands of 

school and perhaps society. On the other hand, some children with dyslexia react 

by trying to be ‘ perfect’ and becoming heavily involved in extra-curricular areas 

and often achieve acceptance and popularity in this way. This, however, is not 

always possible, and some children can become ‘the class clown’. This can of 

course lead to difficulties with authorities. Others have simply been labelled lazy 

or stupid by their teachers; these pupils tend to cope by exhibiting unruly 

behaviour in class, not settling to work or simply by absenting themselves from 

school. By avoiding the task, they avoid the feeling of failure; after all, as Holt 

(1965) noted, ‘ you cannot fall out of bed if you sleep on the floor’ (p69).

It is interesting to note that, at school level, considerably more boys than girls are 

diagnosed as having dyslexia, yet, in higher education, females outnumber males 

among those identified as dyslexic for the first time (Singleton, 1999). The 

implication of this is that girls are not as readily identified as boys during their time 

at primary school. Shaywitz et al (1990) found in a longitudinal study in 

Connecticut that, when tests were used to identity pupils with learning disability in 

a school population in which the schools themselves were not directly involved, 

the preponderance of boys was reduced. Why should it be that teachers appear to 

over-identify boys? There is a hint in some of the data available in the 

Connecticut study that the children who were identified as having dyslexia by their 

schools but not by the research team’s tests were more likely to show behaviour 

problems at school. Similarly, Roddick et al (2002) and De Fries (1991) claimed 

that girls exhibit less attention-seeking behaviour and are thus less likely to be 

identified in school. One can postulate that girls may not ‘act out’ and be more 

accepting of the difficulties they face in certain subjects than boys; they may 

compensate better than boys due to differences in the way they process 

language; they become more proficient at compensating for their difficulties or 

they accept less academically from themselves.
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Attribution theory is a central facet of modern psychology. In brief, the theory 

states that, for every event or behaviour that we can produce, we are able to 

make attribution as to the cause. Attributions can be internal (for example, I 

passed the test because I am clever) or external ( I passed the test because my 

teacher is excellent) and stable (I passed the test because English is easy) or 

unstable (I passed the test because I revised a lot last night). Attribution theory 

has been related to, among other factors, academic achievements and, 

importantly, self-concept and self-esteem (Marsh, 1990). Research has shown 

positive relationships between self-concept, achievement and attributional style 

(Kurtze-Costes and Scheider, 1994). That is, those with good academic results 

are more likely to have high self-concepts and are likely to attribute their success 

to internal factors. Children with dyslexia struggle to achieve in our educational 

system, and tend to have low self-concepts as a consequence (Humphrey, 2001, 

2002; Humphrey & Mullins, 2002). Their attributional style is, therefore, likely to be 
affected. Secondly, attribution style is intrinsically linked to ‘learned helplessness’ 

(Humphrey & Mullins, 2002). McKean (1994), for example, refers to the ‘ 
maladaptive passivity that results from believing that important, often negative 

events, are beyond a person’s control’ (pi). There is evidence to suggest that 

children with dyslexia, because of their exposure to failure, are prone to 

experience this state: ‘the parallels between .... learned helplessness and ... 

children with reading difficulties are striking’ (Butkowsky and Willows, 1980, 

p410-411).

Humphrey and Mullins (2002) found that the children with dyslexia (in both the 

mainstream-dyslexic and SpLD groups) perceived a significantly stronger 

association between ability at reading and intelligence than did their control group. 

This suggests that the children with dyslexia believe that when one is good at 

reading, one can be considered intelligent and vice-versa. Thus given that 

children with dyslexia are generally poor readers, they are more likely to perceive 

themselves as unintelligent. What this association means in terms of the self- 

concept and self esteem of children with dyslexia is that until their reading is
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corrected at an appropriate level with adequate multi-sensory teaching, they are 

always likely to perceive themselves as unintelligent, and their notion of self will 

suffer. This is supported to an extent by the fact that the dyslexic-mainstream 

group associated ‘hard-working’ with ‘intelligent’ significantly more than the control 

group did. As with ability at reading, children with dyslexia appear to believe that 

hardworking people are intelligent and vice-versa. Given that many children have 

been labelled lazy or stupid from an early age (Humphrey, 2001; Humphrey & 

Mullins, 2002), it is unsurprising that they also tend to perceive themselves as 

having lower intelligence than their peers.

The research by Butkowsky and Willows (1980) and Humphrey (2001) also 

found that successful pupils with dyslexia were significantly more likely to attribute 

their outcome to teacher quality, an external factor. Thus, situations of success do 

not reinforce positive self-referential information, since pupils with dyslexia do not 

equate success with internal factors (such as ability or effort). This externality is 

symptomatic of the individual with learned helplessness -  whatever they do does 

not matter, because they have no control. Conversely, in situations of failure, 

those without dyslexia were significantly more likely to attribute their outcome to 

internal factors, namely lack of interest in the subject and lack of effort. This 

mechanism of internalising failure may seem maladaptive at first, but is in fact 

quite healthy for the self-concept. When the children without dyslexia fail, their 

attributions are almost dismissive -  ‘I’m not interested in that subject’ or ‘I didn’t 

try’. Lack of ability is never questioned. Witowski and Stiensmeier -Pelster (1998) 

report that ‘withdrawal of effort’ attribution is an important mechanism in self

esteem protection theory and reason that we are naturally inclined to attribute 

failure to factors that do not affect our self-image, particularly in public situations 

(such as school). That children with dyslexia appear to lack this defence 

mechanism is indicative not only of learned helplessness, but also suggests that 

future situations of failure are likely to further damage the child with dyslexia’s 

self-concept and self-esteem. This may help explain why dyslexic children and 

young people have difficulty in dealing with many of the pressures often 

associated with learning and the classroom, such as pressure to keep up and
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being told to read aloud in front of their peers. This can result in feelings of 

inadequacy (Riddick, 1995 a & b, 2002). Chapman (1998) found that pupils aged 

5-7, who were having problems with reading, were also developing a ‘negative 

self-concept’ where reading was concerned. Both researchers suggested that this 

had a negative influence on the individuals’ ‘actual attainment’ and progress within 

the academic setting.

Hellier ( 1994) noted a number of interacting variables which affected the 

response of children to their situation. These included:

•  the age at which difficulties have been recognised and responded to;

•  the degree of sympathy and understanding the child has experienced in 

coming to terms with his learning difficulties; the degree of parental 

support, as opposed to pressure;

•  the teacher’s attitude and response in terms of modified curriculum;

•  peer responses; and

•  the child’s developing self-image.

The Department for Education and Employment’s (DfEE) Green Paper entitled

‘Excellence for All Children’ (1997) reinforces this view:

‘When educational failure becomes entrenched, pupils can 
move from demoralisation to disruptive behaviour and 
truancy. But early diagnosis and appropriate intervention 
improve the prospects of children with special educational 
needs, and reduces the need for expensive intervention later 
on. For some children, giving more effective attention to 
early signs of difficulties can prevent the development of 
SEN’ (pi 3).

Early detection and subsequent treatment of dyslexia are therefore important 

steps which need to be taken to avoid the type of situations described above. Yet 

much of the literature appears to suggest that many pupils with dyslexic difficulties 

remain unidentified and, despite increasing recognition, it is still not uncommon for 

many children with dyslexia to go through primary school without any significant 

intervention, only receiving a statement of educational needs once they reach 

secondary school; by any measure this is too late. Nisser (1998) reports how
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many adults with dyslexia often report that how they progressed through primary 

and secondary school (and even into higher and further education) without a 

proper diagnosis and consequently did not receive the appropriate support when 

needed.

This is sometimes due to the fact that the individual has developed compensatory 

strategies so that by the time they reach adulthood, their literacy skills can appear 

superficially adequate, especially if the person is very bright. Occasionally, these 

strategies can fail the individual when he or she is confronted with tasks in quick 

succession for example, being asked to read a document aloud during an 

important meeting or being asked to summarise ideas on a flip chart during a 

discussion.

Figures quoted in the literature for the incidence of dyslexia range from 2% of the 

population to 8% of the general population and even higher. For the purpose of 

this study, I intend using the British Dyslexia Association (BDA) figures as their 

estimate of 10% (4% severe and 6% moderate) of children who have some 

degree of dyslexia appears to span and acknowledge the figures proposed by 

others. Lawrence and Carter (1999), for example, state that between 2% and 4%  

of the population may have severe dyslexia, while a further 6% may be mildly or 

moderately dyslexic. Osmond (1994) agrees with the estimate of perhaps 2% of 

the school population suffering from severe dyslexia whereas Singleton and 

Thomas (1994) refer to a conservative estimate of about 4% of the population 

being ‘seriously handicapped’. These figures would suggest that, on average, 

there is at least one dyslexic child in each primary class with a range of reading, 

spelling or writing difficulties. In addition, various research findings suggest that 

anything from 60% (Joffe, 1990) to the ‘vast majority’ (Miles and Miles 1999a) of 

dyslexic students will also experience difficulties in maths. Also to be considered 

are those who have a specific difficulty in mathematics but with little or no 

difficulties in literacy; research indicates that between 1% and 4% of pupils are 

dyscalculic (Clayton, 1999).
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According to the figures available from the Department of Education, during the 

academic year 2000-2001, there were 172,491 pupils in primary education in 

Northern Ireland. Of these pupils, 32 had been formally identified through 

psychological assessment and had been issued with statements for dyslexia — 

this is 0.02% of the total primary population. There were also 972 (0.6%) primary 

pupils who were not statemented but who were referred to their local Education 

and Library Board (ELB) for extra support because of dyslexic tendencies. During 

the same period, the information provided by the Department of Education (DE) 

indicates there were 4,674 pupils attending special schools of whom 9 pupils had 

statements which referred to dyslexia while an additional 45 pupils who did not 

have statements but who had dyslexia mentioned as a reason for their special 

school placement (1% of the special school population). Unfortunately, DE were 

unable to indicate how many of this group were of primary or post-primary age; 

however, if we were to assume that all of these 54 children fell into the primary 

grouping, then they would still only amount to just 0.03 % of the total primary 

population. These figures, when added together (and assuming that the children 

attending the special schools are all of primary age) then the total number of 

children during the academic year 2000-1 identified as being dyslexic or having 

dyslexic tendencies amount to just 0.65% of the total primary school population in 

Northern Ireland. If these figures are compared to the 10% estimated by the BDA, 

this would surely indicate a high-level of under-identification of primary aged 

children here in Northern Ireland.

Children with dyslexia attending Northern Ireland primary schools would appear to 

fall into one of three categories. First, there is the minority who are so severely 

dyslexic that there is no mistaking that something is wrong. This ‘low’ group, 

according to Vail (1990), experiences severe difficulties with even the mechanics 

of reading, writing, spelling, and pencil arithmetic. Their teachers and /or parents, 

recognising that something is not quite right at an early age, generally ask for the 

child to be assessed relatively quickly. This first group of children are those who 

have reached, or passed, stage 3 of the COP, been assessed by an educational
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psychologist and received a ‘statement’ which has triggered some form of external 

support and/or a classroom assistant.

Some children may miss out, perhaps fractionally, on the criteria laid down by the 

local authority for additional support (I will return to this point again when 

discussing the variation in provision within Nl). Pumfrey (2001) has shown how 

this can be the case with children with dyslexia who may not meet the arbitrarily 

set cut-off point in terms of the criteria laid down by the local authority for 

additional support. These children fall into the second group and although neither 

formally identified nor qualifying for additional ELB out-reach support, they may 

still receive some form of school-based support for their perceived difficulties.

The responsibility to support those pupils with dyslexic tendencies, who do not 

meet the criteria for external ELB support, remains within their own schools (who 

are funded through their Local Management of Schools (LMS) budget); they 

generally receive support from the school SENCO and/or special needs teacher. 

With this second group of children, their poor performance in class or screening 

tests along with concerns raised by their parents or their class teacher may result 

in them being recorded on the stage 1 or 2 lists of their school’s register of special 

needs. This may then generate some form of withdrawal support, usually for 

literacy and occasionally for numeracy. But is the form this support takes always 

matched to the needs of these children?

If the SENCO and/or special needs teacher is not aware of or does not fully 

understand the problems facing an individual child, how will they ensure that the 

support provided is appropriate for that child for surely the success of any form of 

support depends on an understanding of the difficulties . Singleton (1995), for 

example, has identified lack of short-term memory as a serious handicap facing 

dyslexics. If a dyslexic child appears to have learned something one day, but has 

forgotten it the next day, then the rote learning of spellings and tables may need 

to be replaced by the use of a wide range of multi-sensory strategies.
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This then brings us to the third group of children with dyslexia who may progress 

through the whole of their educational career without ever been identified as being 

dyslexic and never receive appropriate support. Critchley (1981) argued that there 

exist incomplete cases of dyslexia or dyslexia variants; in other words, the triad of 

late reading, poor spelling, and inability to communicate easily on paper, does not 

of necessity always occur in combination. Critchley referred to the children who 

fall into this category as the ‘ borderline dyslexics’. These children often remain 

unidentified as their symptoms are perceived by their teachers as fully ‘not fitting’ 

the perceived notion of dyslexia. Some children within this third group might not 

even be diagnosed as having dyslexia as their intelligence covers the dyslexia 

and their dyslexia conceals the intelligence. Osmond (1993) agrees that children 

with dyslexia of above average intelligence and ability often appear to be 

progressing satisfactorily through school and as a result tend to go unrecognised 

as well. Sometimes, if a dyslexic child is particularly bright and their dyslexia not 

very severe, schools may not accept that there is a problem at all. But the 

dyslexia could be turning a high achiever into an average achiever.

This third group is the most difficult to quantify since many of these children are 

likely to remain forever unidentified. But how or why could this situation have 

arisen? I would like, in the following sections, to discuss several reasons as to 

why it is large numbers of children may possibly be passing through our primary 

schools without their dyslexic tendencies been identified:

•  Lack of an agreed definition of dyslexia;

•  Lack of agreement regarding the possible causes of dyslexia;

•  Problems associated with identification;

• Concerns about labelling;

•  Variation in provision; and

• Teachers’ understanding of dyslexia.
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1.2 Definition of dyslexia

What exactly is dyslexia? This is the first question most frequently asked both by 

parents and teachers. This is usually followed by, ‘Can you give me a definition’? 

And that is when the problem arises for although dyslexia is a term in very 

common usage, its cause is not, as yet, fully understood.

Over the years, a great many proponents have recorded their interpretations of 

‘dyslexia’ (and these have themselves been examined in a proliferation of books 

and articles) yet there still remains considerable confusion and misunderstanding 

surrounding the different definitions which currently abound. Indeed the lack of a 

universally accepted definition could be used to suggest that the term has no 

practical usage and therefore should be avoided. However, Pumfrey and Reason 

(1991) state that the terminological confusions remain attributable to the 

complexities of the issues and the involvement of different professions. For 

example, when asked the question, ‘what is dyslexia?’ a neurologist would 

probably give a different answer to that of a psychologist or a teacher and their 

answers may differ from that of a parent or a pupil themselves.

Why do we need an agreed definition of dyslexia? Miles and Miles (cited in 

Hinson and Kelly, 1986) have contended that there are three main advantages in 

using dyslexia because ‘it classifies’, ‘it explains’ and ‘it invites action’. Miles 

(1995) explained that the differences in definitions are related to differences in 

purposes. In relation to defining dyslexia, Miles adds the need to state its place in 

the context of national educational policy, to give a guide to diagnosis and to find 

a description that will automatically give entitlement to special help and provision. 

In addition, an agreed definition of dyslexia must be sufficiently robust to be 

operable for the purpose of research, directive for statements concerning the 

need for intervention and acceptable to all the groups and individuals involved. 

Stanovich (1992) concluded that

‘some definitions serve scientific purposes and are judged
by research criteria. But definitions of learning disabilities
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serve other purposes as well. They have been used by 
school personnel as a mechanism to leverage services for 
low achieving students. Additionally, definitions have been 
used by parents’ groups as advocacy tools to force 
legislative recognition and to provide attention and resources 
to certain groups of children. The highly restrictive definitions 
of the research community, are resisted by school personnel 
who want the broadest definition possible in order to allow 
themselves discretion in providing services for children with 
generic school learning problems’ (p279).

Dyslexia is in reality an old term which comes from the Greek language which 

when broken down means, ‘dys’ - difficulty. Vex/s’ -w o rd s  - hence difficulty 

with words.

The literal definition of the term dyslexia would therefore appear to refer only to 

those people who have reading disabilities. However, the use of the term in this 

way runs the risk of excluding students who have dyslexic-type difficulties in the 

areas of oral language, spelling, writing and mathematics. The term dyslexia is 

today used in many different ways, perhaps to the extent that the current 

understanding of the term has supplanted the original meaning.

The British Dyslexia Association (BDA), for example, who consider the syndrome

to be neurological and constitutional, i.e. within the child, rather than an interaction

between the child and its environment, issued this wider definition of dyslexia

(cited in Crisfield, 1996):

‘Dyslexia is a complex neurological condition which is 
constitutional in origin. The symptoms may affect many 
areas of learning and function, and may be described as a 
specific difficulty in reading, spelling and written language.
One or more of these areas may be affected. Numeracy, 
notational skills (music), motor function and organisational 
skills may also be involved. However, it is particularly related 
to mastering written language, although oral language may 
be affected to some degree’ (BDA, 1996).

The BDA definition suggests a broad description which clearly displays the range 

of difficulties which can be experienced by people with dyslexia. The BDA 

definition also considers the difficulties to be specific (i.e. some areas are not
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affected) therefore if dyslexia is used as an umbrella term to cover difficulties in 

areas such as spelling, writing and mathematics, then it could be argued that a 

term such as ‘specific learning difficultly’ rather than dyslexia should be used.

For some time, some teachers, educational psychologists and other professionals 

involved in education have scrupulously avoided the word dyslexia and used 

instead the longer and more deliberate term ‘specific learning difficulties’ or, as in 

the USA, the term ‘specific learning disability’. For example, many local education 

authorities (LEAs) in England and ELBs in Northern Ireland preferred to follow the 

recommendations of the Tizard Report (1972), by the Advisory Committee on 

Handicapped Children with Specific Learning Difficulties, (Department of 

Education and Science) and use the term specific learning difficulty (SpLD) rather 

than dyslexia.

The majority of parents and the children themselves (and the media), however,

often prefer to use the term dyslexia as they typically view dyslexia and specific

learning difficulties as one and the same. This usage has often been reinforced by

the common use of the phrase ‘specific learning difficulties/dyslexia’ in many

documents. For example, the Department of Education for Northern Ireland

(DENI) in 1998 issued the Code of Practice on the Identification and Assessment

of Special Educational Needs. Under the heading ‘Specific Learning Difficulties

(for example Dyslexia)’ the following description is given:

‘Some children may have significant difficulties in reading, 
writing, spelling or 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’ (p71).

Both Pumfrey and Reason (1991) and Miles (1995) observed that the terms 

‘dyslexia’ and ‘specific learning difficulties’ are often used synonymously. While it 

is accepted that for some professionals the terms imply differences in description
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and causality, it would seem that ‘dyslexia’ is a term which is increasingly being 

used in educational policy and practice and especially by parents and voluntary 

groups. Riddell et al (1992), for example, found that the vast majority of the 

parents in their survey favoured the use of the term ‘dyslexia’.

I have therefore chosen to use the term ‘dyslexia’ throughout this dissertation. 

Where quoted research or writing has used other terms such as ‘specific learning 

difficulties’, these terms have been included.

It may be helpful to regress somewhat and place dyslexia in a historical context.

A century ago, 1896, Dr Pringle Morgan, a school doctor in Sussex, had a patient 

who demonstrated some curious problems. Percy was a bright 14 year old, good 

at games, the son of clever parents, who despite five years of intensive efforts to 

teach him to read, could not recognise words beyond ‘the’ or ‘and’; he also wrote 

his name as ‘Precy’. Percy possessed a keen mathematics ability, but he told the 

doctor that written words had ‘no meaning to him”. The boy’s schoolmaster 

believed “he would be the smartest boy in the school if the instruction were 

entirely oral”. The good doctor was so convinced that this was a remarkable case 

of ‘congenital word blindness’ that he submitted an article to the British Medical 

Journal in 1896, the first published recognition of dyslexia in this country. For 

decades after Dr Pingles’ article, dyslexia was thought to be a form of word 

blindness. For example, in 1917, James Hinshelwood, an ophthalmologist, 

published a book entitled ‘Congenital Word-blindness’ in which he focussed on 

the visual problems which he thought underlay dyslexia.

Over the last hundred years or so, two main approaches to the definition of 

dyslexia have been discernible. The first was medically oriented and attempted to 

describe various forms of dysfunction using clinical terminology. The second 

approach was oriented towards child psychology, regarding problems in reading 

and writing as examples of a range of learning difficulties manifested by some 

children and young people. The British Medical Association (1980), for example, 

advised that the diagnosis and treatment of dyslexia were psychological and
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educational problems, not medical ones. By the 1990s the balance of view was 

shifting in favour of dyslexia being understood as an identifiable condition whose 

causes are rooted in inherited genes.

Parents have always been aware that their children who were identified as having 

dyslexia, experienced difficulties in learning to read that are similar to those they 

themselves had experienced when they were in school. The genetic origin of 

developmental dyslexia had been recognised by early authors, such as Thomas 

(1905) and Orton (1937), who observed that young students with specific reading 

disabilities often came from families with a relatively high incidence of the same 

kind of deficits while Stephenson (1907) described a three-generation family 

history with affected persons in every generation. Grigorenko (2001) provides a 

detailed overview of this research. There is still an on-going debate over whether 

dyslexia should be considered a medical or an educational concern. Miles and 

Miles (1990), for example, stated there was a good case for saying that it 

dyslexia was medical matter in origin and an educational matter in its treatment.

What motivated the early workers in this field was the recognition that some 

children experienced highly specific difficulties in learning that were strongly 

resistant to remedial efforts. They often tried to differentiate this problem from a 

wide range of other problems that might be associated with reading or writing 

failure and so dyslexia often came to be defined by a process of exclusion. 

Among the categories of learners often excluded are those learning difficulties 

that arose from factors such as below average intelligence, sensory or physical 

deficits, emotional problems or extrinsic adverse circumstances such as 

environmental, cultural or economic disadvantage.

In 1968, the following definition was agreed by a meeting of the Research Group

on Developmental Dyslexia of the World Federation of Neurology:

‘Dyslexia is a disorder manifested by difficultly in learning to 
read despite conventional instruction, adequate intelligence 
and socio-cultural opportunity. It is dependent upon 
fundamental cognitive disabilities which are frequently of 
constitutional origin.’
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Here, dyslexia is defined by exclusion in that it is implied that dyslexia is not due 

to inadequate instruction, inadequate intelligence, or lack of socio-cultural 

opportunity (although it Is worth noting that while dyslexia is not caused by factors 

such as socio-economic, environmental or cultural disadvantage, these conditions 

can co-exist with dyslexia). It is also referred to as an exclusion definition as it 

suggests that a child can only be defined as being dyslexic if these factors are 

excluded. More importantly while dyslexia is referred to as a reading disorder, no 

objective criteria that would allow for identification are suggested. Other problems 

with this definition include the use of ill-defined terms such as ‘conventional 

instruction’ and ‘adequate intelligence’.

It is also worth noting that, by referring to adequate socio-cultural opportunity, 

such definitions tend to limit attention to middle and upper class children (Cole 

1978). Ellis (1984) also noted that these requirements mean that children 

diagnosed as dyslexic tend to be the bright offspring of ‘good’ homes attending 

‘good schools’. There is no reason to suppose that dyslexia is in any real sense a 

‘middle class disease’, only that those tend to be the children where psychologists 

feel most confident they can exclude other causes of reading failure.

The definition used in the Northern Ireland Code of Practice (1998,p71), although 

defining the condition through a number of indicators, also implies the use of a 

discrepancy model when it goes on to suggest that evidence should be sought 

from the school regarding significant discrepancies between attainments in 

differing programmes of study, or within the same programme. Tod (1998) 

supports the view that dyslexic pupils evidence a discrepant pattern of functioning 

with their leaning difficulty being ‘in relation to themselves’ and not to their peers, 

for example, there is often a discrepancy between the standard of work generated 

in the areas of written language and that predicted on the basis of their ability to 

comprehend and reason in various subject areas. Thus the definition of a 

learning difficulty which underpins the staged approach of the Nl Code of Practice 

as ‘a significantly greater difficultly in learning than the majority of children of his 

or her age’ (p i), does not really fit children with dyslexia in that their learning
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difficultly is often in relation to themselves. Children with dyslexia may not, for 

example, exhibit an attainment delay in reading when compared to same age 

peers but they might be significantly underachieving on the basis of their 

performance in non-written forms of work.

Many definitions of dyslexia cite or imply below-average intelligence as an

exclusionary criterion in identifying dyslexia. This criterion is often operationalised

by computing an ability- achievement discrepancy (where ‘discrepancy’ refers to a

difference between a student’s ability to achieve and his or her actual

achievement). The Research Committee of the Orton Dyslexia Society (now the

International Dyslexia Association), for example, collaborated with various

national research associations as well as scientists and clinicians in the U.S.A.

and issued the following definition in 1994.

‘Dyslexia is one of several distinct learning disabilities. It is a 
specific language-based disorder of constitutional origin 
characterised by difficulties in single word decoding, usually 
reflecting insufficient phonological processing. These 
difficulties in single word decoding are often unexpected in 
relation to age and other cognitive and academic abilities; 
they are not the result of generalised developmental 
disability or sensory impairment. Dyslexia is manifest by 
variable difficultly with different forms of language, often 
including, in addition to problems with reading, a 
conspicuous problem with acquiring proficiency in writing 
and spelling’.

This definition also distinguishes dyslexia from other specific disabilities. Unlike 

many definitions which are characterised by deficit terminology, this definition 

places the focus on positive indicators of dyslexia, such as the presence of 

difficulties with decoding and phonological processing. However, reference to 

unexpected difficulties in relation to cognitive abilities suggests that the ability- 

achievement discrepancy is a defining characteristic yet again. Regan and 

Woods (2000) argue that since then dyslexia has ‘continued to be associated with 

the concept of an ability-achievement discrepancy’ (p334). Indeed the concept 

of dyslexia is often inextricably linked in the media portrayal of a ‘dyslexic’ child as 

someone with a distinct type of reading disability generally associated with a high

32



IQ. Indeed, this media portrayal has now entered the realm of folk belief, for there 

exists a popular myth that dyslexia is the ‘affliction of geniuses’ (Adelman, 1989).

However, there is disagreement amongst those working in this field as to whether 

only children of average or above average intelligence can be considered 

dyslexic. In 1999, the British Psychological Society’s Division of Educational and 

Child Psychology published a report to attempt to clarify the concept of dyslexia in 

the context of current research. This Report argued that dyslexia cannot be 

identified on the basis of an obtained difference between intellectual ability 

recorded in IQ tests and reading and writing skills while Lewis and Fowell-Jones 

(1993) insist that all levels of ability should qualify for such diagnosis. Galaburda 

(1992) warned that the exclusive use of a discrepancy measure serves both to 

include ordinary intelligent children who, read poorly for a variety of non-biological 

reasons (e.g. social opportunity, motivation and the like) and to exclude children, 

who although truly dyslexic in the modern sense of the word, have been able to 

improve their reading ability by the time they are tested.

The use of ability-achievement discrepancy has been further criticised on the 

grounds that:

•  There is disagreement on whether full-scale IQ scores, verbal scores or 

performance scores should be used in computing discrepancies and 

identifying ‘dyslexic readers’ (Stanovich, 1996).

•  Several studies have failed to find differences between ‘students with 

dyslexia’ (i.e. those with a statistically significant IQ-reading discrepancy) 

and ‘garden-variety’ poor readers (those with low reading achievement but 

no discrepancy on measures of reading, spelling, phonological processing, 

and language and memory skills) (Siegel, 1992). In particular, it has been 

found that the closer a cognitive process is to reading, the less likely that 

differences between dyslexic readers and other poor readers will emerge.
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•  Use of IQ scores assumes that the cognitive deficits of individuals with 

learning difficulties in memory, expressive language, fine-motor skills, 

factual knowledge etc. do not interfere with their performance on an IQ test.

•  Statistical problems arise in computing discrepancies between scores 

derived from two tests that correlate strongly with each other (e.g. ability 

and reading achievement).

•  IQ scores are poor predictors of reading achievement at the beginning 

states of reading development (Vellutino, et al, 2000).

Despite these criticisms, it is worth noting that 78% of educational psychologists 

responding to a survey undertaken by the Division of Educational and Child 

Psychology of the British Psychological Society’s Report (1991) reported that they 

usually assess discrepancies between abilities and attainments.

A number of researchers have suggested that the testing or observation of other 

discrepancies would be more useful in the process of identifying students with 

dyslexia. For example, Stanovich (1991) has 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 is expected because 

listening comprehension does not require the decoding skills which are deficient in 

students with dyslexia. Reid (1994) supported the usefulness of this approach and 

also noted the usefulness of oral/written discrepancies and extreme curriculum 

discrepancies. Snowling (2000) discusses an identifiable discrepancy in non-word 

reading skills compared to word reading skills in dyslexic readers. To define 

dyslexia without reference to intelligence-achievement discrepancy would be a 

departure from the definition adopted and used by many of the ELBs in Northern 

Ireland; however, to do so would reflect the emphasis in current thinking and 

research.

34



The British Psychological Society’s Report (1999) suggested that a sharper 

definition of dyslexia would not only further early recognition, but also aid 

detection of dyslexia in all children with the condition, regardless of socio

economic background, gender, race and intelligence. 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 
difficultly. 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 
staged process of assessment through teaching’ (p11).

This definition includes everyone who has difficultly learning to read or spell. It 

does not appear to attempt to distinguish dyslexia as a specific syndrome. Rather 

the definition focuses on literacy learning at the ‘word’ level and implies that the 

problem is severe and persistent despite appropriate learning opportunities. It 

provides a basis for a staged process of assessment through teaching.

Difficulties may arise in the implementing this definition. In implying that the 

problem is severe and persistent ‘despite appropriate learning opportunities’, the 

definition puts a lot of emphasis on assessing the learning context. As it stands, 

learning contexts often vary considerably and may be difficult to assess.

Interestingly, none of the definitions discussed above attempt to clearly set out 

what level or type of provision should be made available to children with dyslexia. 

Decisions regarding specific provision for such pupils with dyslexia can only be 

made following individual diagnosis and teaching.
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1.3 Possible Causes of Dyslexia

It is not the intention of this section to discuss the plethora of research relating to 

the possible causes of dyslexic - the bibliography at the end will hopefully guide 

the reader towards published literature which can provide that detail. However, I 

feel it may useful at this point to provide an overview of the current main theories.

Parents of children with dyslexia often report that they too experienced similar 

difficulties in learning to read when they were in school. Considerable research 

has being going on over the last twenty years to identify a genetic basis of 

dyslexia (Critchley, 1981; Pennington, 1994). Research by Smith et al (1983) 

highlighted chromosome 15, while later work by Fisher et al. (1999) indicated 

gene markers for dyslexia in chromosome 6. The observation that dyslexia tends 

to run in families and supporting research by Hermann (1959) indicated that the 

concordance rate for dyslexia is higher for identical twins than for fraternal twins. 

As Reid (1998) points out, if certain factors are associated with dyslexia, then this 

can lead to early identification or at least some very early warning signs of a child 

being at risk of being dyslexic.

At a neurological level, dyslexia has been both described and explained by 

reference to differences in brain morphology and function. Orton (1925), for 

example, placed great emphasis of the development of dominance of one side of 

the brain. Consistent patterns of brain anomalies in both adult and child dyslexics 

indicate that such patterns of brain development are long-standing rather than an 

indication of immature brain development (Hynd, 1992; Hynd and Hiemenz,

1997). It is currently thought that dyslexia may be a secondary manifestation of 

these brain differences; such a view would be consistent with the observation that 

dyslexia can, and does, occur with other developmental and behavioural 

difficulties such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder ( Knivsberg,et al, 1999) 

and Aspergers Syndrome/autism ( Jordan and Powell, 1995).
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Gough and Tunmer (1986) defined dyslexia as poor decoding combined with 

good comprehension and hyperlexia as the opposite pattern, good decoding and 

poor comprehension. Hyperlexia, for example, has been reported in children with 

autism who may read aloud perfectly well and be able to decode unfamiliar words 

but who do not have any understanding of what they have read. The children who 

are poor on both decoding and comprehension are sometimes referred to as the 

‘garden-variety’ poor readers. Seymour (1998), by the way, argued that Gough 

and Tunmer’s (1986) view leads to a new and more narrowly focused version of 

the discrepancy definition in which reading is replaced by decoding and 

intelligence by comprehension.

It is worth noting that many adults with a history of dyslexia, however, become

fluent readers though few overcome their spelling problems. Snowling & Nation

(1999) demonstrated how the availability of semantic and syntactic information

from a sentence frame allowed children with dyslexia to modify their incomplete or

inaccurate pronunciation of target words to bring them back in line with context.

This ‘self-correcting’ device provides one plausible 
explanation for how many dyslexic children eventually attain 
reasonable levels of word-reading accuracy, despite 
persisting difficulties with phonological processing and non
word reading’ (p i62).

In addition, words, as long as they are familiar and have been memorised as 

visual patterns, can be often be recognised by visual means (this may also 

account for children with dyslexia who can often report that a word is spelt wrong 

but they cannot correct it as they don’t know what is wrong -  it just looks 

different). This may also give credence to the fact that not all children with 

dyslexia, contrary to common belief, will always experience difficultly with reading.

A considerable number of studies have shown that many adult dyslexics who can 

now ‘read’ continue to have difficultly decoding words they have not seen before 

(i.e. non-words) and have difficulties with phonological awareness (Bruck, 1992; 

Pennington et al, 1991; Snowling et al., 1997). Other researchers (Frederickson 

and Reason, 1995;Snowling 1995) have found that children who have significant

37



difficultly learning to read often have poor phonological awareness; this means

that they have difficulty in reflecting on the sound structure of spoken words and

so find it hard to learn how to relate letters to the sounds of written words.

Osmond (1993) noted that:

‘Most dyslexic children have difficulties with phonological 
processing, that is, managing and memorizing sequences of 
the speech sounds whose relationship to print forms the 
basis of learning to read. This includes skills in relation to 
rhymes (hot, pot), segmentation (hope-less), blending (s-l-t 
becomes sit) and phonemes (bright without r makes bite)’
(P8).

Several researchers have shown that before children can read they can pick out 

words that rhyme (Jorm et al, 1986; Gates, 1992; Singleton 1993; Fawcett and 

Nicholson 1994). Significantly, children who display good phonological awareness 

before they learn to read typically go on to learn to read more easily than children 

who experience difficulties. Bradley and Bryant (1985), for example, found that 

children of 3 or 4 years old who did badly on a rhyming task went on to have a 

higher risk of having subsequent difficulty in learning to read. Evidence is also 

mounting that with the more severe cases of dyslexia, these early deficits in 

phonological processing skills, in some cases, persist into adulthood (Hulme and 

Snowling 1992; Bruck, 1992).

A number of different tasks to measure the development of phonological 

knowledge have been devised, for example:-

•  the tapping task, in which the child is given a small wooden stick and is 

asked to tap out the number of sounds in words at different phonological 

levels ( Libermann et al, 1974);

•  the oddity task, in which the child has to listen to a group of spoken words 

and then select the word that has a different sound from the others 

(Bradley & Bryant, 1983);

•  the same/different judgement task, in which a child listens to pairs of

words, and judges whether or not they share a sound or not ( Treiman and

Zukowski, 1991).
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Goswami and Bryant ( 1990) suggested that it may be that dyslexic children are 

following the same sequence of phonological development as non-dyslexic 

children , but far more slowly. Goulandris (1996) and Snowling (1998) agreed that 

if it is possible to detect with reasonable accuracy, the children who will go on to 

have difficulties with reading, then assessment focusing on the phonological skills 

and the reading strategies the child is currently using, followed by early and 

appropriate intervention could well avoid or minimise subsequent reading failure.

Although dyslexia is generally regarded as a language problem, interest remains 

in the link between visual processing and reading. Children and adults with 

dyslexia sometimes report problems such as print going fuzzy, blurring and 

moving round while others have shown observable benefit from using coloured 

overlays. Garzia (1993) gives a useful and balanced overview of the possible 

relationship between vision and reading and concludes that optical difficulties 

such as poor binocular vision or poor eye movement control do play a part in 

delayed reading in a small number of children. Stein (1994) has also suggested 

that adults and children with dyslexic tendencies exhibit significant differences in 

binocular fixation stability and vergence control from ‘normal’ readers. Such views 

remain contentious (Goulandris et al, 1998) but traditional testing of those 

demonstrating dyslexic tendencies still usually involves visual sequential memory 

and visual recognition.

Dyslexia affects various parts of the brain that control language. It may lead to 

dysfunction in some or all of the following: visual memory, auditory memory, 

sequence memory, word retrieval, speech and motor areas. Miles (1993), after 

developing the Bangor Dyslexia Test, concluded that difficulties with spelling and 

reading in a dyslexic person form part of a wider disability involving distinguishing 

between, and naming, symbolic material. In addition to problems in phonological 

processing, children with dyslexia often show reduced speed of articulation. 

Fawcett and Nicholson (2002), for example, demonstrated that children with 

dyslexia have significant problems in articulation, not only in gesture planning, but 

also in the speeded production of single articulatory gestures.
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There is also an emerging consensus that a working memory deficit in a cluster of 

brain functions is the cause of dyslexia. Working memory is used to hold new 

information in the mind for a short time before it is rejected or transferred into 

long-term memory. Chasty (1985), for example, reached the conclusion that 

dyslexia results from a problem with language processing and argued that 

inefficient short-term (working) memory is the basis of the difficulty with the 

obvious manifestations being underachievement in reading, writing and spelling.

Dyslexic children are noticeably forgetful, and this significantly affects their 

learning and everyday skills. They often experience difficulties in attending to and 

organising auditory information. Difficulty in the operation of short-term or working 

memory systems in children has been researched by Hitch and McAuley (1991), 

Baddeley (1986) and by Gathercole and Baddeley (1993). Short-term auditory 

memory problems are not only the commonest but also usually the severest 

difficulty for these children. There are three routes to short-term working memory 

into learning: through hand and motor memory, through eye and visual memory 

and through ear and auditory or phonological memory. Both short and long term 

memory are important in the development of reading and spelling. Children with 

dyslexia find it difficult both to retain and organise information in their ‘working 

memory’, so that their short-term memory store becomes quickly overloaded. 

Because they are slower to ‘automate’ the processes involved in reading and 

spelling, it follows that they have to hold more information in their working memory 

when they are reading and writing. They are consequently slower and make more 

errors due to incomplete information being available within their working memory 

system.

McLoughlin et al. (1994), in considering adults with dyslexia, argued that their 

fundamental difficultly could be seen as one of poor working or short-term 

memory. Singleton (1995) also agrees that perhaps the most serious handicap of 

the dyslexic is memory.

‘This may give rise to a whole host of learning problems,
including difficulties in forming associations between letters
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and sounds, in remembering sequences of letters for 
spelling, in rapid word recognition when reading text, and in 
maths activities such as learning multiplication tables and 
remembering the sequence of operations to apply in 
different types of calculations. Because the processes which 
enable information to be transferred from short term to long
term memory seem to be deficient, the dyslexic often 
appears to have learned something one day but, when 
tested the next day, has forgotten it. The dyslexic student 
may have put an immense amount of effort into learning 
something, later to be confronted with failure, humiliation 
and frustration when his or her memory fails them once 
again’ (p 7).

Furthermore, it has been suggested that dyslexics not only suffer from deficits in 

the area of phonological awareness and verbal short-term memory, but are also 

defective in verbal information processes, which involve rapid processing. 

Researchers have identified deficits which may negatively affect children and 

adults with dyslexia such as impairments in the temporal recall of rapidly 

presented events (Tallal, 1984) and slowed choice reaction time (Nicholson and 

Fawcett, 1994). Wolf and Bowers (1999) in their double-deficit hypothesis for 

developmental dyslexics proposed that dyslexics can be identified by deficits in 

phonological processing and rapid automatized naming (R A N ); in fact, they argue 

that speed is the single predicator of reading difficulties. Nicolson and Fawcett 

(1990) investigated skills outside reading and spelling, including speed, memory 

and motor skills and proposed that children with dyslexia fail to fully automatize a 

variety of skills.

One of the dangers of discussing dyslexia is that it is easy to slip into discussing it 

mainly as a reading problem. As already mentioned, one reason for this is the 

term ‘dyslexia’ comes from the Greek language which when broken down means 

, ‘dys’ -difficulty, 7ex/s'-words - hence difficulty with words. Another reason 

is that research on dyslexia often compares children with dyslexia to both 

‘ordinary’ readers and those with some other forms of reading delay. Also, given 

that reading difficulties are quite often the first obvious educational problem that 

many children with dyslexia present with during their early years in the education 

system, the focus on reading is quite understandable.
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For these reasons, much of what has been covered above has tended to focus on 

the academic difficulties that children with dyslexia tend to face on a daily basis in 

lessons that involve reading, spelling and writing. However, children with dyslexia 

often face a range of other situations in which their underlying cognitive 

impairments can make the situation more difficult for them to cope with. Rudel 

(1985), for example, reported difficulties with newly acquired motor skills while 

Augur (1985) suggested that difficulties in dressing, doing up buttons, kicking and 

throwing a ball, hopping and skipping are all commonly observed in young 

children with dyslexia. Nicholson and Fawcett, (1994) reported in a series of 

studies how not only were young children with dyslexia worse on short-term 

memory tasks and phonological skills but that they were also worse on motor 

tasks such as bead threading and putting pegs in a board. Specifically, this 

hypothesis suggests that individuals with dyslexia are not easily able to execute 

actions in such a way that they become automatic although they may demonstrate 

relatively normal performance as a result of conscious compensation strategies.

In 1996, Nicolson et al, demonstrated that dyslexic individuals were significantly 

impaired on tasks of gross motor skills when their conscious attentional resources 

were put under pressure when, for example, they were required to complete a 

dual task.

Miles (1993) reported that children with dyslexia are almost twice as likely to show 

confusion over left or right as non-dyslexic children. Miles, however, goes on to 

provide a strong note of caution against over-generalising this confusion as 

something all children with dyslexia will have or something that is exclusive to 

children with dyslexia and concludes that this should only be considered as an 

indication of a tendency. As Pollock and Walker (1994) point out, for many 

children, these kinds of directional difficulties may actually be due to verbal 

labelling.

There is now a distinct blurring within much of the literature between definitions or 

statements about what dyslexia is or means, what signs displayed can be, and
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what are their roots causes. Research has gone in many different directions trying 

to clarify this complex issue, stemming from different scientific disciplines and 

operating at various levels within them. Morton and Frith (1995) proposed a 

Causal Modelling Framework, which enabled the various theories to be 

considered together.
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Morton and Frith (1995)

The Morton and Frith framework indicates three levels of an individual’s 

functioning, together with a consideration of relevant environmental factors. The 

behavioural level deals with the ‘symptoms’ of dyslexia, the cognitive level deals 

with the process underlying the observed deficits in performance while the 

biological level seeks to identify the processes within the brain and also allows 

consideration of information coming from genetic research. For example:

At the Biological Level

•  Inherited Disorder (family history of similar problems)

• Right Hemisphere Preference
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•  Magnetic Resonance Imaging (the ‘dyslexic brain’ )

At the Cognitive Level

•  Working Memory

•  Phonological Processing Difficulty

•  Visual Processing Difficulties

•  Automaticity

At the Behavioural Level

• Sequencing Difficulties

•  Poor Concentration

• Left-right Confusion

•  Organisation/Time-management Difficulties

Contemporary debates continue to be wide ranging, but despite developments in 

the field, consensus has not yet been reached on a definition of dyslexia. Riddick 

(1996) states that this is due to the fact that ‘different definitions of dyslexia fulfil 

different purposes and reflect different perspectives’ (p20). It may productive to 

follow Miles’ (1995) advice that, since different definitions may be valid on 

different occasions, it may be more beneficial to abandon the attempt to produce 

the authoritative definition. Rather than continue the search for a watertight 

definition, it seems to perhaps make more sense to try to draw up a description of 

dyslexia. The purpose of describing rather than defining dyslexia should help 

facilitate child-centred pedagogic approaches which can address the specific 

learning needs of the children, while at the same time allowing and encouraging 

the discrimination of dyslexia from other known and unknown cause of learning 

difficultly/differences.

Hinson & Kelly (1986) suggested that a comparison of lists of various of various 

characteristics of dyslexia complied by various authors indicated a measure of 

unanimity; a discrepancy between intellectual ability and written language 

performance; difficulty with order and direction in sequencing; poor short-term
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auditory/visual sequential memory; difficulty in sustaining the fine motor patterns 

necessary for fluent handwriting, and mixed or cross-laterality. They conclude 

that ‘not all of these symptoms will be presented by each dyslexic child, nor will 

each symptom in isolation necessarily be indicative of dyslexia’ (p20). Osmond 

(1993) is also in agreement that it may be more profitable to refer to a ‘pattern of 

difficulties’ and records the effects of dyslexia on learning.

‘The child with dyslexia often has poor perception, memory, 
discrimination, motor co-ordination, sequencing and 
orientation skills. In practice, these children may have 
difficulties in learning to read, spell and in producing 
adequate written language. They may also have difficulties 
in mathematics and physical education. Behaviour can be 
affected by the organisational abilities’ (p7).

Tod (1998) provided five levels of description, which are:

•  a Discrepancy within an individual’s profile, ie. relatively weaker 

performance in those areas which necessitate that the sound system of 

language is represented and processed in the written format;

•  a Delay or Deficit in the development of phoneme-grapheme 

correspondence which in turn reduces both the capacity of short term- 

memory and the efficiency of working memory;

•  a Delay in the development of automatic word identification;

•  a Difficultly in generating written (and sometimes oral) language in the 

sequence needed for accurate spelling and fluent communication;

•  a Difference in form and functions of some areas of the brain.

Dyslexia has therefore over the years become a household word and an

awareness of dyslexia is spreading rapidly, but at the same time, the situation

described by Osmond below in 1993 would still appear to be relevant today.

There is no consensus and a general lack of knowledge in 
the schools, certainly primary schools about dyslexia - 
whether it actually exists as a definable condition and how it 
should be tackled’ (p87).
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1.4 Problems associated with identification

a) Testing

Dyslexia should be seen as a different learning ability rather than a disability. It 

only becomes a disability if it goes unrecognised and teaching is inappropriate, 

resulting in the child’s failure to gain competence in literacy. As previously 

discussed, the initial problem is not just one of identification but also the point at 

which any such identification occurs.

As already discussed conventional methods for diagnosing dyslexia in the child 

who is failing in literacy development have remained largely unchanged for the 

past 30 years. Until recently, the received wisdom was that a child could not be 

diagnosed as dyslexic until a measurable discrepancy between their reading age 

and their chronological age could be demonstrated or, in other words, until they 

had failed at learning to read.

As Osmond (1993) pointed out, this can mean that where such a child is found to 

be dyslexic he or she has already experienced at least three years of failure. For 

example, the 1999 OFSTED report on Pupils with Specific Learning Difficulties in 

Mainstream Schools, for example, found that some local education authorities 

(LEAs) had devised local criteria for determining whether a statement in respect of 

specific learning difficulties should be issued. In most cases these were based 

upon a disparity between the pupils’ actual ages and their reading-ages. It was 

usual for this disparity to be at least two years before the LEA considered the 

pupils to have specific learning difficulties, although in many cases the disparity 

was considerably greater than this.

The disadvantages of conventional assessment and diagnostic procedures may 

be summarised as follows:

•  They rely on waiting for the child to fail;
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• They often come too late in the child’s educational career;

• Historically, assessment for dyslexia has been the responsibility of a 

specialist teacher or an educational psychologist;

•  The use of exclusion criteria tends to confine identification artificially to 

relatively bright, middle-class children;

• They are relatively expensive and time-consuming: it generally takes four 

or more hours of an educational psychologist’s time to carry out and 

analyse the necessary tests and compile a report;

•  At the moment these tests are not widely accessible as the assessment 

instruments used are mainly restricted to psychological tests; and

• The tests do not always give detailed information on the child’s underlying 

cognitive difficulties which could help the SENCO or class teacher to 

formulate an appropriate package of learning activities for the child.

It is worth noting that although there are a number of tests that include the term 

‘dyslexia’ in the title there is, in fact, no dyslexia test -  the identification of dyslexia 

is a process and that process includes more than the administration of a solitary 

test. The 1999 Report by British Psychological Society (BPS) noted that no 

particular pattern of scores could be regarded as necessary or sufficient in 

deciding whether, and to what extent, learning difficulties could be described as 

dyslexic. It is important to bear in mind that different children may well display 

different profiles and still meet the various criteria for specific learning 

difficulties/dyslexia. Interestingly Connor (1994) put forward the view that the way 

in which one would identify dyslexia will reflect the definition that is used.

A concern for many writers, for example, Chasty (1998) and Nisser (1998), is that 

some of the tests used by SENCOs or SEN teachers are inappropriate and may 

lead to the non-identification of children with dyslexia. For example, Croll and 

Moses (1985,) condemned some of the reading tests for the limited information 

they provided.

Testing of reading is not used to identify particular areas of 
weakness which is then helped by a programme of 
remediation the effectiveness of which is again tested. The
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process is more usually the giving of one, non-diagnostic 
test, often a word recognition test, followed by ‘ practice’ of 
reading skills the child has not mastered’ (p85).

The report of the New Zealand Education and Science Committee (Department of

Education, New Zealand, 2001), on its inquiry into the teaching of reading

identified two important failings that need to be urgently addressed.

The first is the lack of a complete battery of up-to date 
assessment tools that teachers might use to inform their 
teaching programmes. The second is the gap in teachers’ 
knowledge about how to best use the tools that do exist and 
how to best analyse the information from those tools to 
modify teaching practice’ (p19).

According to Hornby et al (1995), children with average cognitive ability who 

experience reading, writing or spelling difficulties, ‘ may not be identified as having 

SEN by the school if its screening procedures do not include a suitable measure 

of learning potential, such as a test for cognitive ability or of listening 

comprehension’ (pi 18). As previously discussed, there is an emerging 

consensus that a working memory deficit in a cluster of brain functions is a 

possible cause of dyslexia. It may lead to dysfunction in some or all of the 

following: visual memory, auditory memory, sequence memory, word retrieval, 

speech and motor areas. Therefore it is not enough to simply assess reading and 

writing.

Nisser (1998) suggested that a range of tests needed to be used to investigate a 

child’s visual, auditory, motor memory and sequencing capabilities.

•  Visual tests which may include decoding, reading, 
and visual scanning tests;

•  Auditory tests which may include word and sentence 
repetition, spelling and auditory perception tests;

•  Motor tests which may include: copying designs, 
writing, tracing with the finger, and rapid naming of 
objects (i.e. verbal expression); and

• Sequence tests which may include: multiplication 
tables, months of the year, alphabet, repetition of 
multi-syllabic words and tapping rhythmic sequences 
(P46).
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Goyen (1992) and Connor (1994) both raised the question, what is this

assessment for? In particular, they both discriminated between attempts to justify

a diagnosis of dyslexia and the need to provide a programme of intervention or, in

other words, the emphasis should be upon instruction rather than diagnosis. To a

large extent, the emphasis of assessment is still directed towards identifying the

child as meeting criteria for a dyslexic label rather than defining the nature of the

learning difficultly i.e. accessing the child and not the condition. Pumfrey and

Reason (1992) stated that dyslexic pupils require a comprehensive assessment

‘ firstly to provide an explanation to the individual and 
parents. Secondly to offer an explanation to professionals 
dealing with the child and, thirdly to offer a guide to the 
development of teaching strategies’ ( p230).

Connor (1994) agreed that assessment should be directed at finding the most 

effective way of helping any given child rather providing for a purportedly special 

group of children who share the label ‘dyslexic’. In any event, in neither case will 

identifying a child as dyslexic necessarily inform remedial practice unless the 

assessment moves to the educational level and highlights learning style and 

learning stage.

Pumprey (1990) contends that the concept of diagnosis and treatment is based on 

a medical model and is not therefore appropriate to the education context. 

Teachers, Pumfrey asserts, ought to be wary of travelling down the classification 

escalator and moving from individual differences to deviations, difficulties, and 

deficits and eventually to defects. Yet, while this ‘classification escalator’ is clearly 

something that ought to be avoided, and something that underlies the inherent 

dangers of hasty diagnosis or perceiving lack of attainments as a with-in child 

difficulty which requires diagnosis, it is still beneficial to implement early 

identification procedures, despite these risks. It has been well argued that the 

intricacies of the reading process result in significant numbers of children adopting 

ineffective reading strategies which need to be identified and modified by the 

teacher lest the error behaviour becomes too entrenched thus placing a restriction 

on further progress (Clay, 1985; Pumfrey 1990). To ensure, however, that a 

medical diagnosis-treatment model is not perceived as the principal assessment
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strategy, it is important that assessment is undertaken by the SENCO or SEN 

teacher, using informal strategies, and that this assessment is linked to teaching 

and the curriculum. This type of model has many advantages over formal 

assessment by educational psychologists, but if difficulties do persist there is a 

definite role for utilising the expertise of educational psychologists.

Certainly there is a range of tests (CoPS etc) which can be of assistance, and 

many of these tests have a predictive validity. An appendix in the BPS Report 

(1999) evaluated a selection of commercially available tests designed to examine 

cognitive processes, including phonological competencies, associated with 

dyslexia. These evaluations showed that some of the tests were better supported 

by current research that others and that their standardisation was also very 

variable.

Essentially, however, identifying dyslexia involves more than administrating a test 

-  it involves a process, and that process needs to include the learning 

environment, the curriculum and the pupil’s learning opportunities, as well as 

cognitive factors associated with dyslexia. That is why it is crucial to identify and 

develop a rationale for assessment and, specifically, the ‘next step’ after the 

assessment.

It is important that assessment is linked to intervention, and by identifying ‘barriers 

to learning’ the link between assessment and intervention can be developed. 

Brooks (2000) suggests that children should ‘begin to perceive the world as a 

place where their strengths rather than their weaknesses are spotlighted. If this 

shift in perception occurs, then when they are expected to assume the tasks of 

adulthood, they will do so with increased comfort, confidence and success’ (p19).

If, as discussed above, early intervention is deemed to be important, then primary 

schools represent the most critical period for the identification of dyslexia and one 

could assume that SENCOs would appear to be uniquely placed to recognise the
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early signs of dyslexia and to set in place appropriate support. Yet many would 

appear to be failing to do so.

I will argue in the next section that this is often through a low level of knowledge 

and understanding about dyslexia brought on by a lack of appropriate training at 

various levels.

b) Use of early indicators

While dyslexia cannot, at this moment anyway, be prevented or cured, early 

identification can lessen the long-term effect of the symptoms when it is 

accompanied by appropriate support. The problems related to dyslexia often 

become apparent when the child fails to acquire literacy skills at school, and falls 

behind their peer group.

As previously discussed, it was thought that dyslexia could not be identified until 

there existed a significant discrepancy between chronological age and reading 

age. However, recent approaches suggest that the condition manifests itself in 

many other ways, which can be spotted early and, for this reason, various 

researchers such as Miles and Snowling (1990) have been advocating early 

investigation and pre-school screening.

As already discussed, one area in which there has been particular progress has 

been the identification of cognrtive deficits in pre-school children that have been 

shown to lead to difficultly in learning to read and spell. Many researchers 

(Snowling, 1990; Jorm et al 1986; Gates 1992; Singleton 1993; Fawcett & 

Nicholson, 1994; Bradley and Bryant ,1983) have been carrying out studies on 

genetically at-risk children which demonstrate that from a very early age, despite 

appropriate teaching, significant numbers will display language difficulties. These 

researchers believed that if schools/teachers are able to pick up very early signs
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then something can be done to alleviate problems before they become intractable 

and complex.

In this context, phonological awareness and processing are considered important 

predicators of young children’s literacy development. (Wagner and Torgesen, 

1987; Goswami and Bryant, 1990). Singleton (2000) has recently drawn up a list 

of possible developmental precursors of dyslexia. The characteristics include one 

or more of the following:

•  delays in the development of speech and language;

•  difficulties in learning simple patterns of sequential activity, such as 

remembering the order of simple instructions or reproducing a pattern of 

coloured beads or bricks;

•  difficulties of fine or gross motor control; and

• high distractibility and poor concentration.

Many researchers ( Chasty, 1985; Edwards, 1994; Ott, 1997) have also published 

checklists of possible indicators for primary school children which parents and 

teachers can look out for. There are those who would say that many of the 

features listed are common at some stage to most children growing up. Indeed 

this may be so but when a child of four or five has continued to display these 

attributes for quite a while, despite teaching in school and/or support from home, 

dyslexia may well be a possible explanation. The emphasis here is on detecting 

an uneven developmental profile where there is no evidence of primary medical, 

social or emotional causes for the child’s difficulties. A typical case could be a 

child who, at 5 years of age, appears bright, alert and who is able to converse 

intelligently but who nevertheless is unable to write his or her own name, copy 

simple letters or shapes, or cope with fine motor tasks. Alternatively a child may 

be able to copy and draw well for his or her age, show skills in construction and 

modelling, but be unable to repeat a short sequence of digits, have difficultly in 

learning nursery rhymes and have relatively immature language development.
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A word of caution - checklists are not, in any form, a de'initive diagnosis of 

dyslexia. There are often no accepted numbers of posiive indicators built into 

these checklists which would confer what would deem >ne person to have 

dyslexia and another not. It is also not helpful to use ti<x lists for identification 

purposes as many children who can access the curricuum areas well and who 

can read and spell adequately, also show themselves o be positively dyslexic in 

other respects. As Osmond (1993) pointed out, dysle>a is not a straightforward 

condition, which you either have or do not have, in a staightforward, objective 

sense. Every dyslexic person, being by definition an inlividual, experiences 

dyslexia in his or her particular way.

Smith (1996) provided the warning that whenever a chld’s performance is 

matched against any list of criteria which may indicate 3 specific problem, the 

teacher should not leap to conclusions as some of the actors may also be those 

which can be found in the general course of learning ir most children. For 

example, it is frequently reported by teachers and pareits that children with 

dyslexia experience difficultly in learning things like dafs of the week and nursery 

rhymes, which suggests that they might have an auditory sequencing problem 

that affects their ability to learn to read. But, it should aso be remembered, that a 

child who does not say nursery rhymes might not do s> because of simple lack of 

exposure to them or that that the pace of work in the cassroom is too fast and the 

coverage superficial.

Checklists can form part of the identification process a  they provide a limited 

range of information that may begin to produce a pictire of a child’s strengths and 

weaknesses but they should not be used in isolation. I should always be 

remembered that checklists are no substitution for a omprehensive assessment 

looking at the classroom environment, the curriculum, earning styles used and, 

most importantly of all, the learner’s strengths and weaknesses. The BPS Report 

(1999) introduced the concept of ‘noticing and adjustirg’. The authors of this 

report argued that the term ‘identification’ may imply t<o narrow a focus on with-in 

child determinants of learning and that a broader formjlation would describe
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teachers as noticing children’s individual needs and then adjusting their 

responses accordingly.

Crombie (2002a) has developed a curriculum and multidisciplinary approach to 

screening to identify children in the nursery and early years who are at risk of 

dyslexia. The purpose of this procedure, according to Crombie, is that the 

screening should flag up any children who show signs of specific problems. This 

may indicate that such children are slightly less mature than the rest of the group 

so it important not to read too much into this information at this stage. Crombie’s 

screening procedure could be easily operated within the day to day work of a pre

school setting as it focuses on five main areas of learning which coincide with the 

strands of the Nl pre-school curriculum: -

•  emotional, personal and social development;

•  communications and language;

•  knowledge and understanding of the world;

•  expressive and aesthetic development; and

• physical development and movement.

Crombie also argues that teachers are often hesitant to label a child as dyslexic, 

but suggest that good communications with parents and an understanding of 

dyslexia will enable teachers to discuss with parents their reluctance to label. The 

key aspect is that specific intervention rather than a label is the prime objective of 

these screening procedures.

In conclusion, there is a need for teachers, particularly at key stage 1, to be more 

aware of when an apparent weakness might be developmental and routine and 

when it might cause a concern. Immaturity in the use of spoken language may 

well be a clue for the teacher that there is an underlying speech and language 

processing problem -either receptive, expressive or both. If a child begins to 

experience problems with reading and writing, it is advisable that the reason be 

investigated as soon as possible; there is no justification in waiting to age eight
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when the child fails to recognise letters or to read and spell and has already 

experienced several years of failure.

1.5 Labelling

Edwards noted in 1994 that there had been much debate about the problem of 

labelling children, ‘the ethics, the effects on their confidence and future treatment, 

being singled out as different, and even the accuracy of the diagnosis implied’ 

(p22). Ten year later, the debate still continues. Specific learning difficulty or 

dyslexia? Which label should we use? Should we use any label at all?

Shouldn’t we really be asking how helpful any label is likely to be to the person 

concerned? For example, will it help the child cope in school? Will it entitle the 

child to some extra specialists teaching, exam concessions or reduced entry 

requirements to further education? What type and level of provision does a label 

generate?

One of the dominant influences that has shaped professional frameworks and 

practices in special education around the world has been the medical model 

(Barton, 1996; Sarason and Doris, 1979). The 1944 Education Act (Ministry of 

Education), for example, introduced eleven formal categories for children with 

individual needs, for example, the ‘educationally subnormal’. Over time it was 

recognised that such terminology created the impression that certain children 

suffered from disease-like conditions and that it ignored contextual factors that 

might contribute to the problems, such as curriculum or teaching approaches.

The Warnock Report (1978) expressed a view widely held in the 1970s and 1980s 

about the problems of labelling. This Report argued against the negative aspects 

of labelling and advocated the abandonment of categories as they could lead to
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stigma. It recommended that the notion of special needs should replace labelling 

i.e. categories of educational handicap should be replaced by a focus on 

identifying individual educational needs within a framework of special educational 

needs. Thus the use of the label ‘special’ can be seen as part of an attempt to 

redefine special education or special needs education in terms of inclusive 

education which covers all vulnerable groups. Special education needs is seen, 

from this perspective, to identify the individual as different and to limit our 

perceptions and expectations of those designated as ‘special’.

Others, for example. Booth and Ainscow, (1998) view the term ‘special education’ 

itself as a label and argue that the Warnock Report actually replaced one set of 

labels in terms of deficits with another set in terms of a broad label of special 

educational needs. The system of special education, whether it is in separate 

special classes or schools or as support in mainstream settings, requires the 

identification of some children and not others. This group has to be named in 

some way, whether in terms of special educational needs, disabilities or additional 

educational needs. Consequently, all these references involve some labelling of 

children and systems.

Since the mid-1980s this replacement of labels rather than their abandonment 

has become increasingly more evident with the introduction here in Northern 

Ireland of the Department of Education (DE) ‘Code of Practice on the 

Identification and Assessment of Special Educational Needs’ which acknowledged 

eight separate categories of special educational needs including, for the first time 

‘specific learning difficulties/dyslexia’ (p71).

One reason for the continuing tendency to use labels when describing children 

emanates from research on judgement and decision-making. Dawes (1982) 

argued that people experience great difficultly in integrating and consolidating 

information from divergent sources, and that when complex issues are being 

considered it is difficult to work efficiently with all the available information. In such
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situations, the phenomenon known as ‘bounded rationality’ may come into play 

(Dowie and Elstein, 1988).

Thus, as Feiler and Gibson (1999) pointed out, educationalists are susceptible to 

making assessments of children that are simplified and stereotypical for it is 

easier to entertain the notion that the reason for some children’s poor ‘literacy 

performance’ is due to a condition termed dyslexia, than to evaluate 

systematically the myriad reasons why an individual child might be struggling with 

learning to read. Such reasons might include a history of insufficient or 

inappropriate resources, weak parental support, inappropriate teaching, low 

teacher expectations or a lack of systematic planning for literacy development.

Another explanation for the re-emergence of labelling can be found in what Ross 

(1977) has called ‘the fundamental attribution error’. When children with dyslexia 

appraise their own performance or that of others, they can attribute success or 

failure differentially either to external factors (such as the availability of resources) 

or to internal factors (e.g., judgements about an individual’s ‘intelligence). 

However, Ross suggests that the weighting of internal and external factors is not 

benign. The ‘fundamental attribution error’ refers to the human tendency to over

estimate the importance of internal factors as causes of behaviour, relative to 

situational or environmental factors.

In other words, when judging another’s performance (such as a child’s difficultly 

with reading), a teacher, for example, can tend to assume that what they witness 

is largely influenced or driven by intrinsic features (such as a child’s lack of 

determination to learn) and then play down the possible influence of external 

factors (lack of stimulating reading materials). This tendency is closely aligned 

with stereotyping and partly explains why certain labels have such currency with 

education. In short, the teacher’s inclination to commit the fundamental attribution 

error results in an attraction to ‘within-child deficit’ explanations of difficult rather 

than to context-based explorations. In two similar studies, Croll and Moses (1985) 

asked 428 teachers to comment on children with learning difficulties; it was found
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that general with-in child or home environmental factors were seen as the main 

causes of failure with failure seldom being attributed in any way to the curriculum 

or teaching.

Osmond (1993) pointed out that what it is often over-looked is that the teachers 

can feel that they too have failed when children are found to be dyslexic. In their 

research, Riddell et al (1992) recorded that some of the teachers interviewed 

suggested that teachers may feel slighted when a child fails to make progress.

The teacher may feel that that they have been unable to communicate with the 

child in question and thereby failed to pass on basic skills with which other 

apparently similar children find little difficultly. A sense of guilt can then possess a 

teacher, who may in turn look for alternative explanations -  usually in the 

upbringing and background of the child or through some particular problem the 

child has.

As discussed in a previous section relating to the definition of dyslexia, there are 

many who would argue that dyslexia is not a useful explanatory concept and that 

children should not be ‘labelled’ in this way. But equally there are many, for 

example, Lewis and Fowell-Jones (1993), who adamantly claim that dyslexia is an 

identifiable learning difficulty and that by using its name, it gives an explanation, 

offers comfort and provides support to both parents and the children who have 

this condition.

Hastings and Remington (1993) suggested that those with a disability should be 

asked what they think and what they would prefer. For instance, as part of the 

research for the Tomlinson Committee on further education provision for learning 

difficulties and disabilities (SCPR, 1996), it was found that students disliked 

disability labelling, but recognised that labels were useful for receiving the support 

they required. The vast majority of children with dyslexia (and their parents) 

would appear comfortable about using the label dyslexic. Many see that the 

categorisation as dyslexic helps the individual to understand their own learning 

pattern and make more sense of their experiences and perceptions, so improving
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morale. Having a name for a problem also enables parents to benefit from the 

knowledge gained by others with experience of the condition. Time and time 

again, teenagers and adults with dyslexia, when providing an account of their life, 

will refer to the relief they felt on gaining a reason/a label for their difficulties. 

(Osmond, 1993; Miles, 1993).

Lord Laird in an article in the Belfast Telegraph (2000) recalled the relief he felt 

‘fifteen or so years ago at the realisation that there was a reasonable explanation 

for what I considered to be an abnormal and poor school career’ (pi 1). Edwards 

(1994), commenting as a parent, felt ‘that the result of this kind of labelling, if it is 

done with explanations and common sense counselling to the student, can only 

be beneficial. I am convinced of this because of the confidence levels which can 

be rebuilt on the factual framework of a learning profile which has been 

intelligently explained’ (p22). On a personal level, I too found the identification of 

dyslexia in my late twenties as a great relief as I discovered that there was indeed 

a label which could describe and help me understand my problem and which also, 

more importantly, disproved the allegations by primary teachers that I was simply 

stupid and lazy.

Hastings and Remington (1993) drew attention to how different labels could be 

compared in terms of their positive and negative tone, independent of particular 

individuals and how they could evoke different responses in different groups in the 

community. It is clear that perceptions, judgments and expectations of people with 

difficulties and disabilities can be influenced by labels, which may be used in ways 

that stigmatise and devalue, what has been called ‘bad mouthing’. (Corbett,

1995). Labels used at any early age can ‘stick’ with that person for the remainder 

of their life. Labels can also have negative impacts on others’ actions towards the 

labelled person, especially labels with medical associations. As Riddick (1996) 

pointed out, it can be argued that the nature, purpose and context in which a label 

is used all influence the degree of positive and negative outcomes associated in 

using it.
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Smith (1996) warned that ‘labelling can lead to lower or negative expectations 

being set in motion by those who come in contact with the child’ (p 10 ). It has long 

been accepted that teachers’ perceptions (expectations, attitudes, attributions) 

can play an important role in determining the experiences and accomplishments 

of children in school environments. Most importantly, these perceptions appear to 

influence the way in which teachers behave towards particular children. In their 

study, Rosenthal and Jacobson (1966), told classroom teachers that particular 

identified pupils were more likely than others to improve over the course of the 

year. Despite the fact that these ‘academic bloomers’ were selected randomly, 

they showed large improvements in IQ in comparison with controls on end-of-year 

testing. Although teachers’ perceptions may have positive effects on children’s 

behaviour, concern has been expressed about possible negative outcomes. 

Osmond (1993) also pointed out the dangers of generating a self-fulfilling 

prophecy by telling children they are dyslexic as ‘owning a label often leads to 

accepting the problem and unconsciously losing the belief that a solution is 

possible’ (p 92).

As discussed in the previous section, care must be taken that no incorrect 

labelling occurs simply because a child may be slower in developing the relevant 

skills. However, it is generally felt that early identification, if handled correctly and 

sensitively, can be more beneficial than disadvantageous. More precise 

identification can lead to better-targeted teaching because of the detailed 

description gained of pupil’s strengths and weaknesses. A pupil with dyslexia 

may not want to be publicly labelled as such within a school but may want their 

teacher to know about it so that they can adapt their teaching and provide 

appropriate support. Thomson (1990) argued that the use of dyslexic labels 

should have positive implications for teaching if it results in an avoidance of ‘more 

of the same’, and provides access to an individual programme in which the child’s 

preferred learning style may be utilised.

All of the above debate gives rise to what Norwich (1999) refers to as an 

ideological dilemma about identification and labelling. ‘If some children are
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identified as having dyslexia, there is the risk of negative labelling and stigma, 

while if they are not identified there is a risk that their individual needs will not be 

fully met’ (p 93). Norwich then goes to propose that without some way of 

referring to distinct groups it is not possible to examine the origins of various kinds 

of difficulties, let alone to evaluate whether particular kinds of interventions or 

kinds of teaching are needed.

One response to this position is to deny that difficulties are a matter of kind and 

then assert that difficulties are a matter of degree lying along a continuum, and 

that there are no clear-cut distinctions between those with and those without 

specific kinds of difficulties. But, even if this can be justified in all cases, there are 

still practical policy decisions about who receives additional or different provision.

1.6 Variation in Provision

Over recent years the case for labels has tended to focus on the need to identify 

particular groups for research purposes or for specific provision. The acceptance 

of dyslexia as a discrete type, qualitatively different from the difficulties of the 

‘slow learner’, is in sharp contrast with the post- Warnock tradition, which eschews 

child deficit and categorising ideas. Naturally, with dyslexia now acknowledged as 

‘the most common and best defined learning disability’ (Orton Dyslexia Society, 

1994), there are more people pressing legitimately for scarce resources than can 

be accommodated. This pressure on local education and library boards, schools 

and teachers to provide more for children who have certain labels is undoubtedly 

strong and may well increase as litigation is used more frequently to gain 

additional support for children to whom the label ‘dyslexia’ has been assigned.

Writers such as Turner (1997) have drawn attention to the widespread feeling 

amongst some teachers, that dyslexia is a ‘disease’ of middle class parents
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unable to reconcile themselves to the dullness of their offspring and that the 

people agitating on behalf of dyslexic children are usually articulate and therefore 

likely to achieve a disproportionate share of scare resources. This, they go on to 

argue, could result in the needs of the majority of children with learning difficulties 

being pushed aside, while a small number of comparatively privileged children 

would obtain an undue share of special facilities.

Cline and Reason (1995) refer to the debate about equal opportunities and

dyslexia and the concern of teachers about the unequal distribution of limited

public resources. Geoff Bookbinder (1988) warned that the promotion of the

concept that dyslexia is a disease-like condition that originates within vulnerable -

but- intelligent children can be divisive and unfair.

‘ If we are not careful we will have a kind of apartheid divide 
between dyslexics and the mass of poor readers. The former 
will become the deserving few for whom there will be an 
increasing pressure to provide scarce resources which may 
have to be diverted from the majority whose difficulties go 
unrecognised and who do not have parents who are 
sufficiently articulate or influential to press their case’ (p4).

Resources are indeed finite and given that there are many calls on the funds of 

local education authorities and schools, when resources are directed towards one 

group of children it inevitably means less for others. As writers such as Feiler and 

Gibson (1999) pointed out, labels for the few can diminish access to resources for 

the wider group of children with special needs as when resources are directed 

towards such children it can inevitably mean less for others. But surely, any 

criticism relating to access and distribution of funding and resources should not be 

about the categories in themselves but more importantly about the way in which 

the allocation of resources is linked to categories. Should access to appropriate 

support not simply be made available as a response to individual needs and not to 

a label or percentile thresholds?

Pumfrey (1996) acknowledged that establishing a resource allocation decision

making model that is ‘explicit, open, fair and theoretically defensible, requires 

considerable professional knowledge’ (p20). In practice, however, criteria used to
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allocate resources for dyslexia often have a reactive as well as proactive element. 

The reactive element usually emerges from parental pressure (Heaton, 1996) and 

the proactive aspect from an objective attempt by education authorities to 

establish some form of working criteria for identifying and dealing with dyslexia 

within their budgetary considerations. This usually results in discrepancy criteria 

being employed - for example, reading scores two standard deviations below 

predication from IQ, or perhaps reading accuracy at or below second percentile 

for age. This form of measurement represents a formal structure which appears to 

be controlled and directed by resources and budgetary concerns. By focusing on 

discrepancy criteria, only those children who are most severely affected by their 

dyslexic difficulties may receive special consideration within a LEA / ELB (I will 

return to discuss this point later in relation to assessment model operating in the 5 

ELBs).

The 1981 Education Act was significant because it was addressed directly to 

governing bodies and assigned a primary role to them rather than the local 

authorities. However, among the frequent criticisms of the act was its attempt to 

alter the pattern of provision without making extra resources available (Evans et 

al, 1995). Provision, within existing budgets, was left to the discretion of LEAs in 

England and here, in Northern Ireland, to the five education and library boards 

(ELBs). In turn, the level of provision to be provided was left in the hands of the 

boards of governors of individual schools, and this has resulted in inconsistent 

provision between schools.

Edwards (1994) suggested, ‘the official neglect and erratic treatment of provision 

which surrounds this condition are likely to worsen under increasing financial 

decentralisation’ (p169). As Riddick (1996) pointed out, ascertaining the level of 

provision available in school is not a simple matter and the differences in 

resources available in different schools means the needs of a range of children, 

including those with dyslexia, could be met to differing degrees.
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The problem is further aggravated by the fact that some educational 

psychologists, the very people, who by virtue of the COP (1998), have become 

the official identifiers of this ‘condition’, hold very different views about the validity 

of dyslexia. Educational psychologists have had the main responsibility for the 

assessment of pupils who fail to progress in school. Part of the reason for the 

reluctance of some educational psychologists to recognise dyslexia is connected 

to their underlying disquiet about the way it was defined and the implications that 

this had for the identification of children and the allocation of resources. A survey 

of 882 educational psychologists conducted by Pumfrey and Reason (1991) found 

that 87 per cent of them preferred to use ‘specific learning difficulties’ when writing 

reports and only 30 per cent found the use of the word ‘dyslexia’ appropriate. 

According to Chasty (1993) ‘this led many local education authority administrators 

to deny the existence of the problem’ (pi 7-18).

Turner (1997) argues that the real objective of the staged approach of the COP is 

‘demand management’: concerned parents may be told that they cannot have 

what they are requesting, for example, testing or specialist support, because the 

child is only on one of the lower stages. Turner (1997) goes on to argue that the 

local education authorities in Britain have spent a long time resisting the 

recognition of and provision for dyslexia as, given that dyslexia is in all probability 

the largest single category of learning difficulty, and recognition of the problem 

would demand a great range of support, they have had a pressing financial motive 

for doing so. Pumfrey and Reason (1991) pointed out that LEAs varied 

considerably in the proportion of children with specific learning difficulties that they 

are willing to ‘statement’. This argument was developed further by Riddick (1996) 

who suggested that, in some cases, professionals such as educational 

psychologists felt under pressure to tailor their statement of need to what they 

knew was available, in other words, to what a child could have, rather than what a 

child should have.

There is also the paradox here, for in order to receive an assessment, the child 

must have demonstrated a need, i.e. the child must have progressed up to stage
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four and shown that they require a formal assessment by an educational 

psychologist. Therefore for access to specialist provision (where it exists), more 

pupils have to fail for longer. And yet the current accepted view is that the key to 

effective support for children with dyslexia lies in early identification and 

intervention.
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CHAPTER 2 Literature Review (Part 2)

2.1 Teachers’ Understanding of Dyslexia

As discussed previously, inclusion has taken on a sharper edge since the 

Warnock Report (DES, 1978), first through the categorisation of ‘special 

educational needs’, then through the principles of integration (Cole, 1989;

Ainscow, 1998) and equality of opportunity (Gerschel, 1988) through to the 

concern for social inclusion (Thomas, 1997). Many have called for a move away 

from an individual pupil perspective arguing instead for an inclusive rationale for 

all phases of education (Ainscow, 1993; Booth, 1998; Clark et al, 1997).

As educational policy has moved beyond the medical and dependency models of 

special education towards this new paradigm of inclusive schooling (Ainscow, 

1991; Sebba and Ainscow, 1996), teachers are now obliged to seek ways to 

instruct all pupils in their mainstream classroom. The DfEE Green Paper ‘ 

Excellence for All Children: Meeting Special Educational Needs’ published in 1997 

and the subsequent Programme of Action, Meeting Special Education Needs 

(1998), set out the government’s wish to have children with SEN included in 

mainstream schools unless there are ‘compelling reasons’ for doing otherwise and 

, whenever possible, pupils should only receive their education in mainstream 

lessons. This often causes a conflict to arise between the government’s 

increased emphasis for most children with learning difficulties to be 

taught/included within a mainstream class and the ability of the class teacher to 

take responsibility for children across the range of attainments.

Concerns about the extent to which integration was actually happening in 

mainstream classrooms in Northern Ireland was expressed in the DENI research 

briefing, ‘Practice in Mainstream Schools For Children With Special Educational 

Needs’ (DENI August 1998 RB5/98). This research, completed by Dyson and 

Millward, is valuable because its publication, just prior to the September 1998
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implementation of the ‘Code of Practice on the Identification and Assessment of 

Special Educational Needs’ in Northern Ireland, provided a baseline from which 

the effects of the Nl COP can be measured.

The above paradigm requires that teachers possess positive attitudes towards 

inclusion. In many instances, the negative effects of these changes in education 

are magnified when teachers are expected to accept new policies and practices 

without consideration being given to their personal beliefs and rights. Forlin, Hattie 

and Douglas (1996) argued that regular education was not originally designed for 

exceptional learners and the need to ensure learning goals are met for all 

students is a major challenge for regular schools and in particular for teachers. In 

many schools today there continues to be a tendency to reinforce an individual 

deficit view of special educational needs and disability. This is often due to the 

way that teachers relate to teaching students with disabilities and special 

educational needs is influenced by their past experiences and by how they 

perceive and define difference and disability in society. Personal definitions and 

beliefs are crucial because they may legitimise certain assumptions about 

disability and associated discriminatory practices (Barton, 1996).

Concern has been expressed about the perceptions of students and teachers in

relation to special educational needs (Hackney, 1997). The Dyson & Millward

report (1998) noted that in many Nl primary schools the prevailing view of SEN

was that it related to problems experienced by pupils in the basic subjects and

that there was relatively little sense that children’s difficulties might extend beyond

literacy or might need to be understood from a wider cross-curricular perspective.

Dyson and Millward (1998) go on to point out that

‘where schools operate with a restricted notion of special 
needs, certain key features of the Code’s recommendations 
become problematic or even meaningless. These include:- 
early identification and intervention, cross-curricular planning 
and whole school co-ordination, staged assessment and 
intervention strategies and an extended role for the SENCO’
(p52).

67



Educators’ beliefs and attitudes towards inclusion have been closely linked with

the acceptance of children with disabilities (Forlin et al., 1996) and the success of

inclusion (Semmel et al, 1991). As Hastings et al (1996) pointed out

‘teachers’ attitudes towards mainstreaming itself and their 
perceptions of children being mainstreamed are both likely 
to have an impact on the outcome of integration attempts’
(p140).

A number of different techniques for improving perceptions of people with learning 

difficulties have been developed for use with various groups including teachers. 

One strategy that has particular relevance to the understanding of teachers in 

mainstream schools, is an education or information based approach; changing 

attitudes by giving people more information about learning difficulties.

Changes in beliefs and attitudes, however, will only take place if the individual is 

challenged to see the inadequacy of his or her beliefs. In order to do this, teachers 

need to be encouraged to focus on their experiences with people with disabilities 

and think how these experiences influence their beliefs and attitudes towards 

people with disabilities. Brownlee and Carrington (2000) investigated the beliefs 

and attitudes towards people with disabilities of pre-service teachers. Leyser and 

Abrams (1983) found that the attitudes of students training to be teachers in 

mainstream schools improved after undertaking a module introducing them to 

issues in teaching methods and needs of children with SpLD. This group’s 

attitudes were then compared to students training to be teachers in ‘special 

education’ and were found to be significantly more positive than students who had 

not completed the module. It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to 

investigate these points further, except to note that these debates all clearly affect 

the management of education provision, initial teacher education (ITE) and 

continuous professional development (CPD).

The focus, which has dominated special needs thinking, has been on the children 

themselves -  their differences and similarities, needs and entitlements. McIntyre 

(1993) and Brown and McIntyre (1992) discussed how special needs might be 

seen as a necessary corollary of ‘standard provision’. They suggested that
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teaching is a highly complex activity which can only be made manageable by a

high level of systematic simplification of the task. Hence, though experienced

teachers are able to draw on a wide range of actions, and may be highly

thoughtful about how they act, they nonetheless routinise those actions and that

thinking. The consequence is that certain children’s learning ‘needs’ at certain

times cannot be met within the standard provision made in schools and

classrooms. Butt (1991) argues that such children may then come to be seen as

having ‘special needs’:

‘ ‘Special’ is turning out to be an unfortunate word if it makes 
people believe that what is being offered is in someway 
extraordinary. It is not, of course; it is merely different from 
or in addition to. Nothing mysterious to that’ (p i0).

Ainscow (1993) and other educationalists like Dyson (1990) and Thomas (1990)

hoped that a new conceptualisation of ‘individual needs’ and an end to discreet

‘special’ provision would bring about the necessary change. Dyson (1993) argued

that there are two irreconcilable discourses of ‘specialness’ and ‘commonality’ that

need to be challenged. Dyson stated that by upholding the concept of special

needs, it is implied that the ordinary provision is not enough and that the

necessary additional and extra provision will come through the specialist

structures and teachers. The decision to regard some needs as normal and some

as special must be a more or less arbitrary one.

‘What appears to have governed this decision in the recent 
history of English education is some notion of which needs 
‘normal’ schools can provide for easily and which they find 
difficult to provide for’ (Dyson, 1990, p i 17).

The staged process of the COP is premised on the notion that, at each stage,

more and more intensive and sophisticated services are provided to the child with

a view to maintaining him or her in the mainstream classroom. Dyson and

Millward (1998) reported that the

‘emphasis in many Northern Ireland schools, however, is on 
the notion that when children experience difficulties, they will 
be reallocated to a more ‘appropriate‘ group , or services will 
be provided for them outside the mainstream classroom.
Under these circumstances, the notion of a staged process.
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if it has any meaning at all, means something that is not 
entirely in line with the Code’s assumptions’ (p24).

Croll and Moses (1985) described the phenomenon of the ‘negative incentive’.

The more children with special needs in a school, the more resources the school

gets. If they manage to reduce the number then they lose the resources. If

schools use statements as a way of acquiring SEN resources (more statements

means more resources), then this has budgetary significance for LEAs/ ELBs.

Croll and Moses (2000) also highlight the difference in resources allocated to

statemented children and those allocated to non-statemented children and the

tension this causes between schools and LEAs. They describe this as a ‘resource

gap’ between statemented children and those who just fail to meet the criteria.

Mittler (1993) also noted the

‘mounting despair that special needs issues are 
conceptualised by the government largely in relation to the 
needs of pupils in special schools or those with statements 
in ordinary schools, rather than much larger group of 
children who are experiencing learning or behaviour 
difficulties in ordinary schools’ (p8).

$

Dyson (1990) argued that as long as SEN teachers exist, they will generate the 

perception of a group of children as ‘special’ and as someone’s responsibility and 

that the school will never develop genuinely comprehensive provision so long as it 

retains a teacher specifically charged with overseeing the education of a separate 

group, at least when the group is defined by ability or learning characteristics. 

Other more recent research studies would testify to this. Bearn and Smith’s 

research in 1998 concluded that there were a number of ideas which remained 

very strongly in mainstream teachers’ thinking, namely that: -

•  There are ‘special’ -  atypical -  needs that are outside their
teaching range and should be dealt with by a specialist;

•  Staff who elected and were trained to teach pupils with
special needs are better equipped and therefore more 
responsible for teaching them;

• There are limitations to in-class support and special needs 
children are often better served by individual and small 
group tuition; and
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•  Within a whole-class setting the needs of the many are 
greater than the needs of the few (p19).

The Riddel et a! study (1992) provided much evidence of tension between the 

different groups involved in specific learning difficulties, owing to uncertainty about 

fundamental causes and incidence, debates about effective assessment and 

provision, and competition for scare resources. Parents were motivated by 

concern for their own child, while education authorities were obliged to balance 

the needs of the individual against those of the wider group. This often causes 

disagreements over priorities.

The OFSTED report on Pupils with Specific Learning Difficulties in Mainstream 

schools (1999) noted that several parents interviewed spoke of their efforts to 

convince schools or LEAs of their child’s difficulties. Some of the parents 

complained about the length of time taken from the recognition of their child’s 

difficulties to the commencement of the formal assessment. Some felt that had it 

not been for their persistence, such a diagnosis -  with its subsequent formal 

statement -  might not have been made. There was a strong perception by these 

parents that this had resulted both in the waste of valuable time for early specialist 

intervention and a significant lowering of the child’s self esteem and confidence.

The increased emphasis on the role of parents as consumers has tended to 

encourage parents to press for the provision they favour -  in the case of children 

with dyslexic tendencies, individual tuition by withdrawal from class, or specialised 

facilities such as reading centres. The parents surveyed in the Riddell et al 

study (1992) reported that in general they felt that the amount and nature of 

individual tuition was inadequate, that teachers lacked knowledge of specialised 

teaching methods and that they (the parents) were not given clear enough 

explanations of the child’s difficulties and the action to be taken. The parents also 

thought that the teachers should be more alert to the early signs of difficulties and 

should take prompt action to arrange an assessment. Doherty (2002) found that in 

the majority of the Nl schools attended by the children of the parent sample,
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teachers did not appear to recognise the signs of dyslexia and had no teachers 

trained by a specialist who is qualified to teach dyslexics.

Riddel et al (1992) also found that many of the parents believed that schools 

seemed too ready to label parents who expressed concerns about their child’s 

progress as fussy and neurotic. They felt frustrated when worries about a child 

were dismissed. Many parents had been in contact with voluntary organisations 

and found them helpful in providing information and contacts with psychologists 

and tutors etc. As discussed previously, it is often perceived by teachers that 

dyslexia is a ‘middle-class disorder’, but this is not the case as there has been 

found a constant frequency of affected children across the full range of socio

economic categories. The impression that middle-class children are more 

frequently affected may have arisen because if parents have to fight to ensure 

their children receive appropriate support, invariably it is the parents who are the 

most determined, articulate and financially well-off who win through. Those 

parents who may have little or no formal schooling themselves, and who lack the 

‘cultural capital’ (in this case, the knowledge of the language and process of 

schooling) to draw on, may find themselves at a distinct disadvantage in the 

bargaining process.

Many struggles with parents centre on their demands to obtain ‘better’ provision 

simply through the use of a qualified specialist teacher. SEN Tribunal cases 

reflect that parents do seek placement at dyslexic special schools and units so 

that their child can ‘learn to read’ before he/she ‘reads to learn’. This is re

enforced by authors such as Turner (1997) who maintains that only specialist 

teaching from a fully qualified teacher is likely to make a crucial difference.

This, then, is the issue of quality. Only specialist teaching 
from a fully qualified person is likely to make a decisive 
difference. Conventional remedial instruction or ‘diagnostic - 
prescriptive remediation constitutes, for most individuals, 
only more of the same teaching with which they have 
already failed to learn the skills of literacy. Individuals 
qualified to the level of a postgraduate diploma (or 
equivalent) will not only make reference to a fully articulated
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programme of reading and spelling, but employ radically 
different, so-called multi-sensory, teaching methods’ (p298).

On the other hand, Ott (1997) argued that although a very small percentage of 

severely dyslexic pupils may need to attend special schools for dyslexics, there is 

a growing consensus that the best management for dyslexics is in mainstream 

education. Bryant (1985) claimed that pupils with dyslexia learn when they have 

informed class teachers who accept and understand that children with dyslexia 

have different learning styles and that they are prone to errors and defects such 

as poor spelling and short term memory problems.

ELBs, schools, teachers and support groups will need to provide opportunities for 

parents to re-examine the perception that one-to-one specialist teaching is the 

only option for their dyslexic child. As Tod (1998) points out, ‘broad and balanced 

curriculum opportunities, whole school strategies and the chance to mix with their 

community peer group are often arguments lost on a parent who has witnessed 

his/her child’s response to long-term literacy difficulties’ (p7).

Unfortunately these demands for ‘specialist provision’ have often resulted in the 

marginalisation of children with dyslexia and the de-skilling of highly qualified 

professional teachers. All teachers need to be confident that they can support 

children’s special needs. Sometimes a teacher’s lack of confidence can be 

explained perhaps by the lack of pre-requisite skills or experience to meet the 

widening range of pupils needs. Teachers are often faced with private 

psychological assessments which state that the pupil under consideration is 

dyslexic and that he or she must be trained by a specialist teacher. Many teachers 

do feel that they are not trained to teach children with dyslexia even though they 

have been trained to teach literacy.

In the Duffield et al study (1995), the main obstacles perceived by the learning 

support teachers were lack of knowledge and awareness. This research 

recognised that although there remains a continuing need to increase the 

knowledge and awareness of dyslexia among class teachers, many of the
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respondents had limited knowledge. A number of the respondents regretted their 

own lack of expertise in the field. In addition, many feel that even if they undertake 

specialist training via INSET, the ‘specialist’ methods could not be effectively 

delivered within a mainstream setting without additional support or smaller 

classes.

As discussed previously, Humphrey and Mullins (2002) have researched the 

subject of learned helplessness particularly in relation to pupils with dyslexia. Kerr 

(2001) believed that teachers themselves can be thrown into a state of learned 

helplessness by being faced with pupils diagnosed as dyslexic. It is worth 

remembering that Holt’s (1965) observations concerning the failure of some 

children to learn can also be applied equally to teachers taking part in INSET 

activities. As Holt remarked, ‘the child comes to feel that learning is a passive 

process, something that someone else does to you, instead of something that you 

can do for yourself (p165). Garner et al (1995) believe that the same passivity 

can be generated when teachers themselves are not recognised as experts within 

their field.

Mittler (2000) points out that the pervasive obstacle to change lies in the mystique

and the mythology that has been created around special needs education in

general and specialist provision in general.

T h e  very fact that specialist provision exists reinforces 
deeply held beliefs that special training and expertise are 
necessary to teach ‘these children’ and that this expertise is 
by definition absent in ordinary schools’ (p i31).

Mittler also suggests that staff development programmes should build on the skills 

that teachers already have to teach inclusively and aim to demystify the aura of 

expertise around special educators.

The quality of SEN provision depends on the ability of schools and teachers to 

provide learning experiences which are appropriate to the learning needs of the 

children in their charge. The extent to which schools are able to meet these 

needs, in turn, is dependent on the sensitivity of staff to the varied needs of
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individual pupils and on their ability to deliver a curriculum that is appropriate and 

relevant. While some teachers may have a natural empathy which enables them 

to recognise and respond to special educational needs and, while this may be 

enough to help foster a positive and responsive ethos in a school, it is rarely 

sufficient to enable the teacher to create fully effective teaching and learning 

environments in the classroom. For this, the training which teachers receive as 

part of their initial teacher qualification and as part of their post-experience 

professional development is crucially important.

Researchers over the years, (Garner, 1996a & 1996b; Riddell et al, 1992) have 

reported that many of their respondents felt that their preparation for work with 

dyslexia whilst undertaking their initial training qualification was inadequate to 

meet the learning difficulties of children in schools. Eleven out of the twelve 

teachers in the small-scale study carried out by Lawrence and Carter (1999) were 

anxious to receive more information relating to dyslexia and to maximise their 

knowledge of the children’s possible weaknesses in order to teach effectively. 

Robinson (1999) also pointed out many pupils with SEN and, particularly those 

children with dyslexia or dyslexic tendencies, find themselves being taught or 

supported by staff without the training at an appropriate level.

In 1992, Riddell et al carried out research on behalf of the Scottish Office 

Education Department (SOED); the research included a study of how a group of 

206 learning support teachers viewed SpLD and dyslexia. Riddell et al reported 

that only a third of the learning support teachers surveyed held a Diploma in SEN; 

some of this group felt that insufficient time had been spent during the course on 

specific learning difficulties / dyslexia. In addition, 75% of the teachers in the 

study considered that they were insufficiently prepared by their courses to tackle 

the practical teaching of reading.

Riddell et al investigated the learning support teachers’ understanding of the 

terms ‘specific learning difficulties’ and dyslexia, by means of open-ended 

questions. Less than one third (31%) used a definition, which was
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interchangeable with specific learning difficulties and taking it as synonymous with 

dyslexia. A substantial 69 % of the teachers used the term ‘dyslexia’ on 

occasions. They also found that the more experienced teachers were more likely 

to use the term dyslexia and were more confident about helping children. As 

many as 37% of responses defined SpLD broadly, suggesting that it included 

almost any learning difficultly; more than half, however, agreed that SpLD was of 

a discrete type , distinct from other, general, learning difficulties. The idea that the 

distinguishing feature of SpLD is a discrepancy between areas of attainment was 

put forward by 42% of the respondents.

The majority of those who used the term ‘dyslexia’, 86%, defined it as involving 

difficulty with decoding symbols or print, 29% as involving memory/sequencing 

difficulties and 35 % as a discrepancy in abilities. Nearly half of this group referred 

to difficulties specific to reading, writing, spelling and language; only 19% 

mentioned maths and number work explicitly. Several of the respondents 

introduce the point that teachers need more help in relation to children with SpLD 

than those with more global problems.

Riddell et al (1992) concluded that there were three distinct ways in which people 

viewed specific learning difficulties which in turn led to different views on 

assessment and provision among the people surveyed.

•  Those who thought that specific learning difficulties were different from 

global learning difficulties advocated the use of tests, including IQ tests, to 

diagnose the precise nature of the problem and individual tuition using 

specialist materials to overcome his or her difficulties.

•  Those who saw specific learning difficulties as part of a spectrum of 

difficulties recommended a range of assessment techniques including use 

of a variety of tests, observation and trying out particular teaching 

strategies. While some specialised tuition might be suitable, most teaching 

should be within the mainstream class with the emphasis on using the 

mainstream curriculum.
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• Those who opposed categorising children emphasised that assessment 

should describe children’s needs rather than their deficits and should be 

carried out through observation within the mainstream class. The goals of 

the curriculum and methods of teaching should be broadly similar for all 

children and the principal responsibility for meeting the needs of children 

with learning difficulties lay with the class teacher, often assisted by the 

learning support teacher.

Regan and Woods’ (2000) study questioned teachers about dyslexia, 

psychological assessment and SEN; the study also looked at the extent to which 

psychologists and teachers share an understanding of the concept of dyslexia. 

When asked to define dyslexia, most of the teachers defined dyslexia in relation to 

some notion of a discrepancy between ability and literacy attainment. The 

teachers indicated that the link between dyslexia and SEN might be formulated 

around notions of ‘persistence’ or lack of progress. All the interviewees made 

references beyond a simple behavioural observation of reading/spelling difficultly, 

with responses indicating causes/consequences at behavioural, cognitive and 

biological level. None of the teachers admitted environmental causes of dyslexia, 

and the lack of learning opportunities was not viewed as an explanation. Similarly, 

by defining dyslexia in terms of its behavioural outcomes, respondents covered 

aspects of reading, spelling and maths as well as memory, phonological 

awareness, perceptual problems, sequencing and orientation. The teachers 

generally felt that there was a difference between non-dyslexic poor readers and 

dyslexic readers. In contrast with other readers, dyslexics were perceived as 

having more ‘ability’, better understanding, were able to learn more efficiently, and 

made faster progress. All of the teachers interviewed expressed concern about 

the educational needs of bright but dyslexic children; firstly, there was a sense 

that such children have greater insight into their condition, which can give rise to 

various emotional problems such as low self-esteem, and secondly, there was a 

concern that these children were at risk of underachievement.
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Butt (1991) put forward the view that if ‘SENCOs or class teachers do not have 

the necessary skills, that is an indictment of our initial training system which 

leaves much to be desired’ (plO). The history of SEN training generally, within 

initial training and continuing professional development programmes, has, for 

many years, been the subject of a long of discussion. As long ago as 1978, the 

Warnock Committee Report (DES) recommended:-

•  a special educational element should be included in all courses of initial 

teacher training, including those leading to the Postgraduate Certificate in 

education ;

•  those responsible for validating teacher training courses should make the 

inclusion of a special education element a condition of their approval of 

initial training courses; and

•  that all teachers with designated responsibility for special needs education 

should have a recognised qualification appropriate to their work.

Edwards (1994) also recommended that it was essential that full information about 

dyslexia should be given to student teachers in training colleges across all 

specialist subjects and age ranges and that there should also be an urgent, 

intensive and local programme of in-service training centring on the awareness of 

dyslexia, its recognition, its processing and the specialist teaching methods useful 

in alleviating its effects. In 1994, Baroness Warnock, in the preface of Peer’s 

book, ‘ Dyslexia: the Training and Awareness of Teachers’, comments that, ‘it is 

therefore of the greatest importance that teachers, even when quite young and 

inexperienced, should know what to look for as signs that a child has a specific 

learning difficultly or dyslexia, which may not manifest itself until school work 

begins’. Reid (2002) also pointed out the importance of classroom teachers 

receiving some training in dyslexia offering both theoretical insights and practical 

assistance.

There has been lots of research relating to lack of SEN training for mainstream 

teachers with many researchers reporting that many teachers in England do not 

have the requisite skills or experience to meet a widening range of pupil-need. In
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1985, for example, Croll and Moses found that most of the junior school teachers 

in their national survey had little or no preparation for teaching children who had 

been identified as having SEN, whilst Gipps, Gross and Goldstein (1987) noted 

that there were still serving teachers with no training whatsoever in this area of 

expertise. In the middle of the last decade the Special Educational Needs training 

Consortium, (SENTC 1996) reported on this crisis to the DfEE, highlighting major 

shortfalls in training and the lack of any coherent pro-activity strategy of the kind 

Warnock had recommended eighteen years earlier. According to the SENTC  

report

‘many newly qualified teachers entering the teaching 
profession are unfamiliar with their formal responsibilities 
regarding SEN and are not equipped with a range of 
teaching strategies that would ensure them to deliver an 
effective education to pupils with SEN’ (p19).

In the small-scale research project carried out by Rolnick (1998), significant

concern was expressed about training, both at initial and in-service level; it was

felt that class teachers were coming into the profession unprepared for what was

expected of them. Mittler (1995) also demanded a radical reappraisal of the whole

of initial and post-experience for all teachers. Garner (2000) adds his view to the

debate when writing that

‘children with learning difficulties in schools will continue to 
face a lottery of Camelot-like proportions. Dependent on the 
commitment, experience and time at the disposal of tutors 
and school mentors, a child might be lucky enough to be 
taught by an NOT who has received a good grounding in the 
basics’ (pi 13).

Initial training at both degree and postgraduate certificate level in Northern Ireland 

has a minimal input on SEN. At the time of writing, final BEd students attending 

Higher Educational Institutions (HEIs) within Northern Ireland may select a 

module in SEN, within which they may opt for a placement with dyslexic pupils. 

Similarly PGCE students can do a voluntary certificate in SEN, which includes a 

session on dyslexia. The Chief Inspector’s Report (2002-4) has recommended 

that all ITE provision in Northern Ireland should contain a mandatory SEN module.
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The teacher competence framework, which is currently under review by the 

Northern Ireland General Teaching Council, identifies only two SEN competences 

as the responsibility of initial teacher education, notably that (the teacher):

a) demonstrates understanding of the Special Educational Needs Code of 

Practice; and

b) shows awareness of potential areas of learning difficulty within the subjects 

of the curriculum.

Two further competences are indicated as a priority for the post-qualification or 

induction phase. The teacher:

i) is able to recognise pupils’ special needs and provide appropriately for 

these; and

ii) identifies and assesses pupils’ special needs in accordance with the 

Code of Practice.

A final competence is indicated as a priority for Early Professional Development

(EPD) phase during the second and third year of teaching. The teacher

‘demonstrates the ability to devise, implement, monitor and 
review individual education plans for each stage of the 
Special Educational Needs Code of Practice’ ( p15).

Garner et al (1995) reported that those involved in SEN work had to deal with a

steadily increasing number of colleagues who had received no direct SEN input at

ITE level. Garner, still concerned about ITE training in 2000, noted that

‘I do not want to challenge the efficacy of inclusion itself - the 
focus of my remarks is the extent to which inclusion had 
achieved policy-prominence in the face of evidence that 
points to the conceptual and practical unpreparedness of 
many teachers’ (p111).

Dew-Hughes and Brayton, (1997) reported that over half the teachers interviewed 

in their study believed their college training had not prepared them for the diversity 

and dimension of special needs in mainstream schools, that there was a 

discrepancy between their preparation for meeting special needs in the 

classroom, and the reality which they face in their new post. Carrington (2000)
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also found that the comments of the students reflected a view that their Bachelor 

of Education course did not prepare them for teaching to diversity of need within 

their classes.

Student teachers currently involved in initial training generally encounter special 

educational needs through ‘permeation’ -  this is the process by which SEN 

matters are supposedly subsumed within each element of an ITE course and 

becomes the responsibility of ail tutors within an HEI-based teaching team. Whilst 

this approach encourages all tutors to be involved more directly in SEN matters, 

there can be difficulties of quality control. Mittler (1992), for example, noted that 

that permeation is by its very nature invisible and can therefore be difficult to 

monitor whilst the official view has been that permeation has an ‘insufficient 

foundation by way of specific course content’ (DES, 1990). The Special Needs 

Training Consortium supported this concern and expressed reservations that 

‘subsequent evaluations by HMI have indicated that this approach is often less 

than successful’. (SENTC, 1996, pi 9). It has become clear that over and above 

the permeation element, student teachers also need a focused element, which 

deals explicitly with special needs issues and, above, all, which is compulsory.

Kearns and Shevlin ( 2006) acknowledge that the structure of the initial training

programmes in both the North and South of Ireland, although allowing for

changing focus on curriculum subject, the education disciplines, professional life

or the arts and skills of teaching,

‘may, without overall coordination, separate rather than 
integrate SEN issues. While SEN preparation is believed to 
fit easily into all areas there is often insufficient confidence 
that permeation can be effectively achieved. Hence the 
question increasingly posed by observers of ITE, ‘What are 
you doing about SEN?’, would appear to create more 
anxiety than might be the case were the appropriate review 
and coordination to be managed’ (p38).

The responsibility for providing initial training is now shared between higher 

education and the partnership schools in which students spend up to two-thirds of 

their training. Students rely upon picking up messages from the prevailing culture
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and ethos of the schools in which they are placed for school experience (Davies &

Garner, 2000). The Special Educational Needs Training Consortium (SENTC),

commenting on this state of affairs in 1996, reported that

‘much therefore depends on the quality of SEN policy and 
practice in the partnership schools in which the student is 
place. Yet HMI/OFSTED reports have in the past been 
critical of SEN practice in mainstream schools...’ (p19).

Davies and Garner (2000) also draw attention to the fact the current age profile of 
teachers

‘ is worrying high; with retirements and early retirements it is 
estimated that there will be a general shortfall of (teachers) 
approaching 50% by 2010. In a word, there will be a skills 
and capability haemorrhage in SEN; teachers who had the 
benefit of exposure to a more SEN-friendly teacher 
education experience will be lost to the profession’ (plO).

Student teachers are almost entirely dependent on schools to ensure that they are 

exposed to the best practice under the guidance of the SENCO, who may arrange 

for them to spend time with visiting support staff such as educational 

psychologists and advisory teachers Davies and Garner (2000) express their 

concerns about the consistency of this support programme for newly qualified 

teachers as

‘it is widely acknowledged that the concept of inclusion -  as 
indeed of special educational needs itself - is received with 
various degrees of understanding and commitment across 
the teaching profession; and, commensurately, it varies in 
emphasis from school to school’ (p6).

For example, where an enthusiastic SENCO is in post, a student is more likely to 

receive sound input on the basics of SEN and the concept of inclusion presented 

positively. But this model must be seen in the context of recent surveys relating to 

SENCOs which have reported a massive increase in workload since the adoption 

of the Code (DfE, 1994), and in consequence, a lack of availability to act as 

mentors to either students or newly qualified teachers (NQTs) (Gamer, 1996a; 

Lewis, 1995). This may also have a knock on effect that some students may be 

deterred from later seeking a role as a SENCO because the pressures and
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demands may depict a role which is incompatible with fundamental concerns over 

individual children and their learning.

Davies and Gamer (2000) view the current model of ITE as an ‘apprenticeship 

model’ involving ‘on-the-job training’. They believe that one obvious result is that 

less time will be available for important issues such as SEN. Numerous articles 

and research reports have highlighted major problems in preparing student 

teachers to effectively address the special educational needs of children (Mittler, 

1992; Garner 1996a; Garner 1966b). Robertson (1999) concurred with their views 

and stated that typically, these problems have centred on:

•  a lack of time (especially) in PGCE courses;
•  poor linkage between college/university teaching and 

school-based practice;
•  permeation approaches to SEN issues that students have 

failed to find helpful;
•  option-based approaches to SEN issues that are not 

mandatory for all students, or do not link well to subject 
teaching;

•  the lack of practical advice (and sometimes none) on how 
to meet the needs of some pupils, including those with 
behavioural difficulties; and

• school -based work in settings unsympathetic to needs of 
pupils with SEN (pi 70).

Garner (1996b) argued that SEN needed to be a separate course on its own due 

to its complexity as such an omission will do little to develop a young teacher’s 

commitment to inclusivity. Benton (2000) points out that all teachers are teachers 

of children with special educational needs and that all beginning teachers are 

therefore going to meet a wide range of need in the mainstream class and they 

are going to have to meet the challenge of inclusiveness. To do this Benton 

suggests that they will have to acquire knowledge and understanding as well as 

learning appropriate teaching skills and strategies to enable them to deal 

confidently with all aspects of special need including emotional and behavioural 

difficulties (EBD), specific learning difficulties and the visually, physically and 

hearing impaired. Benton describes the Oxford Internship Scheme launched in 

1987. This is an intensively school-based PGCE special needs course. Benton
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reports how the participants felt it gave them confidence to deal with a range of 

special needs and made them aware of the teacher’s responsibility to provide for 

special needs. Benton notes that while beginner teachers need to understand the 

theory underlying all aspects of SEN work including fundamental questions about 

behaviour, motivation and the workings of the brain, they also need to know how 

to respond appropriately to specific needs, how to organise their classroom 

management and how to develop teaching strategies.

The James Report (DES, 1972) outlined a comprehensive framework for the initial 

and continuing professional development of teachers. The report had much to say 

about initial teacher education but stressed above all else the importance of in- 

service education. The best education and training of teachers’, it argued, ‘is that 

built upon and illuminated by growing maturity and experience’ (p5). Pumfrey and 

Reason (1991) recommended that teachers continue to develop skills and 

methods to effect early identification of children who are at risk of poor literacy 

development. Clearly, mainstream teachers need to receive relevant in-service 

training, to make them more aware of these issues, and to help them to be more 

effective in identifying such pupils but unfortunately such support has been patchy 

to date ( Hellier, Kaye and Barron, 1991: Hellier).

Dyson and Millward (1998) proposed that ‘DENI and the ELBs should review the 

training opportunities open to class and subject teachers to help them develop 

strategies for responding to pupil diversity’ (p61). To date, however, there is no 

formal programme of mandatory in-service training in SEN in Northern Ireland; 

each school is left to decide its own SEN needs and whether or not to send staff 

on short courses or to arrange school-based training in this area. This situation 

has been aggravated further by the almost total absence of fully funded places for 

teachers on SEN courses during their careers. McLaughlin and Tilstone (2000) 

note, that as a consequence, much professional devolvement has been reduced 

to ‘one-off days of quick-fix staff training which...frequently employs visiting 

experts, who may, but often do not, have experience and expertise in special 

educational needs’ (p60).
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Local ELBs have been the main providers of INSET within Nl but as time has 

passed since the introduction of LMS, the release of teachers for day-courses has 

become more expensive and few ELBs and/or schools are able to allocate funds 

for supply cover. As a result most practising teachers now attend part-time 

courses of study which take place after school or during the weekends. Moreover, 

most teachers now have to pay for their own in-service courses.

It should also be noted that those teachers in Northern Ireland who live and work 

some distance away from the main teacher training institutions find it difficult to 

participate in after-school courses. The British Dyslexia Association (BDA) has 

been instrumental in initiating a government-supported, dyslexia-friendly schools 

campaign in England from 1999. During this period of time, schools and LEAs 

have been working with the BDA to develop a Quality Mark that recognises 

dyslexia/inclusion friendly practice. Participation in the programme has been 

shown to help support teachers in developing their capacity to deal with pupils 

with dyslexia. Building on the success of the quality marking process in England, 

the BDA has been working with the Department of Education here to extend this 

scheme to Northern Ireland. One school which is situated quite a distance away 

for the main teacher training institutions in Belfast, Holy Trinity Primary School in 

Enniskillen became, in June 2004, the first school in Northern Ireland to achieve 

the BDA Quality Mark.

The BDA has also been working with other groups in developing awareness -  

raising programmes which can be delivered in short but effective time-periods. In 

1999, the BDA and the British Army collaborated together to establish the Minerva 

Dyslexia Initiative. This programme, which builds on the BDA’s Dyselxic Friendly 

Schools Initiative (1999), aims to empower all personnel to achieve their full 

potential via personal and professional development. The participants have to 

cover three assessments and are offered accreditation by the BDA at Dyslexia 

Advisor Level. I was fortunate to be invited to attend one of these week-long 

intensive courses which are aimed at educational facilitators and basic skills tutors
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at the Worthy Down Army camp in the south of England in July 2001. The course 

covered basic awareness, the use of screening and assessment tools, possible 

interventions and where to go to obtain more specialist advice. The participants 

were also given training in how to interview and provide feedback (and pastoral 

support if required) on the completion of any tests. All the officers I met spoke 

highly of the course- indeed a few admitted that they had been sceptical about 

dyslexia before commencing the course but that they had now changed their 

opinions relating to the problems that some of soldiers in their charge might be 

facing in their army careers. My visit to the Worthy Down course confirmed my 

belief that even a short, basic awareness -raising course can have a positive 

impact on the way in which teacher/tutors view dyslexia.

Interestingly, although the Nl COP (DE 1998) made no specific mention of 

provision of SEN experiences within ITE courses, it did state that each school 

should record the details of any specialised training courses undertaken and SEN 

qualifications held by teachers’ within the school prospectus and provide 

information on ‘the success of its SEN policy’ within the annual report of the Board 

of Governors (p6).

Mittler (1993) proposed that all in-service staff development in SEN should take 

account of all children experiencing difficulties and not just statemented children. 

As the emphasis has grown on the annual production of school development 

plans (SDP), so individual staff development has increasingly been seen as part 

of whole school development wherein a balance must be achieved between the 

needs of individual members of staff and the needs of schools as organisations.

To achieve these dual goals an effective staff development programme must take 

into account the school’s priorities but must also recognise the necessity for 

individual teachers to develop specific skills and take due cognisance of the 

importance of staff development to the job satisfaction and career development of 

individuals. Unfortunately, such a balance has not always characterised 

institutional planning and staff development has been increasingly based on short

term ad-hoc decision-making. Marshall (1993) stated that
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‘a possible tension arises, however, in determining both 
whole school needs and individual staff needs and marrying 
these together to produce outcomes which meet both sets of 
identified needs satisfactorily. There is also the balance to 
be struck in mainstream schools of meeting the needs of the 
majority of pupils as well as those with SEN’ (p 42).

In recent years, whole school staff development has all too often consisted of 

little more than one-off ‘Baker’ days with a primary focus on organisational needs. 

In large measure this has been the result of well-intentioned attempts to make 

maximum use of limited finance at a time when the costs of award bearing 

courses have been driven upwards by government’s effort to make higher 

education more cost effective.

Dyson and Millward (1998), for example, reported that only 60% of Nl primary 

schools had a specific in-service (INSET) programme for special educational 

needs in their current SDPs. Their evidence suggested that schools had tended 

to embark on a short burst of school and staff development at the beginning of the 

launch of the Nl COP. Quite often these short sessions would have simply 

covered ‘the need-to-know’ aspects of the COP, for example, the introduction of 

lEPs and the school register for SEN, in other words, surface compliance. Dyson 

and Millward were concerned about the depth of understanding that had been 

acquired and the extent of changes that would have taken place if schools were 

regarding development as a one-off process.

Experience has shown that a child with mild to moderate dyslexia will respond 

effectively to certain specific teaching methods and strategies which are available 

to the teacher, and which are equally valuable to the other children in the class. In 

terms of a child with dyslexia that way forward can be facilitated or barred by the 

understanding and teaching approach of the classroom teacher supported by the 

SENCO. That understanding and teaching approach will depend largely on the 

content and equality of initial and in-service teacher training and on-going 

professional development for SENCOs.
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2.2 THE CHANGING ROLE OF THE SENCO

The role of the SENCO as defined in the Nl COP (1998) appears to be positive in 

that it fosters expertise but there is a possibility that it can also act as an invitation 

to other staff to abdicate responsibility.

Some teachers may have unrealistic expectations of the SENCO to provide 

special education as if it were something separate from the every-day approaches 

used within the classroom. Bines and Loxley (1995), for example, noted that 

‘SENCOs were being seen as the ‘Jack of all trades’ or someone who teachers 

can ‘dump’ their problems on’ (pi 88). The 1996 OFSTED report also observed 

that head teachers were generally too quick to assume that class teachers will 

take on the responsibilities for SEN. Teachers, in turn, then look to their SENCO 

for support; they expect advice and support in reaching good judgements about 

pupils who have or may have SEN. They expect to liase with the SENCO if any 

pupil does not make expected progress given such approaches as differentiation. 

The emphasis for these teachers is on the providing and remedial role of the 

SENCO rather than on the liasing, co-ordinating and consultancy role.

I would argue that SENCOs should be seen more in terms of a consultant and 

coordinator as advocated by recent literature (Bines, 1992; Dyson 1992) and 

indeed by the Nl COP (1998) which indicates that the SENCO will be expected to 

contribute in a significant way to in-service training and education for colleagues. 

While this is in itself yet another challenge for SENCOs, it can help ensure that 

staff have appropriate expectations both of what they should be doing and what to 

expect of the SENCO.

Over the years, the role of the SENCO has been the subject of much debate. The 

role is difficult, if not impossible, and most attempts to bring it into some sort of 

order have tried to do so by delineating it in terms of a list of tasks to be 

preformed. (Westwood, 1975; NARE 1985). Smith (1996), for example, drew up
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a list of duties that SENCOs need to be able to do. This list included, for example, 

the need to

•  recognise the difference between a child with specific learning difficulties 

and general learning difficulties;

•  use appropriate identification and assessment procedures;

•  advise on differentiated techniques within the classroom;

• be knowledgeable about the materials available;

•  be knowledgeable about multi-sensory teaching;

•  write lEPs;

• to liase with parents etc;

•  provide in-service training for other staff; and

• co-ordinate all the relevant information regarding each pupil on the register.

The Nl COP (1998) itself indicates that each mainstream school will have a 

designated teacher who will be responsible for:-

•  the day to day operation of the schools SEN policy;

•  responding to requests for advice form other teachers;

•  co-ordination of SEN provision, including, in secondary schools ensuring 

appropriate liaison with the various teachers who will teach any given child 

with special educational needs;

•  liaison with parents of children with special educational needs;

•  establishing the SEN in-service training requirements of the staff and 

contributing as appropriate to their training; and

• liaison with external agencies.

Interestingly, all of the roles set out above relate to other staff and the co- 

ordaining role -  none refer to actual teaching. In small schools, the role of SENCO  

may also be part of the head teacher or deputy head teacher’s role.

Dyson and Millward (1998) found that in the majority of Nl primary schools, the 

SENCOs were actually operating as ‘withdrawal’ literacy teachers. Their 

responsibilities tended not to include any whole school co-ordination of provision,
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policy development or consultative work with colleagues. Indeed, these

researchers noted, it was

‘not uncommon for larger schools to have a number of SEN 
teachers who operate more or less independently of each 
other, with only minimal co-ordination, even though one be 
designated as SENCO’ (p19).

Dyson and Millward also concluded that it was apparent that the notion of the 

SENCO as envisaged in the Nl COP was not well established at that time.

Dyson and Gains (1995) viewed the role of the SENCO as much broader and

more complex that the description given in the COP -  they believe there is an

implicit role, rarely stated, that sees the SENCO acting as advocate, consensus

builder, even power broker. Mittler (2000) also concludes that ‘SENCOs are

catalysts, facilitators and managers’ (p4). Tomlinson (1996), on the other hand,

cautioned that SENCOs could become

‘the latest addition to the organisational professionals 
appointed to solve the impossible ideological commitments 
(the bridging of SEN and inclusive practice) and wider 
educational dilemmas’ (p i85).

The reading of the such lists can be helpful by directing the SENCOs’ attention to 

the areas of activity they are currently expected to be involved in and setting out a 

complex role in an accessible form. However, such attempts are ultimately limited 

because they fail to engage in the full realities of the situation faced by SENCOs. 

These lists say nothing about how one task undermines another, or competes 

with another for time and resources, nor about the overall lack of coherence 

amongst the tasks nor about the potential for conflict. Dyson and Millward in their 

1998 study reported the varying extent to which the Nl primary school SENCOs 

were operating across the various aspects of their role (p20).

Simmons (1994), Loxley et al (1995) and Smith (1996) all acknowledged that the 

role of the SENCO not only carried great responsibility but an increased workload. 

Rolnick (1998) reported that stress was a big factor in the life of the SENCOs 

interviewed; this stress was largely caused by the size of the workload and the
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pressures placed on the SENCO by parents, colleagues, and LEAs. Bines and

Loxley (1995) listed also their concerns that, although the COP made the

SENCO’s responsibilities very clear, it was felt that the demands of the COP in

terms of increased administration in particular might be difficult to meet,

particularly in primary schools where the SENCO often had a class to teach as

well. The HMI (1990) reported that most of those designated SEN teachers were

also class teachers and thus had insufficient time to enable them to fulfil their

consultancy roles. This situation was reported by Dyson and Gains (1995) as:

‘The COP, whatever its benefits for children with special 
needs, is felt to impose an enormous -perhaps 
overwhelming burden on co-ordinators, threatening to 
reduce secondary co-ordinators to bureaucratic administers 
and to require primary co-ordinators to carry out duties for 
which they have neither the time nor resources’ (p50).

Rolnick (1998) found that many SENCOs in her study expressed a fear that the 

increasing amount of paperwork was taking over their time at the expense of 

teaching.

A research study by the University of Warwick (Lewis et a l , 1996), commissioned 

by the National Union of Teacher (NUT), reported on a national survey of 

SENCO’s perceptions of how the COP was operating in 2173 primary and 

secondary schools. What they found shed further light on the way that the 

SENCO role had grown and grown. This research showed that nationally on 

average about 20% of pupils were being recorded at stages 1 to 3 (this lends 

support to or may reflect) the Warnock Report’s (1978) estimate of the incidence 

of special educational needs). Whether a SENCO can reasonably manage the 

recording and monitoring of one in five of the school population will obviously 

depend on the size of the school, the non-contact time given to do the job, and the 

range of other special needs activities they are expected to perform.

A recurring theme in much of the research is that the lack of time is one of the 

main problems curtailing SENCOs as they attempt to implement the COP. The 

observations of SENCOs in the Warwick survey (1996) showed that the main 

obstacles to getting the job done were status, time, resources and knowledge.
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Most reported that there just wasn’t enough non-contact time to get all the 

paperwork done, to hold meetings, consult with parents and colleagues etc. Many 

of the SENCOs in the Rolnick study (1998) admitted to doing their paperwork at 

home as there was never enough time to complete it in school and several who 

worked part time officially said that they had to work full-time (unpaid) to cope.

As Mittler (2000) points out, the establishment of an effective working partnership

between SENCOs and teachers depends largely on the amount of time that can

be allocated and to the effectiveness with which the limited time available is used.

Tim e is particularly needed for SENCOs to undertake 
collaborative planning with class or subject teachers; to liase 
with parents and with agencies and services outside the 
school, to maintain the register and to prepare lEPs’ (p 90).

Among the information that the questionnaire in the Lewis et al 1998 survey

requested was data about the SENCOS’ roles and responsibilities. The research

found very high levels of dissatisfaction about the perceived adequacy of non-

contact time available for SEN duties. Dyson and Millward (1998) reported that

the situation in Nl primary school reflected that found in England with over a third

of the Nl SENCOs reporting that they had no timetabled time to carry out their

role. ‘It is also likely that the ideal role of the SENCO will be curtailed by

limitations of time and other resources’ (Bines and Loxley, 1995, p392). Clark et

al (1995) noted that many SENCOs in their study were, in fact, either full-time

class teachers or principals for whom this was an additional responsibility:

‘In either case, they may have the title of co-ordinator but 
have often had very little time in which to be pro-active in the 
role’ (p 30).

The Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) carried out a survey in 2001-2 on 

the provision for pupils with SEN in mainstream schools in Northern Ireland. The 

survey found that in the majority of schools visited, few opportunities existed to 

allow the SENCO to have effective links with class teachers; lack of time was the 

most commonly reported reason. Many SENCOs are allowed only one or two 

hours a week for this work and the government has so far failed to provided any 

clear guidance on time allocation. The Nl COP (1998) quite clearly states that:
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The time and attention which SEN co-ordinators will need to 
devote to their responsibilities will depend on the 
circumstances of particular school; Board of Governors and 
Principals should therefore give careful thought to the SEN 
co-ordinators teaching commitments and responsibilities.
Senior management should ensure that structures within the 
school allow the SEN co-ordinator’s functions to be carried 
out most effectively’ (p 7).

Principals and governors therefore need to look carefully at the timetabling of 

SENCOs to ascertain if there are any constraints on the SENCOs fulfilling the 

school’s legal responsibilities and delivering the recommendations of the COP.

A study undertaken by the National Foundation for Educational Research 

(Derrington, 1997) also confirmed that the demands of the SENCO role had 

increased substantially since 1994 when the COP was first introduced in England. 

Three patterns of interpretation of the SENCO role were recognised. In the first, 

the SENCO maintains a substantial teaching load and either (a) works especially 

hard out of school hours to keep up/tries to streamline procedures, or (b) tries to 

do what is manageable. In the second approach, the SENCO has a reduced 

teaching commitment and takes on full and sole responsibility for administrating 

the COP. The third interpretation, which is considerably less common, is of the 

SENCO who maintains a substantial teaching load but shares the duties as 

described in the COP with colleagues.

In the Warwick report (1996), two other models were outlined by the 

researchers. The first distinguished between core and periphery workers. As 

SENCOs increasingly take on non-teaching managerial roles associated with SEN 

duties, this has repercussions on who takes on the teaching responsibilities of the 

SENCO and how these responsibilities are managed, budgeted and monitored. 

There appears to be an increasing divide between the SENCO as core worker 

(salaried and full time in the school) and ‘periphery’ workers who do not have full

time or long-term commitments to the school who take on various part-time 

teaching and support activities. The second model is one in which almost all the 

SEN staff are ‘periphery’ workers and the SENCO is a part-time teacher. This has

93



implications for the status of SEN teaching, SEN linked in-service training and 

other matters.

Expectations relating to the work of a SENCO can become unrealistic. The COP

and the DfEE (1997b) Green Paper stressed the importance of partnership with

parents so a SENCO has to deal with a wide range of expectations not just from

teachers as discussed above but also from the parents of children experiencing

difficulties. As Farrell (1998) points out, if dissatisfied, parents may seek help of

outside specialists such as a psychologist or someone specialising in the
assessment of dyslexia. The advice of such specialists, if it supports the views of

the parent, can be brought to bear on the SENCO as part of the parent’s

expectations that something more should be done by the school. When funding
for SEN is reduced for any reason (within and outwith the school budget) this may
also bring pressure to bear on the SENCO. Difficulties can arise where parents,
for understandable reasons, do not appreciate that the SENCO is balancing
competing needs and must take a whole-school view of SEN. It is quite proper

that a parent sees issues largely in terms of what is being done (or not done) by
the school for his or her own child. But the SENCO is often the one to reconcile
expectations which may be unrealistic in view of time and resources available.
SENCOs also have to develop and maintain links with outside
personnel. The SENCO may have to juggle with competing needs of

children with similar needs and make a judgment which to put forward

for specialist help, given the inevitable limits to outside specialist time.
Mittler (2000) noted that

‘external support services vary in nature, quality and quantity 
between and within LEAs. One of the first tasks of a newly 
appointed SENCO must be to learn what is available to the 
school and to plan the most effective way of working with 
support services’ (p i28).

Because of its role in the assessment procedures for statementing, the 

educational psychological service (EPS) will often be the key outside agency that 
a SENCO works with. The SENCO has obviously to co-ordinate the provision in
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the school in such a way that outside help from educational psychologists is only 

sought when appropriate, that is, when the SEN of a child is such that the school 

is not making progress when it draws on its own resources. If the SENCO finds 

that they are not allocated enough psychologist’s time, or the support on offer is 

not appropriate, then their reaction may well be one of resentment.

The survey carried out by Lewis et al (1996), for example, found that SENCOs 

expressed high levels of dissatisfaction with this support service , for one reason 

or another. Forty-seven per cent of SENCOs were fairly or very dissatisfied with 

their educational psychology service, although in most cases this seems to be a 

consequence of the limited availability of advice from educational psychologists 

rather than the quality of advice when it was available. In their research. Garner 

et al (1995) found that teachers, when referring to their contacts with educational 

psychologists, do not often describe very happy relationships.

The problem appears to be that the educational psychologists have a limited time 

in which to deal with an ever-increasing workload caused by the system of referral 

and assessment promoted in the COP. This often has a negative impact on the 

delivery of the EP’s other, non-statutory roles of providing information, advice and 

support to schools. Dyson and Millward (1998) warned that there was particular 

danger that EPs would find themselves in a ‘Catch 22’ situation as increasing 

referrals from schools decrease the time available for consultancy and thus 

increase the likelihood of more referrals. Indeed another aspect of the SENCO’s 

role may soon emerge due to this workload pressure on educational 

psychologists. SENCOs could, with appropriate training, undertake some aspects 

of statutory assessment. This would change the balance of the work of 

educational psychologists away from excessive time spent on statutory 

assessment and towards early intervention- related work and other work in the 

classroom.

This ever-developing role of the SENCO must give rise to the question how

well equipped is the average SENCO to discharge all these duties? Davies and
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Garner (1997) put forward the view that little attention was initially given to the

degree to which the persons appointed as SENCOs were familiar with the

legislation underpinning the role. The expectations of DE are articulated in such

documents such as the COP, Education Orders and circulars etc, which at times

can appear complicated and voluminous. No one expects a SENCO to know such

documents chapter and verse but it is a reasonable expectation that SENCOs are

aware of key issues relating to legislation although there is still the residual worry

for the SENCO that they may not be doing the right thing.

‘Put over-simply, the law of negligence imposes a duty of 
care on organisations and individuals towards those with 
whom they have certain relationships and who can 
reasonably be foreseen to be likely to suffer injury or 
damage which is reasonably foreseeable as the likely 
consequence of an act or omission by the organisation or 
individual. Break that duty of care, and you can be sued for 
damages to compensate’ (Davies & Garner, 1998, p27).

The Teacher Training Agency’s (TTA) guidelines, National Standards for Special 

Needs Co-coordinators (1998) also stress that ‘SENCOs must have a good 

knowledge of special needs’ (p3). Indeed this booklet also provides extensive 

recommendations about what SENCOs should be able to do under the following 

headings:

•  Key outcomes of SEN co-ordination;

•  Professional knowledge and understanding;

•  Skills and attributes;

•  Key areas of SEN co-ordination ( p 6-14).

Morant (1981) has argued that there are at least four types of professional need 

relating to INSET. In the first instance new teachers require induction training 

while more experienced teachers need what is termed extension training, 

providing them with broader professional interest and the basis for promotion. 

Thirdly, Morant notes the refreshment needs of teachers, applicable to those who 

are either returning to teaching or beginning a period of teaching a new 

specialism. Lastly, conversion needs are identified, whereby new skills are 

provided to those teachers whose job specification has changed.
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Clarke et al (1995) noted that some of the more-informed SENCOs in their study 

saw their presence in colleagues’ classrooms supporting a child or children as the 

opportunity to model particular techniques and strategies in a non- threatening 

and supportive manner; there are, of course, dangers of parochialism and of re

cycling bad practice if the SENCO has not developed a fully inclusive and 

supportive approach. HMI (1990) reported that most designated teachers (for 

SEN) were experienced as teachers but had received only very short periods of 

specialist training for this work. Unfortunately, as Wade and Moore pointed out in 

1988, although a succession of reports such as Warnock, (1978) had explicitly 

recommended more in-service education, ‘they did not at the same time provide 

efficient structures and effective finance for it’ (p 72).

If, as discussed before, every teacher is now viewed as ipso facto a teacher of 

pupils with SEN, then it follows that the training of teachers working with pupils 

with SEN can no longer be considered separately from that available for all 

teachers. However, as Mittler (1992) pointed out, just as children with SENs are 

considered to require provision beyond that which is generally available, it can 

equally be argued that their teachers and more importantly given the subject of 

this dissertation, the school SENCO, also require some additional training in the 

whole range of SEN, especially around the area of identifying and supporting 

children with dyslexia. Marshall, was a member of HMI in 1993, when he wrote 

that

‘ the notion that everyone is a teacher of special needs and 
therefore requires training does not alter the fact that some 
teachers require more training than others (my italics). A 
tension arises from the desire not to segregate teachers but 
at the same time enable some to specialise to meet the very 
special needs of others’ (p41).

Just over half of the SENCOs in the Rolnick study (1998) had had SEN 

experience before taking up their posts but only six had received any specific 

training. Most had received training since their appointment in the form of LEA 

courses. Those SENCOs who had previous experience and/or training felt much
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more confident about doing their jobs well. The Education and Training 

Inspectorate (ETI) (1998) noted that schools successfully providing for pupils with 

SEN were those where ‘the SENCO and all of the teachers had received relevant 

training in SEN’ (p6).

The data produced by the Dyson and Millward study (1998) also suggested that

the level of training for teachers responsible for SEN within Northern Ireland

schools was variable, but overall low. They reported that although 80% of the

SENCOs had received occasional training in the COP, the overall level of

advanced training in the area of SEN in Northern Ireland was not high with a

significant minority of SENCOs having had no training of any kind. Interestingly,

Dyson and Millward reported some ambiguity in their returns in respect of

teachers claiming they had completed a diploma in special education when, in

fact, many had only completed a SEN module within the Diploma in Advanced

Studies in Education (DASE ) course at Queen’s University. This information

caused the authors to query the numbers who claimed they had a diploma level

qualification exclusively in the field of special needs; they feel the figure of 10%

may be somewhat of an over-estimate. A close examination of the responses

also suggested that when replying affirmatively to the category relating to ‘other

training’, many of the SENCOs were actually referring to the completion of training

relating to the Reading Recovery programme. As Dyson and Millward noted,

‘although undoubtedly valuable, this is very specific training 
and not directly linked to the implementation of the Code or 
to the role of the SENCO’ (p24).

The OFSTED Report on Pupils with Specific Learning Difficulties in Mainstream 

Schools (1999) found that most progress was made by pupils as a result of early 

identification and appropriate specialist help. Progress was further improved by 

teaching that was usually linked to a highly structured programme, often involving 

a multi-sensory approach. In order to ensure earlier identification and intervention, 

the report recommended that SENCOs in primary schools needed to have a 

greater awareness and knowledge of the nature of specific learning difficulties and
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the structured multi-sensory programmes. The report went on to suggest that if 

there was

‘ a greater awareness of the nature of such programmes, 
specialised intervention could take place, possibility at Stage 
2 of the Code, or at Stage 3, without the need of a statement 
of SEN, as was the case in one LEA’(p13).

Smith (1996) also suggested that SENCO courses should all preferably lead to

some kind of certification either from the local LEA or validated by a college of

further education.

‘If LEAs are to recognise the needs of pupils with specific 
learning difficulties then release cover should be made 
available and SENCOs directed to attend’ (p65).

Dyson and Millward (1998) expressed their concern about the extent to which 

prospective SENCOs in Northern Ireland were adequately prepared for their 

broadening role as envisaged in the COP. Simmons ( 1994) also asked: ‘How 

many of those who consent will be able to fulfil the role adequately, without the 

training, resource and time needed to do the job properly’(p56). There was ample 

evidence to support the anxiety felt by SENCOs, in the period immediately 

following the implementation of the COP, regarding their ability to fulfil their new 

role effectively. Clarke et al (1995) and Dyson (1991) all drew attention to the fact 

that not all SENCOs felt confident that they had sufficient expertise to undertake 

the role effectively, and this compounded the difficulties they have faced when 

supporting other teachers.

A report from the Office for Standards in Education (1996) on the implementation

of the COP, based on visits to 62 schools in England, highlighted the need for

more focused training for SENCOs. The OFSTED report (1996) also highlighted

the problems that can arise through lack of qualifications.

‘Given the fact that the majority of SENCOs have no formal 
SEN qualifications this will significantly limit their capacity to 
develop and bring fresh ideas to their important role’ (p24).

Once information about the COP has been disseminated, SENCOs need training 

in specific aspects of their work -  assessment, individual education plans, liasing
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with parents, external agencies and so on. Neither the OFSTD report (1998) nor 

Lewis et al’s survey for the NUT (1996) provide information orthe training that 

SENCOs themselves actually receive in readiness for their m ay roles and 

responsibilities, for example, its length, content, mode, whethe it was assessed  

or can be credited towards an award-bearing qualification. Ineed, OFSTED 

reports suggest that SENCOs are so busy training and suppo[ing others that little 

or no time is left for their own professional development.

In the 2003 survey into the inclusion of pupils with SEN in maistream schools, 

the Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) identified the n<ed for appropriate 

training opportunities for SENCOs to help them understand fuy and develop their 

role and recommended that schools should review the status if the SENCO. 

Likewise, Lavery (2002), in a report produced on behalf of theNI Children’s Law 

Centre, recommended that SENCOs need specialist training ITT and INSET, 

throughout their careers.

Cowne (2005), in an evaluation of outreach SENCO training ecredited with the 

London Institute of Education, found that the SENCOs reportd that taking part in 

courses enhanced their confidence, skills and knowledge andthat ‘not only are 

the SENCOs more secure and competent as a result of this tnining, but the 

longer term effects are beginning to be visible in the schools’ p66).

Ainscow (1998) classified the roles of specialists in special neds education under 

three approaches:
i) a maintenance role where a response is made o the child’s needs

within existing arrangements;

ii) a modifying role where a response is made to pups who are struggling

by adapting existing arrangements; and

iii) a development role where a response is mad< to pupils who are

struggling by working with colleagues to make rew arrangements to 

facilitate the learning of all pupils.
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Looking back, one can see  a shift with the implemeration of the COP, in the role 

of the special needs specialist from ‘remedial’ work vth children to becoming a 

SENCO working with their teachers. Clarke et al (1'95) reported that the 

SENCO was becoming a manager of organisational hange and development.

The COP indicated that SENCOs are expected to cotribute in a significant way to 

in-service training and education for colleagues (CO , 1996, 2.20). If schools are 

to improve upon the quality of teaching for pupils wit special educational needs 

in ordinary schools, then the ongoing professional dvelopment of teachers will 

often be an important factor in this. SENCOs have oen found themselves at the 

forefront of many of the staff development activities i their schools -  but are they 

themselves trained to carry out this school-based IN ET role?

Clarke et al (1995) pointed out that the SENCOs wh were playing such a key

role in the development of colleagues, were themsetes ‘self-developing

professionals’. Smith (1996) suggested that while snool should be using the

SENCO to provide in-school staff development, befce this occurs, it may be

necessary that the SENCO is provided with some e>ra training themselves.
Dyson et al (1996) confirmed that many SENCOs

‘expressed doubts about their ability to ndertake this role 
effectively -  either because of their in-eoerience as an in- 
service trainer or because they had no prticular expertise in 
special needs education’ (p i4).

The Nl COP states that ‘schools and boards shouldxmsider the particular 

training needs of the SEN co-ordinators in the light c this Code’ (p9). Although 

the ELBs were quick to provide training courses relting to administrative aspects 

of the COP for SENCOs, such experience may not ave been tailored to meet 

the needs of SENCOs in a wide variety of primary shools. Mittler (2000) for 

example, rates a great deal of the training provided > SENCOs by education 

authorities as simply ‘adequate’.

All the SENCOs who were interviewed as part of th<ETI survey (2002) reported 

that they had received in-service training in the appbation of the COP. Now while 

it was not inappropriate that these courses tended t<focus on procedural
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knowledge (of Code) and compliance, this leftittle time for training on the specific 

requirements, such as planning and deliverindEPs, working with parents, 

supporting teachers or liasing with other agemes.

Perhaps the gap between expectation and rejity, is most likely to be

demonstrated when an established SENCO Amoves on‘, for example, a good

number of those with expertise in SEN are tahg  retirement or finding themselves

with new responsibilities. This loss of knowlege and expertise will often take

time to replace. The school may find that it iseplaying the scenario of having a

SENCO who lacks the considerable expertised those in established roles. Once

again the necessity for pre-service and in-serce training on the COP can be

often be overlooked by schools when a new ENCO is appointed to replace an

‘old’ one. In the worst-case scenario, even th preliminary training offered on the

administration of the COP to the previous SEICO may not have been shared with

their replacement. Dyson and Millward (1998 after noting that the original COP

training programme did not allow for a ‘turnovr’ of SENCOs through retirement or

promotion, proposed that there was
'a need for ELBs to maintain a detiled register of ‘SENCOs’ 
and to make provision, in conjuncon with DENI, for further 
training of this nature to ensure the all prospective SENCOs 
have at least rudimentary training’ >23).

Clearly enormous demands are made on som SENCOs who may yet to have 

developed the appropriate professional and mnagerial skills to cope regardless 

of whether or not they have the knowledge. A Bines and Loxley (1995) pointed 

out,
‘the shift from the curriculr to managerial and 

administrative activity by coordiators, which reflects a 
general move, pose new problem: in terms of the definition 
of the coordinator’s role’ ( p392).

The skills, knowledge and attributes needed t undertake the role of SENCO 

successfully have become the subject of muc discussion. The Special 

Educational Needs Training Consortium’s (S NTC) 1996 document, Professional
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Development to Meet Special Educational Needs, listed some 30 competences 

now needed by SENCOs. They fall into three categories:

- Context- knowledge of the COP; factors inside and outside the school 

which affect the development of pupils; criteria for evaluating learning.

- Curriculum design, access and delivery, knowledge, understanding and 

skills concerned with identification, assessment, recording, individual 

educational planning, access to the national curriculum, range of teaching 

strategies, supporting and advising colleagues, literacy numeracy , study 

skills.

- Managing professional responsibilities: developing school and service 

plans and policies for SEN; working with parents, other teachers and 

professionals; advisory and consultancy skills; preventive and intervention 

strategies; promoting staff development. The SENTC report contains 

suggestions for staff development for all teachers in the light of the COP. 

Education authorities, schools and governing bodies have a responsibility 

to ensure that SENCOs are given time for training and better management 

support that they received so far in carrying out their responsibilities.

In summary, as Gleeson and Gunter (2001) point out, those who have leadership 

and management responsibilities in special education are being modernised and 

no group of people have been more affected by the ever-increasing need for 

professional development to support their ever-widening role than the primary 

school SENCO.

In 1998, Dyson and Millward highlighted the relatively low level of professional 

and higher qualifications amongst Northern Ireland teachers with responsibility for 

SEN provision and recommended that a framework of accredited training for 

SENCOs, which would be modular and offer flexibility in term of delivery and 

completion times, should be developed within the province. At the time of writing
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(2006), although the Graduate School of Education, Queen’s University, Belfast 

(QUB), offers a Masters in SEN aimed mainly at SENCOs in mainstream schools 

and consisting of six modules and the five ELBs, in conjunction with QUB, provide 

a diploma SEN for SENCOs, there remains no formal programme of mandatory 

in-service training for SENCOs within Northern Ireland.

Another growing area of concern has been the workload of the SENCO and the 
need to balance the roles of teacher/advisor/co-ordinator/organiser/report writer 

and so on. The DfEE-issued SENCO Guide (1997), for example, offered advice 
on ways of making sure the job was manageable. Interestingly, this SENCO 

Guide suggests that although there are differences and similarities in the role of 

the SENCO in primary and secondary schools, it is the size of a school rather 
than the phase which has the most impact on the way a SENCO operates.

In their DENI-funded study, Dyson and Millward (1998) reported that the large 
majority of SENCOs in Nl primary schools had other responsibilities to perform. 
The data suggested that 16% of the SEN teachers who operated exclusively as 
SENCOs were likely to have been employed on a part-time basis and to have 
spent much of their time in small group and individual SEN teaching. Dyson and 

Millward list the main advantage of this arrangement as allowing for flexibility, with 
the school able to ‘buy-in’ additional staff if the need arises and they have the 
necessary resources. The downside, as they discovered on visits to schools, was 

that these part-time SEN teachers/SENCO may be used as short-term supply 
cover.

Garner et al (1995) had also found a similar situation with nearly one in six of the 

primary SENCOS in their study employed as part-time teachers, a minority of 

whom also worked across several schools; they also drew attention to the number 

of newly appointed SENCOs who already had full-time classes and no non- 
contact time. In the research study carried out by Evans et al (1995), it was 

found that 95% of the SENCOs within five local education authorities (LEAs) were 

permanent members of staff and about half also carried a teaching commitment.
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In a follow-up study, Evans et al (1996) reported that although primary SENCOs 

were more likely than those operating at post-primary level to be members of the 

senior management team (55% against 22%), the fact still remained that 45% 

were not members of the SMT within their primary schools. In addition, 62 % of 

the primary SENCOs were identified as carrying out other co-ordinating duties.

In the Warwick study (1996) just over half the primary SENCOs were class 

teachers with other responsibilities; approximately one third of primary school 

SENCOs were head teacher or deputy head teachers.

One cans wonder which came first, the principal or SENCO role? Dyson and 

Millward (1998) recorded that a minority of Principals and vice-principals had 

taken on the SENCO role at the commencement of the COP in Nl primary schools 

(1998). Their case study data suggests that, in some cases, this was an 

acknowledgement of the managerial aspects of the role as envisaged by the 

COP. Dyson and Millward also noted that ‘some of these senior managers 

admitted to an ignorance of the detail of special needs issues and there were also 

examples of a lack of co-ordination between their work and that of the special 

needs teachers within the school’ (p 24). Principals of small schools, however, 

sometimes have no choice but to take on the mantel of SENCO simply because 
there is no one else available to do it.

Historically, children with the greatest need are often taught by teachers with the

lowest status and skills. The remedial teacher was often viewed to be on the

bottom rung of the education career ladder. Gordon and Smith (1994) hoped that

‘the requirements of the Code of Practice should lead to an 
enhanced status for work in the SEN area and increased 
awareness and professional development for all staff (p7).

But has this actually happened? Garner et al (1995) believed that those involved

with SEN are allowed more autonomy than others in managing, teaching and

designing curricula. But they also pointed out, that this autonomy was bought at

the cost of low status, a heavy workload and poor career prospects.

‘Even the best co-ordinators have found themselves 
confronted by a cul-de-sac career structure. Work amongst
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the marginalized minority brings glowing tributes from 
colleagues -  but does not always bring promotion to 
mainstream management posts’ (Dyson & Gains, 1995, 
p50).

Dyson and Millward (1998) noted that SEN is a career path in secondary but not

necessarily in primary schools. In the Warwick study (1996), while the majority of

primary SENCOs had a considerable increase in their responsibilities , few

reported that this was reflected by an increase in their salary. Mittler (2000)

agreed that for primary SENCOs, there is often no clear career structure and their

levels of pay rarely reflect the scale of their responsibilities. Following on from this

point. Garner et al (1995) noted that
‘it is not without significance that only seven of our 
contributors are male, a percentage which echoes that on 
the courses themselves’ (pi 57).

As discussed above, the role of the SENCO within a school can be viewed as that 

of a facilitator and manager, someone whose task it is to support their mainstream 

colleagues in meeting the needs of all the pupils in their class. Paradoxically, the 

establishment of a SENCO in some schools has a resulted in a collective sigh of 

relief for their colleagues that at last an expert in special needs education has 

arrived, who will either suggest instant solutions or help to remove certain children 

from their classroom or even the school as a whole. Dyson (1993) argued that 

the role of the special needs coordinator is now full of tensions and contradictions, 

a s  occupants of these posts find themselves unclear about the boundaries of their 

responsibilities, what they should expect from colleagues, and their distinctive 

contribution to the school as a whole. The sam e issue was highlighted by the 

1996 OFSTED report on the working and deliverability of the COP.

As discussed previously, one of the ongoing concerns has been about the 

delegated responsibilities of the SENCO. Very often it has been a case of being 

given responsibility to get things done without the authority to make them happen.

The SENCO’s work may involve them in assisting classroom teachers whose 

length of career experience may surpass their own (and has been known to be
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flaunted as such), who are ambivalent about ‘having problems’ and ‘being seen as 

in need of help’, who are under pressure from many directions and feel ‘they have 

no time to spare’ to discuss individual children who ‘shouldn’t be in school at all’. 

This situation can only be avoided or confronted by full support and understanding 

for the SENCO’s role by the head teacher, the governors and the senior staff of 

the school. The OFSTED/HMI (1996) report indicated that where the COP was 

judged to have had a positive effect, the SENCO was a member of the school’s 

senior management team (SMT) or had regular meetings with someone who was. 

The ETI survey (1999) also found that those primary schools in Northern Ireland 

which were successfully providing for children with SEN had defined clearly the 

SENCO’s roles and responsibilities with regular time allocated for essential tasks 

including administration and support for class teachers.

If SENCOs are to be able to operate effectively within their schools, they 

obviously need a clear mandate from the Principal about what the job entails and 
how it should be done. When the delegation from head to SENCO is not 

carefully thought out there is the danger of the SENCO being ‘sandwiched’ 

between senior managers who delegate too much and class teachers who are 
resistant to accept their full SEN responsibilities.

It should be clear that, as special needs provision is increasingly reconstructed in 

ways that are integral to provision for all children, so the management of special 

needs becomes increasingly integrated into the overall management of the 

school. Unfortunately, the management structures which characterise most 

schools are hangovers from an earlier time, when special needs was viewed as 

being a largely separate area of activity. By and large, SENCOs still seem  to 

operate on the fringes of the school’s management hierarchy, as though they 

were still responsible only for limited interventions with a small minority of 

children. Most SENCOs in the Rolnick study (1998) reported that they lacked any 

real power to get things done. Those SENCOs who were also head or deputy 

head may have that authority, but conversely that means less time as well 

because of other managerial duties. The 1998 OFSTED report also
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acknowledged the valiant efforts of SENCOs to make the COP work, often taking 

on more and more without any extra help to do it.

Dyson and Gaines (1995) argued that co-ordinators who are not part of, or do not

have access to the school’s management hierarchy, are simply not in the position

to carry out even the minimal requirements of their roles. They then proposed that

the hierarchical position for the co-ordinators was changed so that it no longer

becomes marginal.

This means that the co-ordinator becomes a member of the 
senior management team, and/or co-ordinates special needs 
as part of a wider brief to do with developed teaching and 
learning across the school and/or the co-ordination of 
special needs becomes integral to all the school’s co
ordinating structures and systems’ (p50).

Rolnick (1998) reported that only about half the SENCOs in the survey were on

the senior management team of their school and that the general consensus of

opinion was that the payment of additional points and membership of the SMT

were extremely significant as far as the status of the SENCO and SEN in general

were concerned. Hornby (1995) pointed out that

‘ many schools have advertised SENCO posts in which they 
may have referred to increased demands of the Code of 
Practice and offered up to four salary points in recognition of 
the importance they now place on the role of SENCO within 
the school’ (pi 16).

The degree to which head teachers and governors understand and are committed 

to working towards inclusion will be reflected in the quality of the support given to 

the work of SENCOs and above all in the amount of time allocated to their work. 

The DfEE SENCO Guide which issued in 1997, pointed out that ‘it was evident 

that the capacity of the SENCO to work effectively was crucially dependent on the 

tangible support received form the head and governors’. (p5). The SENCO Guide 

(p23) also lists key questions which are intended to be used as prompts to help 

governors and head teachers review the way the SENCO’s role was managed 

and supported within their school.
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Dyson, Lin and Millward, (1996) argued that, in order to deliver all aspects of their 

work, a SENCO should :

•  have sufficient administrative support, dedicated time and access to 

training;

•  be involved in developing, monitoring and reviewing the school’s SEN 

policy;

•  at least be consulted in planning the use of the SEN budget and staffing;

•  have appropriate autonomy in managing the school’s SEN provision; and

• have access to senior management decision-making and to the governing 

body.

The work of the Special Needs Research Team (Dyson et al, 1996)

commissioned by the DfEE also acknowledged the difficulties faced by SENCOs

trying to fulfil their designated roles.

‘SENCOs reported that they were facing a number of 
significant challenges in managing their role. These tended 
to fall into four broad areas:

•  the management of time;
•  maintaining the SEN register and monitoring progress of 

individual pupils;
•  liaison with colleagues, parents, external agencies and 

governors;
•  developing the in-service training role recommended by the 

Code (p2).

The ETI survey (2002), recorded that in a majority of the schools, few 

opportunities existed to allow the SENCO to have effective links with class 

teachers; lack of dedicated time was the most commonly reported reason. This 

report subsequently recommended that ‘ there is adequate allocation of time for 

the co-ordination of the special educational needs programme’ (pi 1).

In their DfEE- sponsored project, Dyson, Lin and Millward (1996), a questionnaire 

survey of 800 primary, middle and secondary school was carried out; SENCOs, 

head teachers and class teachers were also interviewed about the ways in which 

the SENCO’s role was developing in the light of the COP. The challenges which
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these SENCOs faced in managing their roles once again included issues to do 

with the management of time; maintaining the SEN register and monitoring 

individual pupil progress; liasing with colleagues, parents, external agencies and 

governors; and developing their in-service training role.

Rolnick (1998) concluded that stress was a very factor in the role of the SENCO, 

largely caused by the size of the workload and the pressures placed on the 

SENCO by parents, colleagues, and LEAs. Not surprisingly, the areas cited as 

the least enjoyable aspect of their jobs by the SENCOs in the Rolnick study were, 

in the vast majority of cases, paperwork, administration and lack of time and 

resources. Other areas mentioned were writing lEPs and frustration with outside 

services and their limited ability to help. Mittler (2000) noted that many SENCOs 

are over-whelmed with work and are physically and professionally exhausted.

It would appear that the expectations outlined in the Code regarding the role and 

responsibilities of SENCOs have not always been easy to translate into practice. 

The SENCO may feel under pressure from some parents to provide more than the 

SENCO feels it is reasonable to expect. There may be pressure from other 

teachers to provide rather than co-ordinate or lack of understanding by the 

principal or SMT about the realistic time required to carry out the duties of the 

post. Governors may not be fulfilling their duties which would support SEN while 

expecting the SENCO to deliver good quality SEN provision. ELBs and national 

influences may also bring pressures to bear on the SENCOs role. These and 

other expectations can weigh heavily, particularly when they are not compatible 

with one another or when they have a cumulative effect. Farrell (1998) argued 

that

‘a SENCO with insufficient time to carry out the work, 
colleagues resistant to a change requested by an LEA, 
governors not fulfilling their duties and an impending SEN 
Tribunal case, needs more than a course in time 
management. What is required is a greater awareness at 
school, LEA and national level of the pressures of the 
SENCO role. This would lead to a greater willingness of 
those on whose support the SENCO depends playing their 
part more effectively’ (p85).
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The point that has been repeatedly made in the literature discussed previously is 

that the job of the SENCO is a mixture of competing demands. As Mittler (2000) 

notes:

‘With hindsight, we can see that more guidance should have 
been given on the role of SENCOs, who are the key to 
helping schools to develop more inclusive policies but who 
have not generally been given anything like the amount of 
time, status or managements support to enable them to fulfil 
the immense responsibilities entrusted to them in the Code 
of Practice’ (p 90).

The revised DfES COP (2001) notes that the SENCO, in collaboration with the 

head teacher and governing body, plays a key role in determining the strategic 

development of the SEN policy and provision in the school in order to raise the 

achievement of the children with SEN. This revised COP also provides a list of the 

key responsibilities of the SENCO and advises that ‘governing bodies and head 

teachers will need to give careful thought to the SENCO’s timetable in the light of 

the Code’ (2001, p29). The forthcoming revision of the Nl COP should hopefully 

contribute further to clarifying and making more manageable the role of the 

SENCO.
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2.3 Provision for children with dyslexia within Northern Ireland

The Northern Ireland (Nl) Code of Practice (COP) on the Identification and 

Assessment of Special Educational Needs (SEN) was issued by the Department 

of Education (DE) under Article 4 of the Education (Nl) Order, 1996 (it became 

operative from 1 September 1998).

The Nl COP acknowledged specific learning difficulties / dyslexia officially for the

first time and provided the following definition:

‘Some children may have significant difficulties in reading, 
writing, spelling or 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’ (p71).

From the outset, the Nl COP’s main concern has been to ensure that children with 

SEN are provided for fairly. Ott (1997) notes that the basic principle of the COP 

was, ‘...aimed at making wider, fairer and more open accountability by schools to 

pupils in need of special education and to their parents’ (p302). This mirrors the 

statement issued after the World Conference on SEN in 1994, which proclaimed 

that, ‘every child has a fundamental right to education and must be given the 

opportunity to achieve and maintain an acceptable level of learning’ (Salamanca 

Statement, 1994, para 2).

Bines and Loxley (1995) noted that the COP has three main dimensions. First, it 

has a managerial dimension, comprising SEN policies, roles and responsibilities, 

and school/ELB systems and procedures. Second, there is a curricular 

dimension, which includes criteria for, and stages of, assessment and 

intervention, together with the implementation of individual education plans and 

regular reviews. Finally, there is a consumer dimension, concerned largely with

112



1

partnership with parents, but also with some development of pupil participation. 

This includes enhanced information, choice and involvement in discussion and 

decision making, with some rights of appeal and redress in certain circumstances.

The COP also placed greater emphasis on improving efficiency, in terms of 

identification, assessment and provision for SEN. The fundamental principles 

underlying the Nl Code are that: -

‘the needs of all pupils who may experience learning 
difficulties must be addressed;

the Code recognises that there is a continuum of needs 
and a continuum of provision which may be made in a 
variety of forms;

children with special educational needs require the greatest 
possible access to a broad and balanced education, 
including the Northern Ireland Curriculum;

the needs of most pupils will be met in mainstream schools, 
and without a statutory assessment or a statement. Children 
with special needs, including those with statements, should, 
wherever appropriate and taking into account the wishes of 
their parents, be educated alongside their peers in 
mainstream schools;

even before a child reaches compulsory school age, he or 
she may have special educational needs requiring the 
intervention of the Boards as well as the health services;

effective assessment and the knowledge, views and 
experiences of parents are vital’ (p2).

These broad principles outlined in the COP are the culmination of a series of 

various education acts and reports. The Warnock Report (1978) reviewed and 

reported on practices, which then existed regarding children with ‘disabilities’. 

The 1981 Education Act subsequently contained many of the recommendations 

put forward by the Wamock Report (1978) and, as a result, pupils previously 

identified as having disabilities were now to be known as having ‘special 

educational needs’ (SEN). The 1988 Education Act saw the introduction of a
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new national curriculum (the common curriculum in Northern Ireland) and access 

to this broad and balanced programme was open to all children including those 

with special educational needs. Those who experienced problems following the 

revised curriculum and its requirements could be exempted only if they had a 

statement of educational needs. A statement is a formal document prepared by 

one of the five education and library boards (ELBs) in Northern Ireland following 

statutory assessment of a child who is experiencing problems in school. It 

contains information about the child’s educational needs and the provision 

deemed necessary to meet those needs.

The Nl COP came at a time in education when many school budgets were already 

stretched to accommodate the basic requirements of curricular review. The 

Department of Education in Northern Ireland (DENI) acknowledged that schools 

were already feeling the substantial burden imposed by the legislation and the 

COP. As a result, additional funding earmarked for the administration of the COP, 

was allocated to each ELB. This was calculated using a formula based on 

standardised test results (at the beginning of each school year) and the number of 

statemented pupils in attendance. The money was to be distributed to each 

school to be used solely for delivery of aspects associated with special needs 

provision (e.g. substitute cover for the SENCO to meet with class teachers, 

parents, preparation of education plans, annual review meetings and additional 

clerical support). Although this is scheduled to cease in the not too distant future, 

and does not always go as far as individual schools may wish, at least it 

attempted to recognise the need for financial help to deliver the administrative 

side of the new legislation when it was introduced.

It was envisaged that the introduction of the Nl COP (1998) would enable a 

greater degree of integration of special needs children within the mainstream 

settings and that it would also enhance the opportunities for children with learning 

difficulties especially those with problems which were not severe enough to merit 

a place in a special school.
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The essential practices and procedures, which the Nl COP embodies, are that: -

•  ‘children with special educational needs should be 
identified as early as possible and assessed as quickly 
as is consistent with thoroughness;

•  provision for children with special educational needs 
should be made by the most appropriate agency. In most 
cases this will be the child’s mainstream school, working 
in partnership with the parents, and no statutory 
assessment will be necessary;

•  Boards should complete assessments and statements as 
quickly as thorough consideration of the issues allows;

• Boards must produce clear and thorough statements, 
setting out the child’s educational and non-educational 
needs, the objectives to be secured , the provision to be 
made and the arrangements for monitoring and review; 
they must ensure the annual review of the special 
educational provision made for the child and ensure both 
monitoring and revision of educational targets;

• the ascertainable wishes of the child should be 
considered, in light of his age and understanding;

•  there must be close co-operation between all the 
agencies concerned and a multi-disciplinary approach to 
the resolution of issue’ (p2-3).

The five-staged approach, which is central to the COP, outlines the responsibility 

of the school and other professionals regarding identification, assessment and 

provision for children experiencing learning difficulties. The first three stages are 

school-based (with advice from external specialists) while, in the last two stages, 

responsibility is shared between the school and the relevant ELB. The class 

teacher identifies and registers a problem at stage 1, and should, with the 

SENCO’s help, provide appropriate support. At the upper end, stage 5, the child 

will have been assessed by an educational psychologist and will be in receipt of a 

‘statement’ of educational needs.

115



Overall 56% of the Nl schools taking part in the Dyson and Millard’s DENI survey 

(1998) reported themselves as being ‘satisfied or very satisfied’ with the services 

provided by the ELBs’ Educational Psychologist Services (EPS). The authors of 

this report, Dyson and Millward listed, among others, the following factors as 

possible explanations for the mixed responses to the work of the EPS:-

•  ‘the staffing levels of the EPS, which may not be adequate to 
meet current or future demand;

•  delays in the statutory assessment process which are not 
directly attributable to the EPS (e.g. slow responses from other 
agencies or a lack of special school places);

•  reliance on an ‘on demand’ system of allocating EPS’ time , 
rather than on more formal contracting and service level 
agreements based on some quasi-objective measure of need;

•  a relative lack of well-trained SENCOs in the school or 
peripatetic teachers beyond the school able to relieve some of 
the EPS’ burden;

•  reliance on statutory assessment as a principal means of 
responding to SEN, with the consequent diversion of EPS time 
into the assessment process and away from direct support to 
actual schools’ ( p30).

With regard to children with dyslexia, all 5 ELBs use the discrepancy model to 

identify who are eligible to access external support. The disadvantages 

associated with the use of the discrepancy model in identification of children with 

dyslexia have been discussed previously. I would, however, like to return to 

highlight a major concern arising from the use of this model in ascertaining who is 

or is not eligible for support. Regardless of the fact that parents, and class 

teachers, may report that the child is falling progressively behind the rest of the 

class, assessment that may result in a statement, and subsequent support, 

cannot be offered until the pre-determined threshold is exceeded (this runs 

against the research evidence discussed previously which highlights the 

importance of early identification and intervention).
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Table 1 Overview of criteria and provision across ELBs

ELB Criteria Provision -  Stage 3 Provision -  Stage 5

BELB

Cognitive ability: Verbal, 
Performance, Full-scale IQ 
90+
WISC/WORD discrepancy 
at 0.04 level of 
significance
EPs provide: -  Predicted 
score for reading, spelling 
and comprehension.

From these scores pupils 
are ranked in order of 
severity for support.

164 pupils receive support 
for SpLD at Stage 3 / P4 -  
P7. Each teacher supports 
approximately 17 pupils
1 year support initially 
+possibly another yr of
2 X 40/45 minutes per wk. 
Lowest ranked pupils are 
tested. After 2 years of 
peripatetic support>review 
by EP>if severe/persistent, 
placement in Reading 
Centre.

A small number of children 
with specific learning 
difficulties are statemented 
and supported by the 
Outreach Learning 
Support Service.

NEELB

Criteria:
IQ of 70 or above 
Reading Age less than 8 
years
Reading Age at or below 4 
percentile 
Discrepancy 
(Predicted/Actual) at 2% 
frequency.

200 + primary pupils 
receive 1:1 support / P3- 
P7. Pupils whose teaching 
begins in P7 may have 
teaching in Y8. Support is 
for a maximum of 6 terms 
or Reading Age -  8yrs 
2 periods of approx. 45 
minutes per week 
Each teacher supports 
approximately 20 pupils.

Following a maximum of 6 
terms intervention-school 
takes initiative and may 
request statementing.

SEELB

Full scale verbal IQ 90+ 
Attainments 20% below 
chronological age or 
standard score 80 or less 
on WORD WISC/WORD 
discrepancy less than 2% 
frequency.

134 primary pupils receive 
in-reach part-time support 
for SpLD at Stage 3 (P4- 
P7) at either Cottown, 
Beechlawn Reading 
Centres or at Killinchy PS 
and Lisnasharragh PS 
Part-time support consists 
of 3 sessions of 1% hrs 
per week for 1 year > 
review by Educational 
Psychologist > full-time 
support at Beechlawn for a 
further year (not Cottown) 
> review by Ed Psy. 
Outreach small group 
support is offered by 
Beechlawn R Centre.

A pupil with a statement 
receives either 1 hour of 
1:1 teaching time from the 
SpLD Support Service or 2 
hours funded teaching to 
the school.

SELB

Cognitive ability: 
Significant areas of 
functioning lie at or above 
25"' Centile WORD/WISC 
discrepancy in one or 
more areas -  significant at 
1% or 5% level.
Priority given to most 
severe cases.

1 yr of peripatetic support 
> review by Educational 
Psychologist > 2nd yr of 
peripatetic support > 
review by Educational 
Psychologist > Reading 
Centre(RC) (max of 2 yrs) 
Peripatetic -  2 sessions of 
35/40 minutes per week 
RC -  2 sessions of 90 
minutes per week (groups 
of 2). 188 primary pupils 
receive peripatetic 1:1 
support at S3 and 26 more 
receive support at RC in 
groups of 3 (P4-P7).

Pupils who continue to 
have serious difficulties 
with literacy after support 
in Y8 will be statemented 
and receive either 2 
sessions of teaching 
support per week from a 
peripatetic teacher or the 
school will receive 2 hours 
funded teaching time.

WELB

Cognitive ability: Verbal, 
Performance, Full-scale 
IQ 95+ WISC/WORD 
discrepancy at 0.05 level 
of significance or cognitive 
ability/attainment 
discrepancy 20 points and 
positive indicators of 
dyslexia.

Approximately 260 primary 
pupils receive support for, 
SpLD at Stage 3 
Support from one session 
per week for 1 - 4 terms 
Following a maximum of 4 
terms teaching 
support/school can 
request advice and 
support.
Child can be re-referred.

Primary pupils are not 
statemented for SpLD 
Occasionally a pupil will 
receive teaching support 
from the peripatetic 
service.
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Table 1 details the criteria used by the five ELBs in establishing eligibility for 

support in their areas (information provided by ELBs). This access criteria for 

provision varies across the ELBs due to different theoretical standpoints regarding 

a working definition of dyslexia. This inconsistency in the application of criteria 

across Nl has contributed to the variation in the numbers of children identified 

across the five ELBs. The North Eastern Education and Library Board (NEELB), 

for example, uses IQ level as one of a range of criteria, but set at a much lower 

level than the other ELBs.

The Report from the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee (1999) expressed 

concern about these variations in the levels of statementing and noted that these 

might possibly reflect a lack of consistent criteria for identifying children with 

special educational needs, or different interpretations of the definition of SEN. A 

sub-group of the Regional Strategy Group (RSG) was established to agree 

criteria, which could be applied by ELBs when processing requests, for statutory 

assessments for children with SEN including SpLD/dyslexia. This group are still 

holding meetings around this issue; at the moment, there are still remains no 

agreed common criteria hence the variation across the five ELBs.

The Nl COP presupposes that schools can access, on some rational basis, high 

quality external services to support their own efforts at stage 3 and, that the 

availability of such services is an important means of ensuring schools develop a 

fully inclusive learning environment. Once again, however, there is variation in 

the levels of provision (see table 1).

Across all five ELBs, external support for children with dyslexia at either stages 3 

and 5, tend to be in the form of one or two hours per week of additional help of 

specialist peripatetic support or through part-time or time-bound attendance at 

reading units (see table 1). The NEELB, however, targets its support at all 

children within their mainstream primary schools who are exhibiting severe 

literacy difficulties, whether or not they could be considered ‘dyslexia’. The other 

four ELBs, Belfast (BELB), South Eastern (SEELB), Southern (SELB) and
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Western (WELB), provide additional support services to those children who only 

meet the criteria. It is worth noting that these forms of external support, however, 

both rely on the use of withdrawal for the mainstream classroom, which runs 

counter to the inclusion principles of the Nl COP.

Dyson and Millward (1998) reported that less than half of the Nl schools in their 

survey were receiving some sort of input from outreach teachers from special 

schools. The response to the quality of this support was varied with some schools 

expressing a high level of dissatisfaction with the outreach teachers. This 

appeared to arise from both their lack of availability and the inappropriateness of 

their role:

‘Even when outreach teachers were playing a valued role in 
mainstream schools, there was no assumption that their role 
was to develop mainstream provision; on the contrary, if they 
were unable to overcome a child’s difficulties, mainstream 
teachers tended to assume that the child could be taken into 
the outreach teacher’s special school’ (p31).

Within the Dyson and Millward study, Nl schools reported that they generally felt 

they could

‘identify someone within the ELB to whom they could turn for 
advice and support on SEN matters. However, this tended to 
be either an officer with limited knowledge of practice, or an 
advisory teacher with responsibility for a curriculum area such 
as English, who had no particular specialism in special needs 
education. Whilst these people might be individually helpful, 
they were frequently not able to provide schools with the sort 
of advice they needed’ (p31).

In a previous chapter, it was discussed how young children experiencing 

phonological and auditory discrimination problems could be identified and how 

early intervention strategies might minimise the development of dyslexic 

tendencies. It was therefore disappointing that Dyson and Millward (1998) 

reported in their SEN survey that over 60% of the Northern Ireland schools 

received no input from speech therapists, the main professional group who could 

support these children. While 20% of the schools declared themselves happy with
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the service they received, 80% complained about the lack of availability and /or 

the inappropriateness of advice offered.

As noted In table 1, there is an inconsistency in the availability of SEN support 

services from one ELB to another (perhaps in terms of quality as well as quantity 

of service available). Dyson and Millward (1998) drew up the following list of 

general points relating to external SEN support services across the 5 ELBs: -

•  ‘where schools have access to high-quality services , they are 
very willing to make use of them and very pleased with the input 
they receive;

•  the availability of these services, is however, patchy and overall 
is felt by many schools to be inadequate. In many cases, 
services are seen by school to allocate their limited resources on 
a relatively ad hoc basis;

•  the quality within and between services is felt by many schools 
to be variable, with some uncertainty as to the respective roles 
of teachers and external professional’ (p31).

As table 2 indicates, the structure of the support services specifically targeted at 

children with dyslexia in each of the five ELBs also varies as does the levels of 

qualifications held by staff in relation to supporting children with dyslexia 

(information provided by ELBs). Depending on the availability of the peripatetic 

staff or the whereabouts of the school, sometimes the support provided can even 

vary within each ELB area.
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Table 2 Overview of services and staffing across ELBs
ELB Structure of Service Staffing Range of 

Qualifications

BELB

Assistant Senior Education 
Offtcer> Head of Service 
(Specific Learning 
Difficulties, Sensory 
Impaired)

All psychologists involved 
-  each Educational 
Psychologist refers 
children from their 
delegated schools.

10 full-time 

teachers which Includes 2 

Senior Teachers and Head 

of Service
Head of Service 

teaches part time
Senior Teachers 

are responsible for the 
resource centre

/administration 

respectively, plus full 

teaching programme.

All teachers have Post
grad SEN qualifications 
(DASE, Masters, 
Advanced Certificate, all 
with elements of Specific 
Leaming Difficulties)
1 teacher -  RSA 

Certificate (SpLD).

NEELB

Principal Educational 
Psychologist >Senior 
Teachers 
All Educational 
Psychologists involved- 
referral at Stage 3 > 
assessment > pupil referrals 
made direct to Literacy 
Teaching Support Service 
Senior Teachers.

15 peripatetic teachers 
including 2 Senior 
Teachers
1 seconded teacher for 
Stage 5 pupils.

3 teachers -  RSA Diploma 
(SpLD)
All have qualifications In 
SEN and are trained in 
Reading Recovery. Some 
qualifications include 
elements of Specific 
Leaming Difficulties.

SEELB

Assistant Senior Education 
Officer > Principals of 
Longstone and Beechlawn 
>Co-ordinators of Cottown 
and Beechlawn Reading 
Centres 
All Educational 
Psychologists Involved in 
referrals at Stage 3 > 
assessment > Educational 
Psychologist and Principal 
decide If support is 
appropriate.

Cottown - 4 teachers 
Beechlawn -  9 teachers + 
1 full-time temporary.

Other teachers have range 
of SEN qualifications (4 
include elements of SpLD) 
or considerable 
experience in teaching 
Specific Leaming 
Difficulties.

SELB

Assistant Senior Education 
Officer > Senior Educational 
Psychologist / Assistant 
Advisory Officer 
All Educational 
Psychologists Involved > 
assessment > referrals to 
Senior Educational 
Psychologist and Assistant 
Advisory Officer.

10 full-time permanent 
teachers, 5 permanent job 
share, 7 full-time 
temporary and one part- 
time temporary.
Three more teachers 
support SpLD pupils for 
half of their timetable. 
Each full-time teacher 
supports approx. 14 pupils

2 Senior Teachers -  RSA 
Diploma (SpLD)
1 Senior Teacher -  RSA 
Certificate (SpLD)
1 teacher -  RSA 
Certificate (SpLD)
Others have various SEN 
qualifications, a few with 
SpLD elements 
All teachers have Phono- 
Graphix qualifications

WELB

Assistant Senior

Education Officer >

Education Officer >Head

of Service (Specific

Leamlng Difficulties).

3 Senior Educational 
Psychologists service 
Enniskillen, Derry, Strabane 
+ Omagh.

Support Service has 16 
full-time permanent 
teachers and 1 full-time 
temporary teacher 
2 Senior Teachers have 
been appointed 
Each teacher supports 18 
pupils.

1 teacher -  Advanced 
Certificate in Special 
Education 
1 teacher MA 
Some other teachers have 
SEN qualifications with 
elements of Specific 
Leaming Difficulties 
1 teacher trained in 
Reading Recovery
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The different emphasis placed by different ELBS on recognising children with 

dyslexia or SpLD, and the different forms this support can take, has resulted in a 

variation in the availability and nature of the provision across the Northern Ireland, 

or to put it more colloquially, ‘a postcode lottery’. This situation can cause a lot of 

parental angst as children can often be excluded from receiving the same 

provision as a cousin or a friend due to the fact that they live just outside a certain 

ELB area. The situation can often be exacerbated by children attending their 

nearest primary school which may happen to be in a different ELB’s catchment 

area to that in which their home is situated.

Across Northern Ireland, the staged process of the COP is developing into a 

struggle for many parents of children with dyslexia. Setting aside the need for the 

class teacher or SENCO to be able to identify problems to necessitate a child 

being placed on stage one of the school’s SEN register, parents soon learn that 

only a statement of special need, legally enforceable on authorities, will secure 

the bare minimum of provision. Consequently, as Lunt (1998) suggested, the 

demand by parents to have their children ‘statemented’ increases, for although 

such statements were originally intended to outline the needs for children with 

SEN, they are now often viewed as a means of securing additional resources, for 

example, access to specialist teaching time, classroom assistance and equipment 

such as laptops.

Doherty (2002), for example, found that the overwhelming majority of Nl parents 

in the sample had had an arduous struggle to have their children’s condition 

recognised as dyslexia and that they also had to battle with schools and ELBs to 

secure whatever provision they could. Doherty (2002) also reported that the 

majority of the Nl schools attended by the children within her study appeared not 

to recognise the signs of dyslexia and that approximately one fifth of the parents 

had sought more appropriate private tuition from a specialist who is qualified to 

teach children with dyslexia. Despite a large number of the group having 

obtained educational provision from the ELB in addition to the support, which their 

children’s schools were able to offer, almost half of the children, in their parents’
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opinion, displayed no improvement as a result of this provision. Many parents 

expressed the opinion that the said additional provision was inappropriate.

The fundamental principle of inclusive education is that all children irrespective of 

any difficulties or differences should learn together in schools which recognise 

and respond to their diverse needs and accommodate different styles and rates of 

learning; this implies children with special needs such as dyslexia should receive 

whatever support they may require to ensure their effective interaction. As the 

review of the literature has established, the way forward for a child with dyslexia 

can be either facilitated or barred by the understanding and teaching approaches 

of the teaching staff within their school and external support staff.

Though much has been written about the definition and identification of dyslexia, 

levels of provision and the range of SEN related training provided in England, 

Scotland and Wales, very little beyond ETI and DE-sponsored reports has been 

published relating to the situation regarding children with dyslexia attending 

Northern Ireland primary schools. The literature review has also highlighted the 

pivotal role of the primary SENCO in the early identification of, and support for, 

children with dyslexia.

The writer therefore decided to design and complete a survey to ascertain if the 

issues, which have identified within this literature review, were also reflected in the 

responses returned by a sample of SENCOs teaching in Northern Ireland primary 

schools. In particular, the survey focuses on the impact the differences in opinion 

across the five ELBS as to how best to define dyslexia, the use of the discrepancy 

model of identification and the training provided for SENCOs have on the equality 

of identification and provision for children with dyslexia attending primary schools 

across Northern Ireland.
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CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY

3.1 Background

In this chapter, I intend to outline how the methodology for this study was 

considered; the methods employed were identified and highlight any problems 

that arose and how they were dealt with.

This research study, which involved the use of postal questionnaires, set out to 

see if some of the issues identified in the literature review were equally pertinent 

in the Northern Ireland context. In particular, I was interested in gaining some data 

on the SENCOs’ perception of the extent and value of their professional 

development, their understanding of dyslexia and their ability to provide support 

for children with dyslexia. I was also interested in any differences across the five 

Education and Library Boards (ELBS) in Northern Ireland as it was known that the 

ELBs adopt somewhat different approaches to the issue of dyslexia. I undertook 

this survey, as this is an area of both personal and professional interest to me.

In carrying out my research I was concerned to keep in mind the three 

touchstones of reliability, validity and ethics. Reliability demands that the data 

collection and analysis is as consistent as possible. This means that there should 

be a reasonable expectation that if the survey was carried out again the same 

results would be found and that there would be a reasonable expectation that the 

data concerned is a due reflection of the views of that particular sample. 

Therefore, the data collection instrument, the questionnaire, was piloted to ensure 

that the questions had meaning for the respondents and that it provided the 

researcher with the data necessary to meet the objectives of the research.

To ensure validity, it is important that the measures used are both appropriate and 

accurate and that that the data analysis and reporting of the findings is valid, i.e. 

that the findings are supported by the results available. A second aspect of 

validity is to ensure that the sample group represents an authoritative group, that 

is to say, that they have been through the process themselves and have

124



knowledge of the subject or the current situation. The design of the research 

focused on primary SENCOs from across the five ELBs and across the main 

sectors (maintained /controlled/ integrated). Thus, for example, if a significant 

number of SENCOs, regardless of sector and ELB, and chosen at random, 

articulated the same beliefs/comments, then there was sufficient corroborating 

evidence ‘grounded’ in the respondents’ replies, to suggest that the statements 

about dyslexia were accurate.

The ethical issues of consent and confidentiality were a particular problem for this 

study. As Lewin (1947) pointed out, people are naturally curious about 

researchers and will develop their own theories regarding the purpose of the 

research; therefore researchers have to acknowledge that the researcher 

him/herself may have an effect on the respondents’ replies. Bell (1991) also 

referred to the problem of the “response effect” in which distortion may arise due 

to the desire of the respondents to please the interviewer so that the respondent’s 

opinion will be well received.

The fact that this researcher is a member of the Northern Ireland Education and 

Training Inspectorate (ETI), a group that has a declared interest in reporting on 

standards of teaching and learning, needed to be taken into account when 

considering SENCOs’ willingness to air all relevant personal and professional 

views on the subject of dyslexia and their perceived ability to provide support for 

pupils with dyslexia. For this reason, it was decided that it was very important that 

the respondents clearly recognised that they could not be identified in any manner 

in their completed questionnaires. In addition, in order to separate further my role 

as a researcher from that of ETI member, I was simply identified as a student 

completing my Doctorate in Education dissertation in the letters which issued to 

the SENCOs inviting them to participate in this study. It was also agreed with the 

Graduate School of Education that the letters and the accompanying 

questionnaires would issue on their headed notepaper and that all completed 

questionnaires would be returned to their office.

These concerns relating to my job placed inevitable constraints on the design of
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the study and, in particular, heightened the risk of a low response rate for the 

questionnaire. If this was to occur then it would place limits on the extent to which 

it would be possible to generalise from the data, but it is hoped to contextualise 

the emergent results from this part of the study.

3.2 Design of the research

Initially, I considered interviewing SENCOs to determine the extent of their 

knowledge and perceptions relating to dyslexia. It was decided not to carry out 

preliminary interviews in a quest to identify issues as the literature review had 

consistently highlighted that the main concerns relating to the role of the SENCO 

in identifying and supporting children with dyslexia were the lack of understanding 

and training. (The questions posed in the questionnaire were based on the issues 

identified through the literature review).

Two further factors also meant that interviews or the use of focus groups would 

not be suitable in this case; the first was the constraint of time which, given the 

size of Northern Ireland, would have severely limited the size of the sample, and 

the second was my job. I was concerned that I would have received guarded 

responses during interviews as I could have been perceived as representing 

someone other than myself. A few respondents could have tended to see  me as 

conduit to the system about inequities or system deficiencies; this is not a unique 

experience for researchers (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983).

As the sample was spread over a wide geographical area, it seemed more 

appropriate to use a postal questionnaire as this method of data collection 

provides great benefit in accessing numbers of respondents that would be difficult 

through other avenues, such as interviewing. Cohen et al (2000) agree that one of 

the merits of using questionnaires is the large number of respondents who can be 

reached. In this particular study, if questionnaires had not been used, given the 

constraints of time and travel, the sample would have been dramatically reduced. 

In addition, questionnaires provide anonymity for respondents and thus avoid, to
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some extent, the attraction for respondents to provide the answers they feel the 

interviewer is expecting - it was most important that the results would not be 

unduly influenced by the participants’ response to my perceived status.

It was also important to note, when deciding which m eans of data collection to 

use, that Cohen et al (2000) also point out that there are a number of 

disadvantages to using questionnaires, such as potentially low response rates 

and limited opportunity to further probe the emerging issues. As questionnaires 

are usually received by the respondents with little or no notification, and if the 

respondents (as was the case of the SENCOs involved in this study) are 

operating under what they already perceive to be a heavy workload, there is often 

limited incentive for the respondent to complete and return. One way to 

overcome a low response rate is to issue a ‘follow-up’ letter which ‘encourages’ 

those who have not yet responded to do so.

Through ensuring anonymity, by not coding the questionnaires or requesting the 

respondents to provide their name or sign the completed questionnaire, I hoped to 

encourage the respondents to be forthright and open in their replies. The option 

to ‘chase-up’ missing questionnaires, and thus ensure a higher return rate, had to 

be discarded in this case as there was no means of identifying who had returned 

completed questionnaires. It would have been possible to send a second copy of 

the questionnaire to all members of the target sample in order to boost the 

achieved sample but, in practice, this would have created the potential problem of 

respondents contributing more than one completed questionnaire. As this also 

meant that there was no means for respondents’ queries regarding the clarity of 

questions to be answered, additional care had to be taken in the compilation of 

the questions to avoid ambiguity and misunderstanding, as  another one of the 

disadvantages of questionnaires is that they can suffer through misinterpretations 

and inflexibility.
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3.3 The Development of the Questionnaire

My intention was to design a questionnaire, which would collect the required 

information, in as much detail as possible, without overburdening respondents.

Bell (1999) emphasises how important it is to produce a well-designed 

questionnaire, which will yield appropriate and useable information. Bell also 

stresses the need to make the questionnaire user-friendly to the subjects, and to 

ensure that the results can be analysed and interpreted easily.

The questionnaire was divided into two main sections; the first aimed at 

biographical details such as gender, age, length of service both as a teacher and 

as a SENCO, their history of training and also information relating to pupils with 

dyslexia attending their schools. The majority of the questionnaire sought to 

establish a profile of the background of the respondents, information relating to 

pupils with dyslexia attending their schools, and the training history of the 

SENCOs. The remainder of the questionnaire aimed at recording the 

respondents’ perceptions of dyslexia and the support provided as well as the tests 

used in the identification of pupils’ difficulties.

A number of different response formats were used throughout the questionnaire to 

control for response bias, and provide for clarity, utility and relevance. These 

included closed items only, with a mix of fixed data prompts, yes-no ratings and 

Likert scaling (five point scale). The respondents were also provided with the 

space and opportunity to record written comments in the response to open 

questions. Fixed alternative questions which elicited a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer or 

questions which required the insertion of a number were used as these provide 

responses which can be sorted, analysed easily and comparisons drawn quickly. 

An example of the questionnaire can be found in Appendix 3.

Spaces were provided for the SENCOs to respond to a few questions, for 

example, to record their definition of dyslexia and to allow them to record their 

thoughts on other issues not already covered. These ‘free responses’, however,
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tend to generate a lot of data that entails the researcher manually ‘grouping’ the

responses and analysing the results. As Craft (1996) points out

‘one of the disadvantages .........  is that, given the
individuality of each response, the job of summarising and 
categorising responses is far more complex’ (p i01).

The open-ended questions were also kept to a minimum as Cohen and Manion 

(1994) warn that they may not necessarily bring a clear response and require too 

much of the respondents’ time when they are completing the questionnaire. 

Nevertheless, open questions can be useful in allowing the researcher to explore 

someone’s views.

The aim of a Likert scale is to divide the respondents into broad groups according 

to the particular attitude that they hold so that these can be related to the other 

variables under consideration. The responses are also easy to ‘decode’ on a very 

large scale, since they lend themselves to numerical scoring indicating how many 

respondents adopted which stance to the questions asked.

One of the difficulties encountered, when faced with a range of choices, is that the 

respondent can have problems distinguishing between each of the categories 

provided. Scales with an odd number of response categories provide the 

opportunity for a ‘don’t know’ category. Brown (2000) suggests that there should 

be an even number of response categories as this ‘forces’ the ‘fence-sitters’ to 

make a choice. Garland (1998) suggested that the removal of a mid-point, neutral 

category minimises the tendency for the respondent to opt for what they perceive 

to be the ‘right’ answer, the one that they perceive the researcher is seeking. 

Oppenhiem (1992), however, argued for the inclusion of a odd number of 

categories as forced responses are of a limited value and that, in addition, the 

‘undecided category’ can also be a valid response.

I am inclined to agree with this latter point, as it was equally important, for the 

purposes of this study, to glean the areas in which the SENCOs perceived 

themselves to be lacking knowledge. The respondents were therefore invited to
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express their personal view using a five point scale of ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, 

‘don’t know’, ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’.

Wilson and McClean (1994) describe the Likert scale as a ‘form of ranking scale 

where a series of statements are provided indicating attitude towards a chosen 

topic. The respondents are invited to indicate their strength of agreement or 

disagreement with each statement’ (p29). in this study, the respondents were 

invited to select responses to the Likert statements that they best felt represented 

their views in an attempt to reveal their perceptions of dyslexia. In this way, a 

better understanding of the SENCOs’ responses could be determined through 

examination of the given responses; a full breakdown of the responses to these 

Likert statements is provided in Appendix 4.

Normally, contact details are provided at the end of a questionnaire so that any 

queries can be addressed. As already discussed, these details had to be omitted 

from this questionnaire; I realised that this might affect the level of response but 

that was a drawback that had to be accepted.

3.4 Piloting the questionnaire

Having drawn up the first draft of the questionnaire, I then subjected it to a pilot 

study. Moore and Nuttall (1973) describe a pilot study as a means of ensuring that 

the proposed survey instrument is capable of fulfilling the purpose for which it is 

intended. A pilot also allows potential problems relating to the range, suitability, 

clarity and understanding of the questions to be identified and hopefully avoided.

Unlike interviews where the interviewer is in a position to re-frame or explain what 

is meant by a question, no such facility is available with a questionnaire. This is 

particularity pertinent when one considers that, for reasons discussed above, I 

had only one opportunity to accrue the information and I was not in a position to 

respond to queries or to issue follow-up prompts. To ensure the accurate 

construction of questions, the questionnaire was therefore piloted on a number of 

SENCOs from schools within my ‘district’. These SENCOs tended to be confident
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and out-spoken in my company; they realised they could refuse to take part in the 

pilot with no concerns about possible repercussions.

In follow-up discussions, I asked the SENCOs to critique the questions, from the 

point of view of clarity, intelligibility and relevance. The questionnaire received 

positive affirmation with respect to the relevance of the topic. However, despite 

the care taken at the planning stage, this pilot identified a small number of 

ambiguities relating to some of the questions. As a result, it was felt necessary to 

re-word several of the questions in order to clarify what information was required 

and provide more space for comments. In addition, in response to the feedback I 

received from these SENCOs, more specific questions were added which related 

more directly to the professional development of the SENCOs.

3.5 Identification of the sample

After the questionnaire was piloted and the minor amendments completed, a 

decision had to be made about who would be included in the sample.

Cohen et al (2000) state that ‘there are two main types of sampling... probability 

(also known as random sample) or non-probability ‘ (p99). In a probability or 

random sample, the chances of someone being chosen for the sample are known 

and everyone in the ‘population’ has an equal chance of being selected. In a non

probability sample, some members of the ‘population’ will be excluded, for 

example, in the case of this study, the questionnaires could have been restricted 

to SENCOs operating within one ELB, while those teaching in the other four ELBs 

would have been excluded. Given that I wanted the widest representation 

possible across the five ELBs, I chose to use random sampling of the Northern 

Ireland primary school SENCO ‘population’.

Honigman (1982) describes probability sampling as a method to obtain a sample 

which ‘comes close to creating a miniature, unbiased replica or cross-section of 

the sampled phenomena’ (p85). To this end I selected every other primary school
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from an alphabetical list of all Northern Ireland primary schools (n= 914) provided 

by the Department of Education.

3.6 Administration of the Questionnaire

A copy of the covering letter and questionnaire which stated my intentions and, 

which included a promise of confidentiality, were posted out to 457 primary 

schools. A copy of the accompanying letter for the SENCOs has been included in 

Appendix 1. Each questionnaire was posted with a stamped and addressed return 

envelope.

As it was impossible to obtain the names of the SENCOs in advance, the 

questionnaires could not be personally addressed. The final questionnaire was 

therefore forwarded to principals along with a letter requesting that the 

questionnaire be completed by the SENCO (see Appendix 2).

3.7 Production of data

Out of the 457 questionnaires distributed, 134 were completed which gave a return 

rate of 29%. One school principal returned a blank questionnaire accompanied by 

a letter which indicated that he had not completed the questionnaire on the 

grounds that none of the children in his school had dyslexia.

The information from the 134 questionnaires was coded into a list of variables, 

which were entered into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), 

and summary statistics were calculated. Additional comments and responses to 

open questions were examined to identify categories of responses which could 

then be collated and compared, for example, definitions of dyslexia.
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3.8 Identified limitations to the methods employed in the study

As already mentioned, Cohen et al (2000) warn that one of the disadvantages to 

using questionnaires is that there is a potential for low response rates. If I were in 

the position to repeat this study, I would not limit the distribution of the 

questionnaires to every other primary school taken from an alphabetical list 

provided by the Department of Education. Instead of using a sample, I would 

issue a questionnaire to all primary schools in Northern Ireland.

As already noted, in order to guarantee the anonymity of the respondents and 

remove any danger that they might respond in a particular way due to my 

personal work position, it was decided that there would be no means of identifying 

who the returned questionnaires had come from. This also meant that it was not 

possible to identify non-returnees for a follow-up letter. Furthermore, at the stage 

of planning and dispatching the original questionnaire, a decision was also taken, 

after consultation with my supervisor, not to issue a follow-up letter with a second 

wave of questionnaires to all the sample schools as it would not have been 

possible to identify if any individual, who had already completed a questionnaire, 

had returned another one in the mistaken belief that they had not already done so. 

It was recognised that this increased the risk of a low response rate and, in fact, 

the achieved sample was quite low (29%). This needs to be kept in firmly in mind 

when considering the significance of the data emerging from the questionnaire.

The analysis of the questionnaire returns revealed that the SENCOs who 

responded were from a wide range of backgrounds, broadly representative of the 

five ELBs, a range of catchment areas (rural, urban and mixed) and from across 

the various sectors (controlled, maintained and integrated). However, it is 

nevertheless recognised that the relatively small sample size limits the 

generalisability of this study’s results.
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Future research in this area could usefully look at the views of a much larger 

number of SENCOs, possibly incorporating qualitative and quantitative data 

analysis generated through individual interviews and focus groups.

3.9 Reflections

It is becoming increasingly accepted in the research community that a 

researcher’s subjectivity operates during a research project. Woods (1986) 

suggested making the reader aware of factors which affect one’s outlook. Glesne 

and Peshkin (1992) also contended that researchers, not withstanding their use of 

quantitative or qualitative methods, their research problem, or their reputation for 

personal integrity, should systematically identify their subjectivity throughout the 

course of the research.

My own preference has been to provide sufficient detail of my personal and 

professional involvement with the subject area to assist the reader, while hopefully 

avoiding becoming too self-indulgent. And, as I also sometimes experience 

difficulty with following long, detailed discussions, I have deliberately tried to write 

this dissertation in a user-friendly manner. I hope I have succeeded in avoiding 

reporting in a language which would alienate most readers (Tooley et al, 1998).

Hammersley (1993) argued that, through carrying out their own research,

teachers (and at heart, I still consider myself a teacher) are encouraged to

develop a respect for evidence which, in turn, will lead them to having more

critically informed opinions.

‘A common response by teachers who have undertaken a 
course with a methodological or research component is that 
it has improved their ability to contribute to discussions on 
school policy in a more critical and effective manner and to 
assess the evidence and claims of educational research 
more effectively’ (p8).
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I too have learnt a great deal through my work on this dissertation and I have tried 

to use my Increased knowledge and understanding In my everyday work in 

primary schools across Northern Ireland.

There has long been concern about the lack of Impact of research on policy. 

Hammersley and Scarth (1993), for example, noted that the proper function of 

research is widely regarded as being to inform policy-makers and practitioners, 

and thereby to improve education. Hillage et al (1998) write in a similar vein 

when they define ‘educational research as that which critically informs education 

judgements and decisions in order to improve educational action’ (plO). All the 

Department of Education’s Research Briefings (2006) contain the following 

statement on their back pages:

‘Research cannot make decisions for policy makers and 
others concerned with improving the quality of education.
Nor can it bring about change. But it can create a better 
basis for decisions, by providing information and explanation 
about educational practice and by clarifying and challenging 
ideas and assumptions’.

I have been fortunate that I was the Department of Education’s (Nl) 

representative on the Republic of Ireland’s (ROI) Task Force on Dyslexia (2001) 

and the Northern Ireland Task Group on Dyslexia Group (2002). The extensive 

reading required for the literature review and the implementation of this study 

have been invaluable in enlightening my contribution to the work of both groups.
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CHAPTER 4 RESULTS

4.1 General background

The literature section has highlighted the on-going debate about dyslexia, its 

definition and the ability of teachers to identify and provide effective support to 

pupils with dyslexia. This study aims to add the perspective of a sample of 134 

Northern Ireland SENCOs to the current debate, to gauge the extent to which the 

respondents share an understanding of the concept of dyslexia, and the 

implications of such understanding for the identification of, and form of support 

provided for, pupils with dyslexia in Northern primary schools.

Through the collation of information provided in returned questionnaires, it has 

been possible to analyse the level of training (INSET) the participating SENCOs 

have undertaken, or been provided with, to ensure a shared understanding of 

dyslexia and to help them in the identification and support of pupils with dyslexia.

As pointed out previously in the methodology section, questionnaires were sent 

out to the SENCO working in every second school on the Department’s 

alphabetical list of primary schools in Northern Ireland (n=914). A total number of 

457 questionnaires were therefore distributed as part of this research project; the 

survey return totalled 134 returns, representing a response rate of 29%. One 

school returned an incomplete questionnaire with a covering letter indicating why 

they had not filled in the information; this school was excluded from the analysis.

Questions 27 to 45 in the questionnaire required the respondents to indicate on a 

sliding scale, their views on a set of attitudinal statements relating to dyslexia. 

Reference will be made throughout this chapter to these responses however the 

detail may be found in the tables placed in Appendix 4. In these tables, the 

SENCO’s responses, for ease of reading, have been clustered into agree, 

disagree and don’t know. These tables also enable the responses of those 

respondents who have attended award-bearing or non award-bearing courses
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(n=92) to be compared with those who have not attended any courses (n=42) 

(percentages relevant to particular grouping).

A number of quantitative terms are used in this study. In percentages, the terms 

correspond as follows: -

More than 90% - almost / nearly all

75% -90% - most

50% -74% - a majority

30% -49% - a significant minority

10% -29%  - a minority

Less than 10% - very few / a small number

The reporting of the survey results is broken down into the following sections:-

4.2 Background to the respondents

4.3 Respondents’ roles and teaching service

4.4 Breakdown of data relating to pupils with dyslexia attending respondents’ 

schools

4.5 Qualifications and training undertaken by the respondents

4.6 The respondents’ understanding of dyslexia

4.7 The respondents’ ability to identify and support pupils with dyslexia

4.8 The respondents’ view of external support
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4.2 Background to the respondents and their schools

The respondents were asked to identify the catchment area for their school. Of 

the 134 SENCOs, 36% placed their school in the urban category, 31% in the rural 

category, while a further 29% indicated a mixed catchment area ( 6 respondents 

failed to provide a response).

Table 3 Breakdown of respondents by school sector

Controlled Maintained Integrated Other

Number of 

responses 62 62 4 1

Responses 

as % of 

sector

14% 14% 13%
ft

5%

Of the 129 responses, 88% were equally distributed between the controlled and 

maintained sectors, while 3% of the additional returns related to 4 integrated 

schools. The sample is broadly representative across the controlled, maintained 

and integrated sectors. Five respondents declined to indicate the particular sector 

to which their school belonged. One respondent indicated that their school 

belonged to none of the previous three sectors by ticking the ‘other’ box; it is not 

known whether this school was a preparatory department, an Irish Medium school 

or a school linked to a church.

Table 4 Number of respondents by size of schools

0-50 pupils 51-100 pupils 101-150 pupils 151-200 pupils Over 200 
pupils

9% 22% 10% 13% 46%

There is a much larger return of questionnaires from the ‘over 200 pupils’ group of 

primary schools. As one would expect in schools this size, 79% of the SENCOs
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belonging to this group only teach SEN and do not have responsibility for teaching 

a mainstream class; it could be that this group may therefore have more available 

time to complete questionnaire. Equally, the majority of SENCOs who only 

provide SEN support belong to the group who have attended the most courses 

relating to SEN and dyslexia (this will be discussed later) so they may have 

greater interest in completing a questionnaire relating to provision for pupils with 

dyslexia. The number of other returns would tend to be reflective of the number of 

schools in that range, for example, there would be fewer schools in Northern 

Ireland with an enrolment of less than 50 pupils than there would be schools of an 

enrolment of 51-100 pupils.

Table 5 Breakdown of Respondents by Education and Library Board

Number of 

respondents by ELB

Number of respondents as % of 

total number of schools within ELB

ELB1 20 10%

ELB2 30 20%

ELB3 44 18%

ELB4 29 15%

ELB5 11 13%

The previous table shows that there is between a 10-20% response rate as a 

percentage of the total number of schools across the 5 ELBs. Although unable to 

confirm the cause for the higher response rate of 20% within ELB 2, background 

knowledge would lead one to surmise that the completion of a number of the 

questionnaires may have been prompted by a raised awareness of, and interest 

in, pupils with dyslexia due to on-going SEN INSET provided by particular CASS 

officers. Conversely, the lower response rate recorded for ELB 1 may, in some 

part, be due to the fact that the SENCOs who received questionnaires may feel 

that dyslexia is not an unknown phenomenon for them.
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4.3 Respondents’ roles and teaching service

Of the SENCOs (n=134) who responded, 80% were female while the remaining 

27 respondents were male. Almost 19% of the respondents have been teaching 

less than 10 years, while, at the other end of the scale, over 16% of the SENCOs 

are in the last ten years of their teaching careers. Two respondents did not 

indicate their length of service. Just over 5 % of the respondents were in the 

early stages of their professional career as they had been teaching less than 5 

years: indeed two teachers (second & third year) had been given the 

responsibility of acting as SENCO while still completing their own continuous 

professional development ( EPD).

Graph 1 Length of teaching service grouped by five year periods

Number of 
SENCOs

1-5yr* 6-10yrs 11-15yr* 16-20yrs 21-25yrs 26-30yrs 31-35yrs 36-40yrs 41-45yrs

Length of teaching service
□  Number of respondents

Only 3% of the respondents had been a SENCO for more than ten years. The 

majority of the SENCOs, had been in post for less than five years; this would 

coincide with the introduction of the Nl COP (1998) and the new requirement for 

each school to have a nominated SENCO.
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Graph 2 Length of service as a SENCO
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In addition to their SENCO role, 44% of the respondents have responsibility for 

providing support only to individual pupils or groups of pupils with special needs 

within their schools. A minority of the SENCOs, 11%, also maintain a mainstream 

class teaching role in addition to providing teaching support for pupils with SEN. 

Out of the 134 respondents, 40% indicated that they taught a mainstream class 

only and provided no additional SEN support for pupils beyond the completion of 

COP administration for example, maintaining the SEN register and /or generating 

individual education plans (lEPs).

Table 6 Breakdown of the SENCOs’ role/s within their schools

As % of total responses 

(n=132)

Providing only SEN support 44%

Teaching mainstream class plus 

providing SEN support 11%

Teaching Mainstream class only 40%

Providing neither SEN support 

nor teaching mainstream class 5%
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Six of the SENCOs (5%) indicated that they were neither mainstream or SEN 

teachers and therefore had no full-time teaching duties; it is not clear whether they 

are operating as ‘full-time’ SENCOs or whether they share this role with other 

senior management duties within the school, for example, principal or vice

principal. Two of the respondents failed to provide information regarding their 

teaching responsibilities.

4.4 Breakdown of data relating to pupils with dyslexia attending respondents’ 

schools

The questionnaire returns by the 134 SENCOs indicated that 4290 (17% ) of their 

total number of pupils were on their SEN registers. The returns also showed that 

100 of the 134 schools had a total of 476 pupils with statements on their rolls (34 

SENCOs recorded a nil response). Of these 476 pupils, 21% were in receipt of a 

statement which referred to SpLD while only 4% of the 476 statements mentioned 

the term dyslexia. It is not surprising that a much larger number of the statements 

refer to the term SpLD compared to the term dyslexia given that the COP refers to 

dyslexia as a sub-set of Specific Learning Difficulties (COP, 1998, p71).

Table 7 Breakdown of information provided by respondents relating to 
statemented pupils within their schools

ELB 1 ELB 2 ELB 3 ELB 4 ELB 5 Total

Total no of 

pupils with 

statements 51 201 130 54 40 476

Statements 

refer to 

SpLD

16 40 24 27 10 117

Statements 

refer to 

dyslexia

5 5 7 2 1 20
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If the estimated number of pupils attending the 134 primary schools in the sample 

is 24,750, then the percentage of pupils in receipt of a statement which 

acknowledges dyslexia /SpLD is only 0.5%. This figure reflects the figure of 

0.65% provided by DE for the total Northern Ireland primary school population for 

the year the survey was completed (2001-2). However, if both these figures are 

then compared with the figure of 4% which is the lowest figure in the BDA range, 

then this would surely indicate a high-level of under-identification of primary aged 

pupils within the five ELBs.

The evidence would appear to suggest a strong link between the role of the 

SENCO (see table 4) and the numbers of pupils identified with dyslexia/SpLD. 

The data generated by the questionnaires indicate that 62% of the pupils with 

statements attend a school where the SENCO has responsibility for providing 

support only to individual pupils or groups of pupils with special educational 

needs. This may be due to a combination of reasons, for example: -

•  these SENCOs are not ‘distracted’ by trying to balance their competing 

roles unlike a SENCO with a mainstream class;

•  this group of SENCOs have appropriate ‘time’ to administer a range of 

tests; and

•  that these SEN-only teachers (as will be discussed later) belong to the 

group most likely to have attended courses relating to SEN and dyslexia.

In schools where the enrolment falls into the category of less than 100 pupils,

21% of the pupils with statements relating to SpLD and dyslexia attend a school. 

This may be due to the fact that the low enrolment figures allow the SENCO , who 

in this size of school would generally a mainstream class teaching commitment, to 

still become familiar with individual pupils and able to recognise their difficulties. 

The data would also suggest that pupils with dyslexia are less likely to be 

identified in larger schools with enrolment between 100 and 200 pupils; these are 

the schools which have not reached the point where they can have a SENCO with 

no mainstream class teaching commitment (see graph 5).
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Graph 3 Number of statements referring to dyslexia compared to the 
percentage of children entitled to free school meals (FSM)
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Graph 3 above indicates that there is a reflected drop in pupils with statements 

relating to dyslexia as the free school meals (FSM) percentage for the schools 

increases. Within the sample, schools falling into the category of 0-30% FSM 

have between 20 and 62 pupils with statements relating to dyslexia yet, 

conversely, there is only a total number of 6 pupils recorded for those schools 

falling into the category of 70-100% FSM.

The 134 SENCOs who responded to the questionnaire were also asked to 

indicate if they thought that there could be unidentified pupils in their school who 

may have dyslexic tendencies. In their responses, 16 % of the SENCOs indicated 

that they did not think there were any other children in the school who would have 

dyslexic tendencies; 6 of the SENCOs failed to provide a response. One school 

principal, who was also the school’s SENCO, explained in letter that he was 

declining to complete the questionnaire on the grounds that none of the children 

within his school (enrolment 58) had dyslexia and therefore ‘ the completion of 

your questionnaire would be of no benefit to your research’ (sic). The 94 (70%) 

affirmative responses to the question relating to unidentified pupils estimated that 

a further group of 681 children in their schools might have dyslexic tendencies. If
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one assumes that the total number of children attending the 134 schools is 24,750 

then this would result in a percentage of 2.75, which once again still falls short of 

the BDA estimation of 4-10% of school-aged pupils having some various degrees 

of dyslexia.

As graph 3 indicated, the highest number of statements for dyslexia were to be 

found in the sample schools with the lowest rate of free schools meals (FSM). 

Graph 4 below indicates that there is a decrease in the number of pupils in their 

school that SENCOs think may have dyslexia which, in turn, mirrors the decrease 

in the number of statements referring to dyslexia and the percentage of free 

schools meals.

Graph 4 Cross tabulation of number of statements which refer to dyslexia,
the percentage of free school meals (FSM) and the number of pupils 
in their school that SENCOs think may have dyslexia
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— No.  of statements refer to dyslexia
— No of children in their school that SENCOs think may have dyslexia

The following graph details the cross tabulation between SENCOs who think other 

children in their schools may have dyslexic tendencies and size of school. The 

noticeable increase of affirmative responses to the question occurs at, and after, 

the possible threshold when school enrolment generates sufficient funding for a
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full-time SEN teacher and/or SENCO. As will be discussed later, it noticeable that 

these full-time SEN teachers and /or SENCOs are also the group who have been 

able to avail of the opportunity to attend relevant SEN courses.

Graph 5 Cross tabulation between SENCOs who think other children in 
their schools may have dyslexic tendencies and size of school
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In response to the statement ‘early intervention can help children with dyslexia’ 

(Q40), just over 90% of the respondents indicated that they agreed or strongly 

agreed with this statement. The next graph (6), however, would appear to indicate 

that early identification and subsequent intervention is not yet fully implemented in 

the majority of the sample schools.

The total number of pupils recorded as in receipt of statements referring to 

dyslexia and/or specific learning difficulties for the last two years of primary 

education, years 6 and 7 (77) is more than double those recorded for years 1 and 

2 (33). There is also a noticeable increase in year 3 (when the number recorded is 

twice that of the previous year) and again at years 5 and 6.
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Graph 6 Breakdown by year group of the numbers of children with statements 
referring to dyslexia and/or SpLD

Year 4

The increase in the figures as pupils progress through primary schools is most 

probably a result of the ‘identification process’ currently used within the Northern 

Ireland educational system. As discussed in the previous chapter, the application 

of a discrepancy model effectively means that a child may only be considered for 

support when there is a significant discrepancy between assessed IQ and 

attainment and when all other potential causes of reading disability are excluded. 

This, however, often means that a child needs to be observed to be failing before 

assessment by a educational psychologist can be carried out and a statement 

subsequently issued -  thus the growth in the figures post -year two may be 

attributed to the fact that statements are often not issued until the child has 

experienced at least two or three years of failure.

In a further breakdown of the responses, it was noted that no statements relating 

to dyslexia /SpLD were recorded for pupils in years 1-3 in the schools where the 

SENCOs had not attended any courses.
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4.5 Qualifications and training undertaken by the respondents

All 134 respondents reported that they had completed a teaching qualification;

50 % had completed a Bachelor of Education degree, 27% held a Certificate of 

Education while a further 23% of the respondents reported holding another form 

of professional qualification (not specified).

When asked whether or not they had completed any award bearing courses 

related specifically to special needs or specific learning difficulties, only 36 of the 

SENCOs answered in the affirmative. It is highly significant (p=0.005) that 27 

(75%) of this group, do not have responsibility for teaching a mainstream class as 

they had all recorded that they were the special needs teacher in their school. 

However, no information is available to distinguish those respondents who gained 

their additional qualification before becoming a SENCO from those who 

completed the award-bearing course after they were confirmed as SENCO.

A diploma in SEN had been completed by 10% of the respondents , 5 

respondents (4%) had completed a MEd in SEN while a further 4% (5) had 

completed a Certificate in Special Needs. A further 7 (5%) respondents recorded 

that they had completed an additional qualification not listed as an option within 

the questionnaire. Two of the SENCOs who had indicated that they had attended 

an award-bearing course did not indicate type of award-course attended. None of 

the respondents, however, had attended more than one award-bearing course.

Although 97% of the respondents indicated that they would wish to attend courses 

on teaching children with dyslexia if they were readily available, when asked if 

they had attended any non-award bearing courses related specifically to special 

needs or specific learning difficulties, only 61% of the SENCOs responded 

positively. While the majority of this group had attended only one non- award 

bearing course relating to SEN, 2 SENCOs recorded that they attended at least 

three courses relating to SEN while 12 had attended two courses.
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Importantly, 42 of the respondents (31%) recorded that they had neither attended 

award or non award-bearing courses; in other words, they had experienced no 

courses at any level related to SEN or dyslexia.

Table 8 Summary of attendance at award and non-award bearing courses 
related to SEN or dyslexia.

Yes No

Attended award-bearing 

course

36 (27%) 98 (73%)

Attended non-award- 

bearing course

82 (61%) 52 (39%)

Attended no courses 42 (31%) 92 (69%)

Attended award-bearing 

course only

10 (8%) 124 (92%)

Attended non-award- 

bearing course only

56 (42%) 78 (58%)

Attended both award 

and non-award-bearing 

courses

26 (19%) 108 (81%)

Of the respondents, 37% had attended courses organised by their local ELB. It is 

important to note that the respondents were not asked to indicate whether these 

courses related to training in the identification of and support for pupils with SEN 

or whether these sessions simply provided information to enable SENCOs to 

meet the administrative demands of the new Code of Practice.

The National Association for Special Educational Needs (NASEN) was recorded 

as the second largest provider of non-award courses with almost 15% (14.2%) of 

the respondents indicating they had attended NASEN-run courses. The other 

organisations named by the SENCOs as having provided non-award-bearing SEN 

courses were Queens University, Belfast (QUB), the Regional Training Unit
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(RTU ) and the University of Ulster (UU). A nil response was recorded by 60% of 

the respondents.

The following table records that 85% of the 123 award and non-award bearing 

courses attended by the respondents took place within the last three years. Of 

particular note is the noticeable increase of non-award bearing courses attended 

during the previous three years; this increase coincides with the launch of the Nl 

COP ( 1998) and the subsequent provision by the five ELBs of awareness-raising 

courses for SENCOs.

Table 9 Frequency of attendance at both award and non-award bearing 
Courses

Number of

courses

attended

Award

bearing

courses

Non-award

bearing

courses

Number of

courses

attended

Percentage 

of total no. 

of courses 

attended 

(n=123)

During last 3 

years

20 84 104 85%

Over 3 years 12 7 19 15%

Five of the respondents who had attended courses did not provide information 

relating to the timing of the courses.

Almost 70% of the total number of the SENCOs who are either full-time SEN 

teachers or taught a mainstream class recorded that they had attended a non 

award-bearing course. The following table records those SENCOs who attended 

non-award bearing courses and details the breakdown between those who 

provide only SEN support full-time and those who maintain a mainstream teaching 

role.

150



Table 10 Attendance at non-award bearing courses by teaching role

Attended non-award 

bearing course

Has not attended non

award bearing course

Providing only SEN 

support

54 4

Teaching mainstream 

class or teaching 

mainstream class & 

providing SEN support

28 40

There is a very noticeable difference between the number of courses attended by 

SENCOs who hold a full-time teaching responsibility and those who provide only 

SEN support (p= .000). It would also appear from the previous table (-), that a 

SENCO who is also a mainstream class teacher has only a fifty-fifty chance of 

having attended a non-award bearing course. A possible cause for this lack of 

attendance could be, as already discussed above, that most courses are held 

during schools hours when it would perhaps be more difficult for a SENCO with a 

mainstream-class teaching commitment to re-arrange their work schedule.

The respondents reported that almost 50% of the courses they had attended had 

been funded through their schools’ budgets; the costs of 16% of the courses had 

been paid by the SENCOs themselves, with the funding for 35% of the courses 

coming from unidentified sources.
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4.6 The respondents’ understanding of dyslexia

in order to access what ievei of understanding the SENCOs had of dyslexia, each 

respondent was asked to record a definition of dyslexia. For ease of further data 

interrogation, the 134 responses were grouped into nine sub- groups.

Table 9, on the following page , indicates the frequency of use of definitions by the 

respondents (n= 134). The table also breaks down the frequency of use into two 

sub-groups: those who had attended courses (either award or non-award bearing 

courses) relating to SpLD/ dyslexia (n=92) and those who had not attended any 

courses relating to SpLD/dyslexia (n=42).

Of the 134 respondents, 22% defined dyslexia in relation to some notion of a 

discrepancy between ability and attainment. This figure rose to 60% when 

respondents were asked in Q33 whether they agreed with the statement, ‘dyslexia 

is a discrepancy between a child’s IQ and his ability to read’. This may be due to 

the fact that all five ELBs make use of the discrepancy model in identifying 

children with dyslexia and the terminology would be widely used by board officers 

in discussions with SENCOs. Almost 20% of the respondents used the term 

specific learning difficulties (SpLD) in their written definition; again this may be 

due to the use of the term by many Nl educational psychologists when assessing 

children and writing-up statements.

Definitions relating to discrepancy and SpLD are significantly more likely to be 

used by SENCOs who have attended a course than those who have not attended 

a course. Indeed it is highly significant (p=.005) that 90% of the 21 respondents 

who defined dyslexia as ‘problems processing and/or decoding letters’ had also 

attended a course. Overall, 90% of the respondents who had attended a course, 

as opposed to 21% of those who had not attended a course, were inclined to use 

the first three definitions listed in the table.
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Table 11 Definitions of dyslexia recorded by respondents

Definition of 

dyslexia

Has attended 

course relating to 

SpLD/ dyslexia

Has not attended 

course relating to 

SpLD/ dyslexia

Frequency of 

use of definition 

as a percentage 

(n= 134)

Discrepancy 27 2 22%

Specific Learning 

Difficulties

21 5 19%

Problems 

processing/ 

decoding letters

19 2 16%

Difficulty with 

reading & writing

8 11 14%

Range of 

symptoms 7 1 6%

Mixes up

letters/symbols;

left/right

3 5 6%

Disorder of

brain/neurological

condition

4 3 5%

Word blindness 1 4 4%

Don’t know/ 

unsure

0 4 3%

Nothing recorded 2 5 5%

Totals 92 42 100%
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Although only 4% of the respondents used the term ‘word-blindness’ in their 

written definition of dyslexia, this figure increased to 69% who indicated that they 

agreed with the statement that ‘dyslexia is a form of word blindness’ (Q37). 

Although 30% of respondents who had not attended any courses agreed with the 

statement, ‘coloured glasses help dyslexic children read’ (Q 3 1 ) , only 5% 

recorded that they disagreed with the statement. Those who had attended award 

bearing courses were more evenly divided in their opinions with 25% agreeing 

with statement while 22% recorded that they disagreed. There was little variation 

within the sub-groups when it came to recording a ‘don’t know’ response; 53% of 

those who had attended an award bearing course, 53% of those who had 

attended non-award bearing course and 65% of those SENCOs who had 

attended no courses.

When asked in Q41 if they agreed with the statement, ‘a dyslexic child cannot 

read’, 9% of the respondents affirmed the statement while just over 4% recorded 

a ‘don’t know’ response. This is mirrored by the 14% who defined dyslexia as a 

‘difficultly with reading and writing’ (see table 9 above). Noticeably, none of these 

respondents widened their definition to include any reference to aspects of 

mathematics although 55% of the respondents agreed with the statement ‘a 

dyslexic child will have difficultly understanding mathematical language’ (Q 3 5 ) , 

while a similar percentage agreed with the statement,’ a dyslexic child cannot 

learn his or her tables’ (Q45).

Of the 134 respondents, 6% recorded a definition which referred to the pupil’s 

tendency to mix up letters, symbols and to confuse their left and their right. 

Although 70% responded that they agreed with the statement (Q43), ‘a dyslexic 

child will mix up right and left’, this figure increased to 81% of the respondents 

who recorded that they that agreed with the statement ‘ a dyslexic child will 

reverse the letters b/d’ (Q32).

Question 39 required the respondents to indicate whether or not they agreed with 

the statement that ‘ a dyslexic child has a short memory span’. Although the
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agree, disagree and don’t know responses are almost equally divided across the 

sub-groups, 38% of those respondents who had attended a course recorded that 

they didn’t know while a further 38% recorded that they disagreed with the 

statement relating to a short memory span.

When asked to comment on the statement,’ children with dyslexia learn in a 

different way to other children’ (Q44), the majority (74%) of the respondents 

agreed, 21% recorded that they didn’t know while just over 4% disagreed with the 

statement. Notably almost 6% of those SENCOs who had attended award-bearing 

courses recorded that they disagreed with the statement which almost mirrors the 

7% negative responses recorded by those SENCOs who had not attended any 

courses.

4.7 The respondents’ ability to identify and support pupils with dyslexia

Question 50 in the questionnaire asked the respondents to indicate which tests 

they would regularly use in the assessment and identification of pupils (with or 

without dyslexia) within their school.

Across the five ELBs, the NFER mathematics and reading tests are the most 

frequently used, with an average 77% of the SENCOs per ELB reporting regular 

use of both tests. These are the tests most frequently ‘recommended’ by officers 

from the 5 ELBs In order to ensure consistency in their data retrieval.
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Table 12 Tests used regularly in assessment of children by teacher type
Providing 

only SEN 

support

Teaching

mainstream

class plus

providing

SEN

support

Teaching 

mainstream 

class only

Providing 

neither SEN 

support nor 

teaching 

mainstream 

class

Total

number of 

responses 

recorded 

per test (n) 

and as a 

percentage 

of total 

responses 

(n=621)

1 NFER

Mathematics 41% 10% 46% 3% 103(17%)

2 NFER Reading

38% 12% 45% 5% 100(16%)

3 Neale Analysis

42% 16% 39% 3% 67 (11%)

4 Suffolk Reading 

Scale 43% 9% 42% 6% 67 (11%)

5 Quest

42% 13% 45% - 64 (10%)

6 Other

47% 9% 41% 3% 58 (9%)

7 Schonell

35% 19% 38% 8% 52 (8%)

8 Miscue Analysis

47% 13% 29% 11% 38 (6%)

9 Bangor Dyslexia

56% 9% 35% - 32 (5%)

10 Aston Index 75% 6% 19% - 16 (3%)

11 Daniels & Diack 50% 14% 22% 14% 14 (2%)

12 Dyslexia Early 

Screening 57% 14% 29% - 7 (1%)

13 Phonological

Assessment 100% - - - 2 (<1%)

14 Cognitive 

Profiling (CoPS)

100% 1 (<1%)
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Table 13 Tests used regularly in the assessment of children by courses attended

Attended 

both award 

and non
award 

courses
\

Attended
award-
bearing

course

only

Attended
non-award

bearing

course

only

Attended

no

courses

Total no. of 
responses 

recorded 

per test (n) 

and as a % 

of total 
responses 

(n=621)

1
NFER
Mathematics 18% 8% 36% 38% 103 (17%)

2

NFER
Reading 18% 7% 41% 34% 100 (16%)

3

Neale

Analysis 19% 8% 43% 30% 67(11%)

4
Suffolk
Reading 18% 8% 35% 39% 67 (11%)

5

Quest
17% 6% 44% 33% 64 (10%)

6

Other
24% 1% 34% 41% 58 (9%)

7

Schonell

19% 11% 33% 37% 52 (8%)

8

Miscue

Analysis 32% 5% 47% 16% 38 (6%)

9

Bangor

Dyslexia 35% 9% 47% 9% 32 (5%)

10

Aston Index 46% 18% 18% 18% 16 (3%)

11

Daniels & 

Diack 43% 7% 43% 7% 14 (2%)

12

Dyslexia Early 

Screening 86% - 14% - 7 (1%)

13

Phonological

Assessment - 50% 50% - 2 (<1%)

14

Cognitive

Profiling/CoPS 100% - - - 1 (<1%)
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There was little variation in the use of the other tests across the five ELBs except 

for the following three examples where there was a reported higher use of the 

tests. In the case of the Schonell Reading Test, 79% of the respondents from 

within ELB 4 reported regularly using the test compared to between 18 - 44%  in 

the other four ELBs. The Neale Analysis Test was reported to be used by 70%  of 

the respondents working within ELB 1 compared to a range of 43-58%  in the other 

Boards. Within ELB 1 and ELB 3, 85%  and 90%  respectively of the SENCOs  

recorded that they regularly used the Suffolk Reading Test compared to a lower 

range of 29-36 % of the respondents in the other three Boards.

These responses have been collated in table 10 by teacher type (ie. mainstream  

teacher, SEN only, mixture of both, non-teaching) and in table 11 by courses 

attended or not attended. Both tables have been ordered with the most frequently 

used test at number one and the least used test ranked fourteenth (columns a-d  

record percentage per sub-group).

As discussed in the literature section, a definitive test for dyslexia does not yet 

exist. If the Daniels and Diack test (ranked 11) is excluded , the 5 tests listed in 

the survey which are used by professionals to identify pupils with dyslexia, are in 

the lower part of each table, ranked 9 -1 4 . Table 10 shows that these five tests 

tend to be used mainly by respondents who are providing only SEN support. This 

would concur with an earlier table in this section ( table 8) which showed that 

there is a difference between the number of courses attended by SENCOs who 

deal solely with SEN matters and provide support only to individuals and small 

groups and those SENCOs who also carry mainstream teaching responsibilities 

within their school.

Table 11 shows that the five ‘dyslexia’ tests are generally used by the SENCOs  

who have attended award bearing or non-award bearing courses. For example,

28 respondents who have attended courses report using the Bangor Dyslexia 

Test while only 3 respondents who have not attended any courses report using 

the same test. Equally none of this latter group of SENCOs recorded that they
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made any use of the Dyslexia Early Screening Test (DEST), Cognitive Profiling 

Test (CoPS) or the Phonological Assessment Test.

The respondents who have not attended any courses are also more likely to make 

use of screening tests which provide reading scores as opposed to the diagnostic 

tests listed.

4.8 The respondents’ view of external support

The first column in the following table below breaks down the percentage of 
respondents by ELB area who have sought support from ELB officers regarding a 

pupil with dyslexia; the second column records whether they felt the advice 

provided was useful.

Table 14 The respondents’ view of external support by provided by ELB

ELB Have sought support 
from ELB officers 

regarding a pupil with 
dyslexia

Felt the support 
provided was useful

ELB 1 39% 86%

ELB 2 70% 68%

ELB 3 61% 80%

ELB 4 68% 57%

ELB 5 82% 78%

Total positive 82 56

responses across ELBS
% of responses 64% (n=134) 70% (n=82)
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An average of 64% of the respondents indicated that they have sought advice in 

the past and that 70% of this group felt the support provided by officers from their 

local ELB was useful.

As already noted, a range of statements was included within the questionnaire to 

gauge the respondents’ view on matters relating to dyslexia. In response to the 

statement ‘dyslexic children can be supported mainly by their class teacher’ 

(Q42), there was an almost a fifty-fifty split between those respondents who felt 

that pupils with dyslexia can be supported by their class teacher and those who 

disagreed with the statement.

Conversely, both of the following tables (13 and 14) would appear to indicate that 

the majority of the respondents are of the view that specialist training is required 

to support/ teach pupils with dyslexia.

Table 15 SENCOs responses to statement ‘Children with dyslexia require 
specialist support’ (Q36)

Agree Don’t know Disagree

Attended award- 

bearing course

94% 6% 0%

Attended non 

award- bearing 

course

99% 1% 0%

Not attended any 

SEN courses

93% 2% 5%
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Table 16 SENCOs responses to statement ‘Specialist training is required 
to teach dyslexic children’ (Q38)

Agree Don’t know Disagree

Attended award- 

bearing course

92% 6% 3%

Attended non 

award- bearing 

course

81% 10% 9%

Not attended any 

SEN courses

81% 12% 7%

There is very little difference in either of the above tables between the responses 

of those respondents who have attended either award-bearing or non award- 

bearing courses and those respondents who have attended no SEN courses. All 

three sub-groups support the view that pupils with dyslexia require specialist 

support and that specific training is required to support these pupils.

This was a small-scale survey and, as such, a researcher should be cautious 

about generalising any findings across the wider population of Northern Ireland 

SENCOs.
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CHAPTER 5 DISCUSSION

5.1 Key Themes

Three key themes have emerged from the data generated by the questionnaires. 

The first and dominating theme is the low incidence of pupils identified as having 

dyslexia in the sample schools. The second is that the concept of dyslexia 

remains ill defined and misunderstood by a considerable number of the SENCOs 

while the third theme is the variation in the training and support for the role 

undertaken by the respondents. The three themes are inter-linked and all have 

enormous implications for the identification of, and the form of support provided 

for, pupils with dyslexia attending primary schools in Northern Ireland.

Throughout this chapter, comments recorded by SENCOs have been reproduced 

in italics; these examples are indicative of the general views of the respondents 

and are meant to provide illumination.

5.2 The incidence of dyslexia in the participants’ primary schools

The 134 respondents recorded that within their schools, 2% of their pupils had 

statements relating to special educational needs. Of these pupils, 25% were in 

receipt of a statement which referred specifically to SpLD while only 4% of the 

statements mentioned the term dyslexia. These figures are reduced further when 

the pupils with statements related to SpLD /dyslexia are taken as a percentage of 

the estimated total numbers of pupils attending the sample schools. This new 

figure of 0.5% reflects the figures provided by the Department of Education which 

indicated that the number of children identified as having dyslexia amounted to 

just 0.65% of the total primary school population in Northern Ireland.

Across the sample schools, there is almost a double increase in the numbers of 

pupils with statements in the last two years of primary education compared to 

those in years 1 and 2 (see graph 6). Although a reader may assume that this
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could indicate that children are prone to develop dyslexia as they grow older, as 

already discussed previously, just as children do not ‘grow out of dyslexia’, nor are 

they ever ‘cured’, so they don’t ‘catch dyslexia’ as they progress through primary 

school.

I would argue the growth in the numbers is a result of the ‘identification process’ 

currently used within the Northern Ireland educational system. As discussed in the 

literature section, the majority of the five ELBs make use of the discrepancy model 

in identifying children with dyslexia. The criteria applied under this model 

effectively means that a child may only be considered for support when there is a 

significant discrepancy between assessed IQ and attainment and when all other 

potential causes of reading disability are excluded. The low numbers with 

statements in years 1 and 2 across the sample schools are probably due to the 

fact that assessment and the subsequent statement is often not initiated until the 

child has been observed to be failing for a considerable time.

While acknowledging that perhaps one should not expect to find any children with 

statements relating to dyslexia in the early years at primary school given the 

‘identification’ system which is currently operational, one could counter that the 

obvious lack of formal, early intervention would appear to run counter to the Nl 

COP (1998) which states ‘it is important that children’s special educational needs 

are identified at an early stage. The earlier the action is taken, the more 

responsive the child is likely to be’ (p8). In addition, as discussed previously, if 

learning difficulties are left unrecognised over a period of time and there is a lack 

in support to deal with them, secondary problems related to self-esteem and 

‘learned helplessness’ (Humphrey and Mullins, 2002) can often arise.

Graph 6 also showed a second noticeable increase in the issue of statements 

relating to dyslexia/ SpLD around years 5 and 6. Although this is probably due to 

the fact that, as discussed above, children with dyslexia in years 5 and 6 are at an 

age where they are demonstrating the required discrepancy, one could be 

excused for cynically thinking that this increase may also be due to another
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aspect of the Nl educational system, the so-called transfer test. This Is a test 

which year 7 pupils undertake to a gain admission to grammar schools; pupils 

with statements can be accepted into grammar schools without having to ‘sit’ this 

transfer test or gain the required grade. This fact may account for part of the 

increase in statements around years 5 and 6 as ‘informed’ parents ‘push’ for 

assessment in order to ensure that their child gains a place in a grammar school.

It must remembered, however, that the figures referred to above relate to those 

pupils who have already been identified and are in receipt of a statement -  we 

also need to take account of the others who are also experiencing difficulties but 

whose ‘daily struggles’ have not yet been noticed or recognised by their class 

teacher or the SENCO. A further breakdown of the responses to question 16 

indicates that the majority of the SENCOs ‘think’ a further 2.7% of the children in 

their schools have dyslexic tendencies.

The combined figures for pupils with statements and those that the respondents 

believe have dyslexic tendencies produce a percentage figure of 3% of the 

sample school population which still falls short of the BDA estimation of 4-10% of 

school-aged pupils having some various degrees of dyslexia.

Of greater concern is that a minority of the respondents indicated that they (the 

SENCO) did not think there were any further children in their school who would 

have any dyslexic tendencies. Indeed, one school principal, who was also the 

school’s SENCO, explained by letter that he was declining to complete the 

questionnaire on the grounds that none of the children within his school 

(enrolment 58) had dyslexia and therefore ‘ the completion of your questionnaire 

would be of no benefit to your research’. Surprisingly, yet another SENCO 

recorded that ‘ / have never taught a dyslexic child. ’

Given the disparity between the accepted prevalence rate for dyslexia, for 

example, the 10% estimated by the BDA, and the actual numbers of pupils 

receiving additional support within the respondents’ schools, the evidence
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considered here would seem to suggest that there are significant numbers of 

pupils with dyslexia in Northern Ireland primary schools who remain undiagnosed 

and who receive no additional support.

It is possible, however, that it might be the case that many of the SENCOs 

participating in this survey already possess the skills necessary to meet the needs 

of the majority of pupils within their own school environment without additional 

help or support. In effect, given the responses of respondents, the reality 

probably lies somewhere towards the former scenario.

5.3 The respondents’ understanding of dyslexia

As the analysis of the questionnaires returned by the SENCOs participating in this 

study indicates, many of the respondents could quite possibly be over-looking 

children with dyslexic tendencies simply because they do not ‘quite fit ‘ their 

understanding of dyslexia and possible indicators.

Although it is positive sign that many of the SENCOs in this study noted that they 

were anxious to receive details of possible predispositions towards dyslexia plus 

indicators of how to identify its existence, many also recorded their concerns 

regarding the subject. One respondent, for example, noted that ‘ I feel that, 

although I am the SENCO, I know next to nothing about dyslexia. I have ideas but 

I am unsure how conect they are’ while yet another SENCO recorded that 7 feel 

as a SENCO I am not as knowledgeable about dyslexia as I would like to be’. This 

respondent then goes on to suggest that ' SENCOs need to have better training 

in the recognition of dyslexic children and in effective teaching methods for them’.

Reid (1998) argued that it is important for the teacher and for those engaged in 

working in this field to have a clear definition of dyslexia but, as discussed
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previously, the plethora of definitions and disagreements among academics and

others, has often led to confusion among the respondents regarding dyslexia. A

number of the SENCOs in this study referred to the controversy between
professionals they encountered in their school environments regarding the

definition of dyslexia, for example:
‘There seems to be confusion among experts regarding what 
exactly dyslexia is, and what strategies to use with pupils 
who may be dyslexic’.

‘With ELBs anxious not to use the term dyslexia, it can be 
confusing’.

‘There is some controversy between professionals within this 
area on the meaning of dyslexia and as a teacher I would 
greatly appreciate clarification on this issue’.

Although the majority of the respondents replied in the negative when asked did
they think dyslexia is a middle class disorder, a significant number availed of the

opportunity to record their thoughts regarding parents and their views of dyslexia.

These comments are noted as follows:
‘If and when I decide to use the word ‘dyslexia’ to a parent, I 
find that I am asked ‘what are you going to do about it? -  as 
if parents think there is a magic formula’.

‘They are happy to use the label as an excuse for everything 
the child finds problematic’.

‘Parents are sometimes too quick to assume any problems 
are due to dyslexia’.

‘Too many parents use it as an excuse for other problems 
i.e. too many parents only think their children are dyslexic’.

7 feel the term is misused and, yes, I do find some (usually 
middleclass) parents use it because they can’t accept their 
child is below average’.

‘It would seem that some parents like to have a reason for 
their child’s learning difficulties. If they say its dyslexia then 
they can claim to have a very bright child and not just a slow 
learner’.
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The views above reflect the many concerns raised in the literature section 

regarding the feeling among many teachers that dyslexia is a disease of middle- 

class parents unable to reconcile themselves that the difficulty faced by their child 

is simply a result of the child’s low ability. While acknowledging that middle class 

parents of children with dyslexia are usually more articulate (which often makes 

them more visible in the eyes of the school) than others further down the social 

scale, the concerns they raise are generally valid. The issue is not which group of 

parents causes the most ‘trouble’ when a school is perceived not to be providing 

adequate support but rather that the SENCOs’ perceptions recorded above would 

once again indicate a lack of awareness and understanding of dyslexia and the 

need to provide appropriate and targeted support programmes.

When asked to define dyslexia, a fifth of the SENCOs used the term specific 

learning difficulties (SpLD). This is not surprising given the prevalence of the use 

of the term (as compared to the term dyslexia) in statements issued to pupils 

within their schools (see table 5). Pumfrey and Reason (1991) concluded that 

many educational psychologists (who write the statements) had serious 

reservations concerning the validity of the concept ‘dyslexia’. Indeed, from a 

survey of psychologists (n=882), they found that most preferred to use ‘specific 

learning difficulties’ when writing reports while only a minority found the use of the 

word ‘dyslexic’ appropriate. It would seem that many of the Nl educational 

psychologists involved in the assessment of children would also appear to favour 

using the term SpLD as opposed to dyslexia. That this reluctance to use the word 

dyslexia also appears to still exist within certain ELBs is reflected in the following 

statements recorded by SENCOs on their questionnaires:

'Professionals seem reluctant to label a child dyslexic
especially educational psychologists with this ELB’.

‘Educational psychologists are very reluctant to use the
word ‘dyslexic’ whereas parents are very keen to use it’.

In this study, a fifth of the SENCOs defined dyslexia in relation to some notion of a 

discrepancy between ability and attainment. As part of the questionnaire, the 

SENCOs were also required to complete an attitudinal section, which provided a
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more detailed breakdown of their understanding of dyslexia. For example, in 

response to question 33, a majority of the SENCOs agreed or strongly agreed that 

dyslexia w as a discrepancy between a  child’s IQ and their ability to read. Once 

again, the use of this definition by a  large number of respondents may be 

attributed to the fact that the term is often widely used by the providers of courses 

and probably also used by ELB officers and educational psychologists when in 

discussions with SENCOs. The use of this discrepancy definition could also be 

attributed to the fact that many of current group of SENCOs cam e through initial 

teacher training in the late seventies at time of the Warnock Report (1978) which 

called for a more discriminating approach to those children who have specific 

reading, writing and spelling difficulties: children w hose ‘general ability is at least 

average’ ( para 11.48).

But what happens then to the child who does not display this ‘discrepancy’? Vail 

(1990), for example, referred to children who might not even be diagnosed as  

dyslexic a s  their intelligence covers the dyslexia and their dyslexia conceals their 

intelligence. Other children may have developed compensating strategies and 

appear to be ‘coping’ with their schoolwork. Likewise, the child who, through 

support from their teacher and/or a  parent or even through their own 

determination, appears to be only slightly lagging behind (the child who can often 

be labelled ‘lazy’ by som e teachers) can also be over-looked and not receive 

appropriate support. In these cases, as  discussed in the literature section, the 

impact of dyslexia could be turning a high achiever into an average achiever 

(Osmond, 1993).

In a confirmation of the findings in the Regan and W oods study (2000), none of 

the SENCOs participating in this study mentioned ‘environmental cau ses  of 

dyslexia, and lack of learning opportunities w as not viewed a s  an explanation’ (p 

337).

Noticeably none of the respondents in this study included any reference to 

mathematics in their preferred definition (which once again mirrored Regan and
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Woods’ (2000) findings); indeed, a minority disagreed with the statement ‘a 

dyslexic child will have difficultly understanding mathematical language’. Yet the 

arithmetical symbols( + - x ) can be easily confused by children with dyslexia and 

they can often be uncertain in which direction they should work to add, subtract, 

multiply and divide as it changes according to the different symbols. Problems in 

understanding sequence and order can affect understanding of place value (BDA, 

1981). Literacy difficulties can also impinge on the pupil’s ability to read a 

‘problem’ /question. Although, as Pumfrey and Reason (1991) pointed out, a 

proportion of children with dyslexia have memory problems that interfere with 

learning number bonds and tables, a significant minority of the respondents 

disagreed with the statement that ‘ a child with dyslexia cannot learn his or her 

tables’. Times tables, like spellings, may be learnt by heart with a struggle - but if 

the information is not retained the teacher may be given the impression that the 

child is not trying or bothering and once again the child’s difficulties may go 

unrecognised.

Indeed, there would appear to be a prevailing view among this group of SENCOs 

that any difficulties children experience as a result of their dyslexic tendencies are 

mainly restricted to the areas of reading and writing. Mirroring studies by Duffield 

et al (1995) and Dyson et al (1996), there was no reference to the fact that a 

child’s dyslexic difficulties may impinge on other aspects of their cross-curricular 

work, for example, their ability to record findings, use reference books, to organise 

information across a range of subjects e.g. history or science.

A minority of the SENCOs who completed the questionnaire simply defined 

dyslexia as having problems with reading and writing. This figure was mirrored by 

the 10% who agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that a dyslexic child 

cannot read. Although for many people, as Osmond (1993) pointed out, a 

dyslexic who can read adequately is seen as a contradiction in terms, the fact is 

that many dyslexics (including myself) do learn to read quite competently in spite 

of their handicap, overcoming their difficulties by themselves or through support 

from parents or teachers.
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Although only six respondents m ade reference to the reversal of letters and 

symbols (mirror writing) and confusion between their left and right when recording 

a definition of dyslexia, an astounding 80% recorded they expected that a child 

with dyslexia will reverse the letters b/d while a majority indicated that they agreed 

or strongly agreed with the statem ent in question 43 that ‘a dyslexic child will mix 

up right and left’. If, as  these  results would indicate, the majority of the SENCOs 

taking part in this study appear to accept a common understanding of dyslexia as 

a difficultly with reading, writing and spelling with a tendency for mirror-writing, 

could it be that these  SENCOs may be over-looking children with dyslexia who do 

not openly exhibit these  problems, or who are, a s  Critchley (1981) calls them, 

‘border-line dyslexics’?

The findings of this study would appear to indicate that one of the main problems 

related to children in Northern Ireland primary schools who exhibit dyslexic 

tendencies still remains one of identification. While this may be partly due to the 

fact that no child with dyslexia is exactly like another, the evidence from this study 

would appear to reflect the findings discussed in the literature section in that the 

main cau se  of the under-identification would appear to be due to a lack of 

effective training in this area for SENCOs.

A large percentage of the SENCOs participating in this survey seem  unaware of 

the wide-range of early indicators which should be ringing alarm bells with the 

result that many children with dyslexia are liable to be progressing undetected 

(and hence un-supported) through their years at primary school.
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5.4 Variation in the respondents’ role and training

The findings of this survey are very similar to the 1998 Northern Ireland study 

carried out by Dyson and Millard and the more recent 2004 NUT survey in 

England; all three demonstrate that there is still large variation in the 

responsibilities that SENCOs carry out (table 4). This survey, although small 

scale, has also identified the negative impact the range of the SENCOs’ duties 

may have on the availability of time to complete assessments, provide targeted 

support for pupils, advice for other teachers and even their ability to attend 

relevant INSET courses.

Although a SENCO in a small school is in a stronger position to ‘get-to-know’ all

the pupils, the size of school can affect how much time is devoted to the single

role of co-ordinating SEN provision. The majority of the SENCOs who also had

responsibility for teaching a mainstream class reported that they do not always

have sufficient time away for their pupils (non-contact time) to carry out the

administration tasks that they perceive the COP demands or to develop the use of

appropriate assessment tests. This is especially a problem for those SENCOs

operating in small schools:

7 don’t feel there is enough support readily available for 
SENCOs assessing children in small schools where the 
SENCO is a class teacher and usually VP or Principal as 
well and perhaps responsible for major curriculum areas 
also’.

Robertson (2005) views this ‘multiple post-holder’ problem as part of the 

conceptual struggle between identifying the role of the SENCO as a ‘hands on’ 

teacher, or as a co-ordinator providing guidance and strategic support to 

colleagues. Several respondents expressed a fear of becoming bureaucratised at 

the expense of teaching ‘as the paperwork ‘seems never- ending’. These 

feelings of being over-whelmed by the administration of the COP, that there is
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never enough time to complete the tasks and always being at the beck and call of 

others, confirms similar findings identified in England by Rolnick (1998) and Mitter 

(2000).

Principals and Boards of Governors therefore need to be involved not just with 

ensuring that SENCOs receive appropriate training but that their role within the 
school is clearly defined and that that they are allocated appropriate non-teaching 

time to carry out their various duties. The DfES report, Removing Barriers To 

Achievement (2004), acknowledges this, stating that governing bodies should 

‘consider the role of the SENCO and the input of additional demands and new 
initiatives on the SENCO’s ability to carry out the role effectively’ (pi 1) as ‘ a 

clear indication of SENCOs’ responsibilities and effective use of release time will 
enable SENCOs to fulfil their role effectively and enable colleagues to understand 

the parameters of the role’ (p i2)

The views expressed by the SENCOs who participated in this study remind us
powerfully that there needs to be training of a level which equips them adequately

for their developing role as the one of the ‘key players’ (Winter, 2006) and as an
‘effective learning consultant’ (Dyson, 1990). Layton (2005) identifies an
anomaly between the importance afforded to SENCOs’ work and the lack of
emphasis on training for their role and concludes that SENCOs should be entitled

to professional development that enhances their managerial and leadership skills

as well as skills that focus on more familiar aspects of coordination. The recent
House of Commons Education and Skills (HCES) Committee’s Report on Special

Education Needs (2006) also concludes that
‘ SENCOs should be given ongoing training opportunities to 
enable them to keep up to date as well as sufficient non
teaching time to reflect the number of children with SEN in
their school these baseline standards for SENCOs to
be given training on and off the job should apply to all 
schools (p74).

Whilst recognising that the National Standards for SENCOs (TTA, 1998), which 
exist in England are not mandatory, at least they are a beginning. At this moment
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in time, no such guidance exists for SENCOs working within Northern Ireland. The 

role of the SENCO needs to be developed as a specialist post rather than an 

‘add-on’ task and consideration should be now be given to developing career 

pathways with access to an accredited professional qualification as a matter of 

right for SENCOs in Northern Ireland. Any CPD for SENCOs should also be 

supported through the provision of adequate release time for the participants (e.g. 

secondments or day release).

While it must be acknowledged that the SENCOs in mainstream primary schools 

often face many problems and pressures due to their multi -faceted role , it has 

been made clear in the literature section that teachers would be able to support 

pupils with dyslexia considerably better if they had greater background 

knowledge and understanding. No one can disagree with the sentiments 

expressed by David Blunkett, (the then Secretary of State for Education and 

Employment) in the Foreword of the BDA’s ‘Achieving Dyslexia Schools’ 

document (1999), in which he noted that ‘teachers need help to know how to 

identify children who have special educational needs and how to provide for such 

children effectively once they have been identified’. But as the discussion in the 

literature section has also recognised, many teachers have received little or no 

training relating to SEN issues.

This position was also confirmed by several respondents within this study who 

availed of the opportunity to comment on the lack of general SEN training 

provided during their initial training programmes. For example, ‘every teacher 

should have some specialist training in this area of special needs as part of their 

BEd’ while another wished that ' teachers in training should all have specific 

training in dyslexia -  diagnosis & remediation techniques’.

The majority of the respondents of this study would probably concur with the 

findings of Winter’s (2006) study into the perceptions of Nl teachers of their initial 

training in relation to SEN. The recently launched report by the House of 

Commons Education and Skills (HCES) Committee on Special Education Needs
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(2006) also raises concerns regarding the lack of training relating to SEN currently

provided during ITE. The Committee concluded that ‘based on evidence that

demonstrates the level of need, and demand from teachers for training on SEN,

SEN training should become a core, compulsory part of initial teacher training for

all teachers’. (p70). In her submission to this Committee, Dr Susan Tresman

Chief Executive of the British Dyslexia Association, also agreed that the biggest

barrier is training’. (p69) However, as Macbeath et al (2006) point out

‘in the present circumstances it is not clear how teachers 
can build up their expertise on special needs. Input on most 
initial training courses is minimal and few new teachers now 
have any background in psychology or other relevant 
disciplinary knowledge that would enable them to play a 
leading role in developing and implementing strategies for 
meeting the needs of pupils with specific learning difficulties 
(p64).

Recognising the pressures on the ‘an increasingly crowded ITE curriculum’

(Kearns and Shevlin, 2006, p41), the author would have reservations about the 

extent to which it is possible to develop a full understanding of dyslexia at initial 

teacher training level. It would surely make more sense to ensure that all newly 

qualified teachers have core skills and a sound understanding of generic SEN 

matters combined with some relevant awareness -raising sessions relating to the 

main difficulties they are liable to encounter such as dyslexia and autism.

The need for more in-depth knowledge and understanding of dyslexia could then 

be addressed through early professional development (EPD) courses when the 

newly qualified teachers would have some classroom experience behind them 

and were in much better position to apply the theory and strategies in practice. 

This knowledge and understanding could then be developed further through 

regular, on-going INSET (CPD) or through a school achieving the BDA’s Quality 

Mark.

The Northern Ireland COP (1998) states that a school’s SEN policy should contain 

“details of any specialised training courses undertaken and SEN qualifications 

held by teachers.” (para 2.7). Many of the schools in this sample would have
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obvious difficulty in completing this section of their SEN policy when one looks at 

the INSET history of their SENCOs. Indeed, the respondents expressed 

significant concern about training, both at initial and in-service levels with a 

number feeling that they had taken on the job unprepared for what was expected 

of them. One SENCO noted that 7 simply want to give the best to my pupils but 

sometimes feel that I too am ‘walking in the dark’.

Although a minority of the respondents had indicated that they had completed an 

award -bearing course, a slightly larger number of the respondents, 31%, 

reported that they had experienced no courses at any level related to SEN or 

dyslexia. Once again there would appear to have been little progress in this area 

since Dyson and Millard carried out their 1998 study in Northern Ireland for the 

Department of Education.

Miles (1998) argued that ‘it is inexcusable that in the light of present day 

knowledge of teaching methods that any child in our educational system of 

average ability or above should be allowed to fail at reading and spelling simply 

because the problem has not been properly recognised’ (p30). One might also 

add that it is inexcusable that any teacher has been allocated the post of SENCO 

without having had experienced any form of INSET relating to SEN and/or 

dyslexia.

I would just record a note of caution here regarding the often perceived need for 

teachers and particularly the SENCO to obtain specialist qualifications relating to 

dyslexia. Although the completion of such courses may lead to more highly 

qualified professionals, they can also sometimes promote the idea that pupils with 

dyslexia all require special pedagogies. This, in turn, may lead parents, and some 

teachers, to believe that only specially trained and qualified ‘experts’ can address 

adequately the needs of this group of pupils which in turn can lead to the ‘de

skilling’ of other teachers.
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One SENCO in this study, for example, noted that ‘Northern Ireland desperately 

needs a special dyslexic school (like the many in England) which is equipped with 

properly trained and committed teachers’ while another pointed out that parental 

concerns about dyslexia were ‘providing a lucrative market for teachers (and 

others) who have specialist training’. Another respondent commented that 

mainstream primary schools could not provide pupils with dyslexia with the 

necessary support as ‘dyslexia is a specific learning problem and teachers are 

not qualified to deal with this problem’. These comments were countered by a 

SENCO who noted that ‘there is no need to take children with dyslexia off to 

other schools. The ‘treatment’ is good teaching, no magic formula and no magic 

tricks’.

I would tend to agree with this latter viewpoint as 1 think that it is crucial that every 

opportunity is taken to demystify the concept of dyslexia and reinforce teachers’ 

confidence in their own professional skills. Courses relating to dyslexia should 

aim to convey the message that, while a few pupils with dyslexia will need 

different methods and a specialist teacher depending on their need, for the 

majority there should not be an undue mystique in relation to their teaching. 

Teachers should be encouraged to adopt a more eclectic approach to teaching 

pupils with dyslexia -  especially as the teaching methods and learning strategies 

used with pupils with dyslexia are often useful to all pupils, not just those 

experiencing difficulties. Relevant in-service training should help SENCOs to 

understand a child’s particular problems and therefore make appropriate 

judgements about how a child’s learning difficulties may be remedied or 

circumvented.

Reid et al (2005) notes that although training courses in dyslexia have been a 

major focus in Scotland for at least ten years, it seems that it is the specialist 

learning support teachers (equivalent to SEN teachers here) who have engaged 

in the nationally produced modular courses and that considerably fewer 

mainstream class teachers have availed of the opportunity to attend these 

courses. This has also been the case with the SENCOs within this survey with
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nearly all of the SENCOs who provide only SEN support availing of non-award 

bearing courses compared to a significant minority of the respondents who 

maintain the dual roles of SENCO and mainstream class teacher (see table 8).

A possible cause for this noticeable difference is that a SENCO with the 

responsibility of teaching a mainstream class will need a substitute teacher to 

‘free’ them to attend a course whereas the SENCO who only provides SEN 

support (whether withdrawal or in-class support) may have more flexibility with 

their teaching timetable and a substitute teacher is often not required. As 

discussed previously, it would appear that more pupils were identified in the larger 

schools where SENCOs were only responsible for providing SEN support. This 

higher level of identification may reflect the specialist knowledge of this group of 

SENCOs which has been developed through their more regular opportunities to 

attend relevant courses.

It is also worth noting that the SENCOs who have attended courses are more 

likely to make use of diagnostic tests than those who have not attended a course. 
As discussed previously, many researchers (Croll and Moses, 1985; Nisser, 1998) 

have condemned many of the tests used by SENCOs, especially standardised 

reading tests, for the limited information they provided and the fact that they could 

lead to the non-identification children with dyslexia. Within this study, there was 

also an over-emphasis on the use of standardised reading tests as opposed to the 

use of diagnostic tests by the respondents. This would tend to indicate that, on the 

whole, the participating SENCOs’ knowledge and understanding of the purpose of 

formative testing is limited.

Any form of assessm ent needs to be clearly directed at identifying the strengths 

and the difficulties faced by an individual child and then finding the most effective 

way of helping that child progress. Assessment should not be viewed as an end in 

itself -  it should surely be a cyclical process which involves observation/on-going 

assessm ent which in turn should result in a modification in the support 

programme followed by further observation and so on. As the Report by a
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Working Party of the Division of Educational and Child Psychology of the British 

Psychological Society (1999) concluded, teachers ‘ need to notice children’s 

individual needs and then adjust their responses accordingly’ (plO).

The most attended form of INSET recorded by the respondents was the non

award bearing short-courses generally provided by their local ELB. It is important 

to note that the questionnaire did not require the respondents to indicate the form 

these ‘SEN’ courses took, for example, whether they ‘covered’ the identification 

and planning of support programmes nor were the respondents asked to 

comment on the ‘successfulness’ of such courses in supporting them in their work 

as a SENCO. Several of the respondents, however, chose to record their 

thoughts regarding these ELB courses and their relevance to their work in 

supporting pupils with dyslexia:

‘In the past 5 years, I have attended most SEN courses run 
by the ELB . All have been very informative and useful but 
none have dealt specifically with dyslexia'.

‘No course has ever been available to enable me or any staff 
in the school to diagnose or teach a child with dyslexia’.

Almost all of the respondents indicated that they would like their local ELB to be 

more pro-active in offering courses relating to providing support for pupils with 

dyslexic tendencies. The following comments are typical of the many recorded’.

7 would like more courses which show how to work 
successfully with dyslexia’.

7 feel that teachers need much better training in the 

recognition of dyslexic children and in effective teaching 

methods for them’.

7 personally feel that we teachers need more help in how to 

cope with dyslexia children in the form of support and 

courses organised by the ELB’.
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7 don’t feel enough courses are provided by my ELB to help 
mainstream teachers detect or cope with children with 
dyslexic tendencies’.

Teachers need more information re. signs of dyslexia, traits 
(e.g. character & behaviour) and training and support on 
teaching approaches’.

One respondent recorded a written positive statement about the support they had 

received from a knowledgeable ELB officer while another noted that a ‘major 

difficulty in looking for external support is the poor quality of some of the so-called 

experts’. Another respondent stressed the need for more support for class 

teachers ‘especially in schools like our own where we do not have a special needs 

teacher1.

Within this study, although many of the SENCOs indicated that they would like to 

see more courses relating to SEN and dyslexia in particular being provided, 

obtaining ‘time’ to attend such courses remained a burning issue with a number of 

the respondents recording their thoughts on the timing of INSET courses. One 

SENCO, for example, stated that 7 feel that courses on dyslexia should be set 

up and that all SEN teachers should have the opportunity to attend and team how 

to tackle this problem, without giving up their weekends or evenings’. Another 

respondent was quite vociferous in the extended comment she recorded 

concerning the cost, workload and the actual need to attend courses outside 

school hours:

7 am ‘angry’ because I feel that this type of knowledge 
should be part of initial teacher training and the skills should 
be part of every teacher’s repertoire. I funded myself to the 
cost of £600 -  the coursework was huge and the course ran 
from 5.30 to 9.00pm one night per week for a year1.

Given that recent studies, including Cowne (2000), Reid et al (2005), have 

demonstrated how participants report that their attendance at appropriate courses 

instil in them the confidence to deal with a range of special needs, it is regrettable 

that many of the Nl SENCOs in this study feel that they have not been able to
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avail of appropriate courses related to SEN and/or dyslexia for the various 
reasons noted above.

I would like to end this discussion section with a quote from one of the

respondents who recorded an extremely valid written comment which I feel

succinctly sums up the underlying themes of this dissertation:
‘All SENCOs should be able to apply for a course in dyslexia 
and this should be paid for and supplied by the education 
board so that they can identify the problems their children 
are having and make suitable plans and also pass on 
relevant help to mainstream teachers struggling with 
dyslexic children in their class’.
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6. CONCLUSION

The small-scale study detailed in the previous chapters was set within the context 

of Northern Ireland. Many of the issues and implications from the findings such as 

the debate over the use of terminology, definition and the level of training for 

SENCOs, reflects (and will have relevance to) the situation which currently exists 

in the other countries within the British Isles as identified within the literature 

review. Reid et al (2005), for example, report that half the educational 

authorities in Scotland identified barriers that were preventing the implementation 

of a policy relating to dyslexia, such as the lack of clarity of views on dyslexia and 

low staff awareness that resulted in late identification and requests for additional 

training. These barriers are confirmed by the findings in this study.

The BDA estimates that there are approximately 10% (4% severe and 6% mild to 

moderate) of children with some degree of dyslexia. This study returned the figure 

of 0.5% which reflected the figure provided by the Department of Education which 

indicated that the number of children identified as having dyslexia amounted to 

just 0.65% of the total primary school population in Northern Ireland. Comparing 

these figures, it could be argued that many children who experience dyslexia at 

varying levels, may be slipping through the net and not receiving the support their 

require in order to achieve their potential. As the literature review highlighted, and 

this survey confirmed, this may well be associated with the fact that teachers and 

SENCOs in Northern Ireland are not always aware of the indicators of dyslexia, 

and that training opportunities for many SENCOs can be limited.

There are also variations in statementing rates relating to dyslexia across the five 

ELBs. As previously discussed, the main reason for these inconsistencies is that, 

in the absence of centrally agreed definitions and criteria relating to dyslexia, 

ELBs operate different thresholds. There is also an inconsistency in approach to 

addressing the needs of children with dyslexia, to the extent that children with 

similar difficulties in different ELBs may find differences in the level of support, 

including resources, available to them. For example, one ELB, which has a
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comparatively low statementing rate, offers very substantial support through its 

outreach service to children with dyslexia at stage 3 of the COP while another 

makes the same level of provision only available at stage 5 (post-statementing).

It is unfortunate, that some eight years after the recommendations were made in 

the NIAO Report (1998), the Regional Strategy Group (RSG) are still attempting 

to agree a working definition of dyslexia and a standard set of criteria to determine 

provision. Hopefully, the advent of the single Education and Skills Authority (ESA), 

planned to emerge from the on-going Review of Public Administration (RPA), will 

result in the application of an agreed theoretical perspective and criteria which 

should ensure consistent levels of identification and subsequent uniformity in 

support across Northern Ireland as a whole.

As both the literature review and the analysis of the data from the survey have 

indicated, a child’s chances of being considered to have dyslexia, and in receiving 

the appropriate support, may largely depend on which school they attend and in 

which ELB that school is situated. But should it be simply down to a matter of luck 

whether a child with dyslexia gets the support they so desperately need? Surely 

each child has the right, regardless of geographical position or the school 

attended, to expect that, at the very least, their school and more importantly their 

teachers, have the ability to both recognise and provide support for these children.

I believe that, as a result of this ‘postcode’ lottery, children with dyslexia in 

Northern Ireland may find the concept of entitlement to a broad and balanced 

curriculum to be of little relevance if their school’s inability to identify the true 

nature of their difficulties, and to provide appropriate support, may lead to the 

difficulties resulting from their dyslexia affecting their ability to participate in many 

classroom activities and limiting access to other subject areas. It would seem 

sensible that children who have similar levels of difficulty should be assessed by 

professionals who are working to the same criteria and, that they should be 

entitled to access the same levels of provision, no matter where they happen to
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live or what school they happen to go to. This is not just a matter of good 

professional practice; it is a matter of equality.

Dyson and Millward (1998) suggested that the ELBs and DE ‘may wish to carry 

out a comprehensive review of service provision across the province in order to 

ensure coherence and consistency in both availability and quality’ (p32).

Although these authors were not referring specifically to the provision of support 

for children with dyslexia within Northern Ireland, their comments do, however, 

ring true for this group.

I would propose that such a review should not also benchmark the numbers and 

levels of provision in relation to children with dyslexia currently provided for at 

stages 3 and 5 but that the review’s remit should be extended to include a 

detailed evaluation of the quality and consistency of the support provided and the 

role such support plays in delivery of the government’s inclusion agenda.

The on-going debate about the origins of dyslexia was discussed in detail within 

the literature section. The ‘deficit’ model assumes that that the difficulties with lack 

of progress in learning lie mainly within the child; the aim of this model is to 

assess the child and use the findings to support the child in ‘fitting’ the system. 

Under this model, there is no assumption that the school needs to change in order 

to better meet the needs of individual children or to respond to a greater range of 

diversity within its classes.

The social model of disability, on the other hand, is based on the assumption that 

is society in the broadest sense, including its institutions, that is discriminating 

and disabling. Emphasis is therefore placed on changing these institutions, 

regulations and attitudes that create and maintain exclusion. In the educational 

context, particularly in relation to children with dyslexia, this has implications for 

adjusting the nature of all schools.
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Ainscow (1999) argued that the proposals for inclusive education assume 

significant changes in the thinking and practice of teachers and highlights the 

necessity of focusing on how schools can develop inclusive arrangements and 

enable a re-thinking of all roles including that of the SENCO. The ETI survey 

(2003) into the inclusion of pupils with statements into mainstream schools 

concluded that the training and knowledge of the SENCO are significant factors 

affecting the overall experience for individual pupils, and in securing the pupils’ 

greater inclusion in school life.

It is therefore of crucial importance that all SENCOs are not just competent but 

confident in identifying dyslexia at the earliest possible stages, assessing the 

needs of pupils with dyslexia and in using their professional judgment to 

implement appropriate interventions. The SENCOs’ perceptions and 

understanding of dyslexia, which have been reported within this study, give cause 

for concern. Failure to address these misconceptions may well delay identification 

and prejudice the delivery of inclusive programmes of support for numbers of 

pupils with dyslexia within Northern Ireland primary schools.

One should not underestimate the challenges for SENCOs in mainstream primary 

schools, of responding to pupils’ particular learning needs, in the midst of the 

many competing demands and pressures outlined earlier. And, as the responses 

of the 134 SENCOs within this survey have demonstrated, the understanding and 

knowledge of dyslexia depends largely on the frequency of attendance at 

appropriate in-service courses. This writer recommends the need for a 

fundamental review of initial teacher education and, more importantly, of the in- 

service training provided for SENCOs with the focus firmly on the extent to which 

such courses equip them for their role in supporting children with dyslexia within 

fully inclusive schools.

It has to be recognised, however, that to achieve such a position will require a 

major and on-going programme of in-service training, ranging from general 

awareness raising for all teachers, to training in identification and diagnostic
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testing methods for SENCOs as well as the development of general strategies 

relating to provision of informed advice and support for their colleagues where 

necessary. Such an on-going programme of training for SENCOs will not be 

provided inexpensively but the cost of not providing the necessary training will be 

immense when measured in terms of the number of pupils with dyslexia in 

Northern Ireland primary schools who are presently ‘slipping through the net’.
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APPENDIX 1 SAMPLE LETTERENCO

Dear SENCO,

I am currently carrying out research which focuses oiupport given to 

children with dyslexia in Northern Ireland primary sclThis research will help 

me complete my dissertation for my Doctorate of Edn degree. I would be 

most grateful if you could take some time to completquestionnaire.

This questionnaire is confidential, and answers will c used for statistical and 

qualitative analysis. No one individual will be identifu the final report. Please 

return it, completed and sealed in the pre-paid envelovided, on or before 

Friday, 16th June 2000.

I would like to take this opportunity of thanking you imce for your time and 

co-operation.

Yours sincerely,

M Collins
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APPENDIX 2 SAMPLE LETTER TO SCHOOL PRINCIPAL

Dear Principal,

I am currently carrying out research which focuses on the support given to 

children with dyslexia in Northern Ireland primary schools. This research will help 

me complete my dissertation for my Doctorate of Education degree.

Enclosed is a questionnaire and I would be most grateful if you could give this to 

your school SENCO to complete. This questionnaire is confidential, and answers 

will only be used for statistical and qualitative analysis. No one individual will be 

identifiable in the final report.

I would like to take this opportunity of thanking you in advance for your time and 

co-operation.

Yours sincerely,

M Collins
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APPENDIX 3 SAMPLE QUESTIONNAIRE

Q1 Please indicate your ELB area __

Q2 What size is your school? 0 - 50 pupils
51 - 100 pupils 

101 - 150 pupils 
151 - 200 pupils 
over 200 pupils

Q3 How would you define the catchment area of your school?
urban rural mixed

Q4 Is your school? controlled maintained integrated
independent preparatory
other (please specify)______

Q5 Approximate percentage of children entitled to free school meals
FSM

Q6 Are you ? female male

Q7 How long have you been teaching?  year/s

Q8 How long have you been a SENCO?  year/s

Q9 Are you the special needs teacher in your school? Yes /No

Q10 Do you teach a mainstream class ? Y e s /N o

Q11 What is your definition of dyslexia?
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Q12 How many children in your school are currently statemented ?

Q13 How many of these statements make reference to specific learning 
difficulties?_____

Q14 How many of the statements make reference to dyslexia? _____

Q 15 How many children are currently on your school SEN register?

Q16 Do you think there are any other children in your school who may have 
dyslexic tendencies? Yes/ No

If yes, how many?
 (approximately)

Q17 Can you please indicate your main professional qualifications
Cert, of Education 
BEd.
Other (please specify)

Q18 Have you ever completed any award-bearing courses relating specifically to 
special needs? Yes / No
If yes, please proceed to Q19.
If no, please proceed to Q21.

Q19 Was the course attended relating to special needs or specific learning 
difficulties part of :
(Please tick more than one where applicable) Initial Teacher Training

Certificate in Special Needs 
Diploma in Special Needs 
DASE 
MEd.
Other (please specify)
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Q20 When did you attend the award-bearing course(s) ticked above?
Course 1'

Title

Course 2*

Title

Courses*

Title

Length of course 

During last 12 mths 

Over a year ago 

During last 3 years 

Other
(please specify)

Length of course 

During last 12 mths 

Over a year ago 

During last 3 years 

Other
(please specify)

Length of course 

During last 12 mths 

Over a year ago 

During last 3 years 

Other
(please specify)

021 Have you ever attended a non award-bearing course specifically for specific 
learning difficulties/dyslexia?

Yes / No
\f No, please proceed to Q26. If Yes, please proceed to Q22.

022  Who organised the course(s)? 

Your local ELB 

Queen’s University 

Other (please specify).

(please indicate more than one if applicable) 

RTU NASEN

UU Hornsby Institute

0 2 3  How long was duration of non award-bearing course(s) ticked above? 
When did you attend course(s) ticked above?

Course 1*
Title
Length of course 

During last 12 mths 

Over a year ago 

During last 3 years 

Other
(please specify)

Course 2*
Title
Length of course 

During last 12 mths 

Over a year ago 

During last 3 years 

Other
(please specify)

Course3*
Title
Length of course 

During last 12 mths 

Over a year ago 

During last 3 years 

Other
(please specify)
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Q24 Did the course(s) named above take place?
Course 1 Course 2 Course 3

After school 
During school hours 
During a holiday period 
At the weekend 
By correspondence 
Other (please specify)

Q25 Who paid the costs for you to attend the course? Yourself

Your school 

Other
(please specify)

In the following statements please tick the appropriate box to indicate your view
(A Agree SA Strongly Agree DK Don’t Know D Disagree SO Strongly Disagree)

A SA DK D SD
Q26 Dyslexia is a middle class disorder.

Q27 Dyslexia is due to poor phonological 
processing abilities.

028 There is no such thing as dyslexia.

029 I am, or a member of my family, is dyslexic.

030 Coloured glasses help dyslexic 
Children read.

031 A dyslexic child will reverse the letters b/d.

032 Dyslexia is a discrepancy between a child’s 
10 and his ability to read.

033 Dyslexia is inherited.

034 A dyslexic child will have difficulty 
understanding mathematical language.

035 Children with dyslexia require specialist 
support.
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A SA DK D SD

Q36 Dyslexia is a form of word blindness.

Q37 Specialist training is required to teach
dyslexic children.

Q38 A dyslexia child has a short memory span.

Q39 Early intervention can help children
with dyslexia.

Q40 A dyslexic child cannot read.

Q41 Dyslexic children can be supported
mainly by their class teacher.

Q42 A dyslexic child will mix up right and left.

Q43 Children with dyslexia learn in a different
way to other children.

Q44 A dyslexic child cannot learn
his or her tables.

Q45 Have you ever had to seek support from your ELB CASS officers in relation 
to a child with dyslexia tendencies in your school? Yes / No

Q46 If yes, do you feel this support was useful? Yes/No

Q47 Would you like your ELB to be more pro-active in offering you support for 
children with dyslexic tendencies? Yes /No

Q48 Would you attend courses on teaching children with dyslexia if they were 
readily available?

Yes / No
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Q49 Please indicate which of the following you would use regularly in the 
assessment of children in your school (you may tick as many as you wish)

Schonell Reading Test Suffolk Reading Scale

The Aston Index The Bangor Dyslexia Test

The Neale Analysis of Reading Ability Miscue Analysis

NFER Reading Tests Daniels and Diack Reading Test

Phonological Assessment Battery (PhAB) NFER Mathematics Tests

Dyslexia Early Screening Test QUEST

Cognitive Profiling System (CoPS) Others
(please specify) __________

Please feel free to add any other comments or views regarding dyslexia in the 
space below
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APPENDIX 4 Breakdown of the participants’ responses to attitudinai 
statements in questions 27- 45.

Questions 27 to 45 in the questionnaire required the respondents to indicate on a 

sliding Likert scale, their views on a set of attitudinai statements relating to 

dyslexia.

Their responses, for ease of reading, have been clustered into agree, disagree 

and don’t know. The tables below enable the responses of those respondents 

who have attended award-bearing course (n=36) or non award-bearing courses 
(n=56) to be compared with those who have not attended any courses (n=42) 

(percentages relevant to particular grouping).

Table 17 Q27 Dyslexia is a middle class disorder

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course 8.6% 5.7% 85.7%
Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

0% 16.8% 83.2%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

1.3% 13.0% 85.7%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

3.6% 14.5% 81.8%.

Not attended any 
SEN courses 0% 19% 81%
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Table 18 Q28 Dyslexia Is due to poor phonological processing abilities

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

51.4% 17.1% 31.4%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

48.9% 19.1% 31.9%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

52.6% 17.1% 30.3%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

47.3% 20.0% 32.7%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

43% 19% 38%

Table 19 Q29 There is no such thing as dyslexia

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

0% 2.8% 97.2%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

2.1% 3.2% 94.7%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

0% 2.6% 97.4%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

3.6% 3.6 92.4%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

0% 5% 95%
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Table 20 Q30 I am, or a member of my family, is dyslexic

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

11.4% 2.9% 85.7%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

8.6% 9.7% 81.7%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

10.5% 7.9% 81.6%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

7.4% 7.4% 85.1%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

7.0% 12.0% 81.0%

Table 21 Q31 Coloured glasses help dyslexic children read

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

25.0% 52.8% 22.2%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

30.2% 58.3% 11.5%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

32.9% 53.2% 13.9%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

23.6% 61.8% 14.5%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

30.0% 65.0% 5.0%
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Table 22 Q32 A dyslexic child will reverse the letters b/d

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

76.5% 11.8% 11.8%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

85.1% 7.4% 7.4%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

80.8% 10.3% 9.0%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

86.5% 5.8% 7.7%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

86.0% 12.0% 2.0%

Table 23 Q33 Dyslexia is a discrepancy between a child’s IQ and his
ability to read

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

63.9% 8.3% 27.8%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

67.0% 8.5% 24.5%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

71.8% 9.0% 19.2%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

57.4% 9.3% 33.3%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

52.0% 12.0% 36.0%
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Table 24 Q34 Dyslexia is inherited

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

65.7% 25.7% 8.6%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

43.6% 44.7% 11.7%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

58.4% 28.6% 13.0%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

35.2% 55.6% 9.3%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

33.0% 60.0% 7.0%

Table 25 Q35 A dyslexic child will have difficultly understanding
mathematical language

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

62.9% 14.3% 22.9%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

52.6% 20.0% 27.4%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

64.1% 14.1% 21.8%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

42.6% 25.9% 31.5%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

40.0% 30.0% 30.0%
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Table 26 Q36 Children with dyslexia require specialist support

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

94.3% 5.7% 0%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

94.7% 3.2% 2.1%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

98.7% 1.3% 0%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

88.9% 7.4% 3.7%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

93.0% 2.0% 5.0%

Table 27 Q37 Dyslexia is a form of word blindness

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

58.8% 29.4% 11.8%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

74.5% 18.1% 7.4%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

67.1% 21.5% 11.4%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

76.5% 19.6% 3.9%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

74.0% 24.0% 2.0%
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Table 28 Q38 Specialist training is required to teach dyslexic children

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

91.4% 5.7% 2.9%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

78.9% 11.6% 9.5%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

80.7% 10.3% 9.0%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

83.3% 9.3% 7.4%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

81.0% 12.0% 7.0%

Table 29 Q39 A dyslexic child has a short memory span

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

34.3% 25.7% 40.0%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

37.9% 34.7% 27.4%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

42.3% 30.8% 26.9%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

29.6% 35.2% 35.2%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

24.0% 46.0% 30.0%
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Table 30 Q40 Early intervention can help children with dyslexia

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

91.4% 2.9% 5.7%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

93.8% 4.2% 2.1%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

94.9% 1.3% 3.8%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

90.7% 7.4% 1.9%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

88.0% 10.0% 2.0%

Table 31 Q41 A dyslexic child cannot read

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

5.7% 2.9% 91.4%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

12.6% 5.3% 82.1%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

11.5% 2.6% 85.9%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

9.3% 7.4% 83.3%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

10.0% 7.0% 83.0%
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Table 32 Q42 Dyslexic children can be supported mainly by their 
class teacher

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

45.7% 8.6% 45.7%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

46.3% 3.2% 50.5%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

40.5% 3.8% 55.7%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

52.8% 5.7% 41.5%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

50.0% 7.0% 43.0%

Table 33 Q43 A dyslexic child will mix up right and left

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

69.7% 24.2% 6.1%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

76.0% 16.7% 7.3%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

80.5% 14.3% 5.2%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

66.7% 24.1% 9.3%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

67.0% 26.0% 7.0%
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Table 34 Q44 Children with dyslexia learn in a different way to other 
children

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

76.5% 17.6% 5.9%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

75.8% 20.0% 4.2%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

76.6% 22.1% 1.3%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

74.1% 16.7% 9.3%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

69.0% 24.0% 7.0%

Table 35 Q45 A dyslexic child cannot learn his or her tables

Agree Don’t know Disagree
Attended award- 
bearing course

31.4% 17.1% 51.4%

Not attended 
award- bearing 
course

31.9% 23.4% 44.7%

Attended non 
award- bearing 
course

32.5% 19.5% 48.1%

Not attended non 
award -bearing 
course

31.5% 24.1% 44.4%

Not attended any 
SEN courses

30.0% 30.0% 40.0%
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