
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Children with dyslexia - their experiences in specialised dyslexic and mainstream settings

Casserly, Ann

Award date:
2009

Awarding institution:
Queen's University Belfast

Link to publication

Terms of use
All those accessing thesis content in Queen’s University Belfast Research Portal are subject to the following terms and conditions of use

            • Copyright is subject to the Copyright, Designs and Patent Act 1988, or as modified by any successor legislation
            • Copyright and moral rights for thesis content are retained by the author and/or other copyright owners
            • A copy of a thesis may be downloaded for personal non-commercial research/study without the need for permission or charge
            • Distribution or reproduction of thesis content in any format is not permitted without the permission of the copyright holder
            • When citing this work, full bibliographic details should be supplied, including the author, title, awarding institution and date of thesis

Take down policy
A thesis can be removed from the Research Portal if there has been a breach of copyright, or a similarly robust reason.
If you believe this document breaches copyright, or there is sufficient cause to take down, please contact us, citing details. Email:
openaccess@qub.ac.uk

Supplementary materials
Where possible, we endeavour to provide supplementary materials to theses. This may include video, audio and other types of files. We
endeavour to capture all content and upload as part of the Pure record for each thesis.
Note, it may not be possible in all instances to convert analogue formats to usable digital formats for some supplementary materials. We
exercise best efforts on our behalf and, in such instances, encourage the individual to consult the physical thesis for further information.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://pure.qub.ac.uk/en/studentTheses/f7a5b489-42e1-4fc1-b537-31efbc3885f1


Children with Dyslexia - Their Experiences in Specialised Dyslexic and
Mainstream Settings.

By

Ann Marie Casserly M.A., B.Ed., Dip Rem. Ed., Cert Training and
Facilitation

A dissertation submitted as the sole requirement for the Degree of 
Doctorate of Philosophy in the School of Education, Queen’s University

Belfast

September, 2009



Abstract

Purpose

The purpose of this two phase longitudinal case study was to examine the experiences of 

children with dyslexia in a two year placement in specialised dyslexic settings (special 

reading classes/schools), their subsequent transition and experiences back in the 

mainstream classroom.

Design/Methodology/Approach

The predominant nature of this research was qualitative, adopting a longitudinal process 

underpinned by a case study approach. This comprised of two phases over a three-four 

year period with 10 specialised dyslexic setting teachers, 20 mainstream class teachers, 

20 support teachers, 20 children and their parents as the principal participants. Data 

gathered from interview transcripts and field notes, questionnaires and document analysis 

were examined using ‘thematic’ and ‘content’ analysis.

Findings

Children enjoy the school environment of the specialised dyslexic setting and make 

significant progress, particularly in literacy and in socio-emotional terms. While 

specialised dyslexic and mainstream teachers acknowledge the identification and 

labelling of dyslexia in positive terms, children still believe that specialised dyslexic 

setting teachers are more dyslexia aware in their approaches. On return to mainstream, 

children continue to have difficulties with the curriculum and are conscious of their 

abilities relative to their peers. However, most children continue to make further reading 

progress. Overall, children have happier experiences on return to mainstream with 

increased levels of self-esteem.
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Recommendations

Like other research, this study rejects distinctive SEN teaching strategies as there is no 

explicit learner-pedagogy relationship evident in specialised dyslexic settings. Instead, 

mainstream teachers must concentrate their efforts in adapting common teaching 

approaches and engage in active, environment based and differentiated learning and in 

addition increase their focus on the socio-emotional aspects in facilitating the learning of 

children with dyslexia.

Key words: dyslexia, specialised dyslexic settings, mainstream, socio-emotional factors, 

interactive teaching and learning approaches, transition.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Background

The unexpected intrigues, explanations are sought, the fittest survive. This is why specific 
learning difficulties (dyslexia) is a controversial topic. We are intrigued; we seek 
explanations; we discuss and investigate their merits; we disagree. The process continues 
(Pumfrey and Reason, 1998, pi). ‘If a man begins with certainties, he shall end in doubts; but 
if he will be content to begin with doubts, he shall end in certainties (Bacon, The 
Advancement of Learning’ in Pumfrey and Reason, 1998, pi).

Children are heterogeneous as a group; as individuals, they also have many similarities 

and differences, characterised by a wide variety of within-child attributes that being 

physical, emotional, social, intellectual and motivational attributes (Pumfrey and Reason, 

1998). However, when the environment interacts with these attributes, this may create 

many ‘unexpected intrigues’ and intricacies. We often believe that the more intelligent 

children are, the faster they will learn and comprehend skills. However, much confusion 

and questions arise when children considered as intelligent have difficulty in acquiring 

skills such as literacy. These children may include those experiencing dyslexia. At this 

point, the unexpected has occurred.

The current climate in education claims that encouraging and aiding children to become 

literate is preparing them for future life. Unfortunately at times, skills in the area of 

literacy can be seen as amplifiers of human abilities (Pumfrey and Reason, 1998). It is 

often the opinion of Western societies that not to be literate is to be seriously and 

progressively disadvantaged for many reasons, including materially, culturally and 

socially. Whatever its causes, illiteracy isolates and impoverishes and in principle, there 

is general agreement that it should be minimised. Hence, when international and national 

studies of reading demonstrate that reading standards have declined, government 

departments, various organisations and parents voice and manifest their concerns. 

Various efforts and improvements are made to address such declines and this may take on 

many forms, including the introduction of new syllabi, alternative learning programmes 

or special education provision.



Difficulties in reading, writing and spelling can be associated with a range of factors. 

Dyslexia as one of the possible factors in the area of illiteracy exemplifies in many ways 

the social model of disability in that before mass literacy, dyslexia was not a widespread 

problem and it is societal changes that have created dyslexia. Although at one level 

dyslexia can be seen as a relatively trivial impairment, at another level it poses a strong 

challenge to society for two reasons (Wearmouth et al., 2002). One is that a considerable 

proportion of the population have dyslexia type difficulties (up to 10 per cent; Miles and 

Miles (1999)) and the second is that it challenges many implicit and explicit assumptions 

about literacy (children who cannot spell are lazy). At a practical level, it poses a 

challenge to the way literacy is taught and assessed in schools. Identifying and 

evaluating the barriers faced by children with dyslexia is one of the principles in 

addressing many of the difficulties they experience in the area of literacy and also in 

terms of their emotional welfare. Research suggests that in order to plan appropriate 

teaching approaches, it is necessary that there is a move away from the medical model of 

difficulties in learning to one that recognises the interactive nature of difficulties in 

learning and to a broader concept of what specially needs to be done to address such 

difficulties (National Research Council, 1999). In this interactive model, the barriers to 

pupils’ learning arise as a result of the interaction between the characteristics of the child 

and what is offered through the pedagogy and supporting resources regardless of the 

setting in which the learning takes place. In situations where the learning difficulties 

arising from dyslexia are particularly challenging, they may merit special education 

provision.

1.2 Special Educational Settings

In reviewing the literature on educational placement, many attitudes and thoughts are 

expressed regarding the most suitable setting or placement for children with dyslexia; 

again this debate is fraught with complexities and uncertainties. Inclusion has become 

one of the more contentious issues in the field of education today with real tensions, 

divergences and even contradictions as to what is best practice. As inclusive education 

appears as an informing principle in the education policies of an increasing number of 

countries, many educationalists argue and have suggested that such inclusion should be
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regarded as ‘a right’ of all children with special educational needs (SEN) (Kirkaldy, 

1990; Oliver, 1996; Reid, 2005)). However, many others including parents and educators 

are sceptical about the widespread adoption of inclusive models, arguing that full 

adoption of the inclusive model could lead to deterioration in the education provided for 

many children with SEN including dyslexia as well as a possible demise of special 

education itself (Welton, 1989; Kauffman and Hallahan, 1997; Elkins et al., 2003).

Kauffman and Hallahan (1997) pose a provocative question as to whether the stigma of 

SEN or dyslexia comes from the label or from the child’s failure to learn and argue that 

SEN would not exist in a society that did not value literacy. The reality is however, that 

we live in a society that does value literacy, and a person who does not know how to read 

is disadvantaged in this society. Many special educators and parents worry that the 

inclusion placement will not meet the individual needs of many children with SEN as 

many children need explicit teaching and instruction, which is extremely complex and 

difficult to provide in a general education classroom, so children with SEN who are 

placed there are often neglected (Zigmond, 1995, 1997; Stone, 1998). For many such 

children, a general education classroom may be appropriate; for others, however, the 

inclusive classroom may become a complex failure-producing situation. These children 

may need more intensive instruction than a general education classroom can provide. 

The argument is that ‘one size does not fit all’, and lumping all children with SEN into 

the general education classroom ignores the notion of individualised planning and 

individual needs (Daniel and King, 1997; Grove and Fisher, 1999; Crockett and 

Kauffman, 2001; Foorman and Torgeson, 2001).

Given the current emphasis on the majority of children achieving accepted literacy 

standards and effective whole class teaching, it is hard to see how participation in the 

intricacies of mainstream education will lead to inclusion rather than exclusion and 

alienation for this particular group Other emerging views (Head and Pirrie, 2007) 

question the unidirectional expectation of mainstream education that serves to reinforce 

ideas of normalisation and the assumption that mainstream is the benchmark for the 

education of all children. It could be argued that the inclusion agenda also impacts on
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special settings such as special schools and classes and that the principles of inclusion are 

also at work in these settings.

This emphasis on inclusion emanates from international charters such as the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) and the Salamanca Statement (1994) which 

stress that children with SEN should have access to mainstream schools as well as 

educational provision provided on the basis of equal opportunity. Hence, the role of the 

special segregated provision in education is constantly challenged nationally and 

internationally, as it is believed that there are risks of this form of education being over 

protective and under-demanding of children with SEN including dyslexia (Chappie and 

Spelman, 2003).

Research has also demonstrated the links between academic performance and self-esteem 

and the type of educational setting. Several studies indicate that children with dyslexia 

because of their difficulties with reading, spelling and written language can experience 

problems in academic achievement (BDA, 2005) and which can be exacerbated or 

reduced in various types of educational settings. They may also be less likely to be 

accepted by their peer group and are sometimes bullied (Eaude, 1999). However, in 

considering the effect of such factors on the developing self of children with dyslexia, 

consideration must be given to integration and placement. Gurney (1988) and Humphrey 

(2001) have suggested that children in segregated settings have enhanced self-esteem due 

to factors such as increased attention and resources, specially trained teachers and the 

opportunity of realistic comparison. This may be the principal reason why this form of 

education may be more favourable than mainstream schooling.

1.3 The Research Problem

The trends in Ireland (Republic) from recent national and international studies of reading 

literacy suggest wide variation in achievement among Irish children (Taskforce on 

Dyslexia, 2001). The National Assessment of Reading Achievement (1998) 

acknowledged that 1 in 10 children in fifth class in Irish primary schools had grave 

literacy difficulties. The National Assessment of English Reading (Eivers et al., 2004) in
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comparing findings with the 1998 study found no overall significant differences between 

the average reading scores of children over the six years. This is surprising given the 

introduction of the revised English Curriculum (NCCA, 1999), improved socioeconomic 

conditions and the considerable additional resources that have been available to schools 

(Eivers et al., 2005).

As a response to one group of children who experience reading literacy difficulties, the 

Task Force on Dyslexia (2001) was established by the DES to review the range of 

educational provision and support services for children with dyslexia in Irish schools and 

also to assess the adequacy of such provision. One of the recommendations arising from 

the Report suggested that the effectiveness and appropriateness of the three models of 

special education provision then available - resource teaching support in mainstream, 

enrolment in a special class or special school should take place. One Irish study (Chappie 

and Spelman, 2003) addressed this particular recommendation from the Taskforce 

although taking one type of setting only - special reading school. This study on the 

effectiveness of pupil referral to a special school for children with reading difficulties 

found that in the evaluation of the short term effectiveness of the placement, that 

statistically significant differences were achieved by a considerable majority of children 

on measures of reading accuracy, reading comprehension and spelling during their period 

at the special school. However, whether these gains were maintained on transfer back 

into mainstream school is uncertain. The academic difficulties facing children returning 

to mainstream have been acknowledged both by the Special Education Review 

Committee (1993) and the Task Force on Dyslexia (2001). Nugent (2006) also addressed 

this issue by evaluating and comparing the three forms of provision in terms of literacy 

outcomes as well as parent and child perspectives. The findings concluded that in terms 

of reading outcomes, differences were not statistically significant. However, children 

were happier and parents were more satisfied with special reading classes/schools.

While Nugent’s (2006) research determined there were no significant academic 

differences in terms of standardised scores between the three models of provision but 

parents and children were happy with their participation in special reading classes and
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schools, this research sought to establish and justify the existence of this form of 

segregated provision within the continuum of special education and establish children’s 

experiences on return to the mainstream setting. It is obvious by virtue of their size that 

special schools and classes for children with dyslexia will be expensive to run and 

according to Burden (2005) there is a need to provide evidence of value for money, i.e. 

successful educational outcomes of some kind. Burden believes that the nature of 

outcomes is somewhat more complex than what is to be expected. While an improved 

standard of literacy and/or numeracy will be envisaged, he also emphasises that the work 

executed in these settings should be investigated in terms of what they might do in 

helping children to become more positive in their attitudes towards school subjects at 

which they have continually failed and more confident in their own chances of success.

This study takes cognisance of adopting a different approach to research in this area as 

advocated by Herrington and Hunter-Carsh (2001, pi 15). They argue that research in 

dyslexia should be multifaceted and should include more than just literacy difficulties or 

the characteristics of a cognitive profile but rather emphasise the whole person factors 

along with how the interaction of values and practices with regard to literacy and to 

disability occurs. Simultaneously, Burden (2005) states that there appears to be little 

research into how children with dyslexia make sense of their disability or how this affects 

their perceptions of themselves as learners. This is interesting in view of what is known 

about the importance of self-perceptions in contributing to academic and more general 

success in life.

Hence, this thesis concentrates on the three forms of special education provision; 

mainstream with support, special reading class and special reading school as a means of 

increasing literacy and socio-emotional levels of a group of children with dyslexia in the 

Irish republic. However, the focus is not to compare standardised scores of children in 

the three types of provision but to look qualitatively and establish the experiences 

academically and emotionally of children in these types of settings. Therefore, the 

purpose of this research is to examine the experiences of twenty children with dyslexia in
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a two-three year placement in special reading classes/schools, their subsequent transition 

and experiences back in mainstream classes.

1.4 The Significance of the Study

Hence, this research asserts doubts and uncertainties initially, in the search for 

clarification to ultimately guide practice at a number of levels. Kershner and Chaplin’s 

(2001) multi-levels of analysis framework for research in SEN, namely pupil, adult and 

structural, is utilised to guide the research. At the pupil level, it is hoped that by listening 

to the child’s voice that a more comprehensive understanding of their experiences in the 

various settings might be used to help teachers make decisions about appropriate teaching 

and learning strategies. At the adult level, it is envisaged that the author in her role at 

service-course provision level will be informed of the most appropriate learning 

environments and instructional strategies that work for children with dyslexia through 

determining teachers’, parents’ and children’s views of how to do such. At a structural 

level, the aspiration is that schools and teachers will become more aware of how the 

features of classroom practice can be utilised to support more effective learning and the 

necessity of closer liaison and collaboration regarding children with dyslexia who transfer 

between schools. Also at structural level and policy level, it is hoped that this research 

will inform the DES regarding the impact of special settings for children with dyslexia 

and guide the NCSE in their work in policy advisory and dissemination and co-ordination 

of special education services. Finally, this study is important in terms of adding to the 

scholarly research and literature in the field. To the best knowledge of the researcher, she 

is unaware of any Irish study which examines the experiences of children with dyslexia in 

segregated settings and how this form of education impacts on them, when they return to 

a mainstream setting.

For the remainder of this research, the terms ‘specialised dyslexic setting’ referring to 

both reading classes and reading schools, ‘reading class’ and ‘reading school’ will be 

used to describe the segregated settings of special reading classes (where children attend 

for part of the day or the full day) and special reading schools.
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1.5 The Purpose Statement, Research Questions and Aims and 
Objectives

The purpose of this two phase longitudinal case study is to examine the experiences of 

children with dyslexia in a two-three year placement in special reading classes or schools, 

their subsequent transition and experiences back in mainstream classes. Employing 

interview, questionnaire and document analysis (assessment information) as data 

gathering strategies from pupils, teachers and parents over a three to four year period, 

phase one allowed the researcher to collect information regarding the children’s 

experiences in specialised dyslexic settings but also their previous experiences of 

mainstream school. Phase two enabled the researcher to gain an insight into the impact 

of specialised dyslexic settings for children on their return to mainstream. With the 

purpose statement defined, two key questions were postulated. The research questions 

assumed two forms: two central questions and associated sub-questions. These included:

1. What are children's feelings/views about participating in specialised dyslexic 

settings?

la. How do specialised dyslexic settings differ from mainstream settings they 

have experienced?

lb. What progress do children make academically and emotionally?

lc. What approaches are used in specialised dyslexic/mainstream settings?

ld. What are specialised dyslexic settings teachers ’ attitudes towards 

dyslexia?

le. How satisfied are parents with specialised dyslexic settings?

lf. What are the advantages/disadvantages in the organisation of this form of

special education?

2. What are children 's experiences back in the mainstream class?

2a. Has the specialised dyslexic setting had an overall positive or negative 

impact on children when they return to mainstream? Has it advantaged 

or disadvantaged the child?

2b. How do children cope academically and emotionally on return to 

mainstream?

8



2c. How was the transition experience?

2d. Are/How are mainstream and specialised dyslexic teachers ’ attitudes,

approaches, teaching and learning interactions different to each other?

The research questions aided the formulation of the research aim and specific objectives 

by transforming the questions into behavioural statements. The aim and objectives are 

stated as follows:

Aim

/. Determine children’s experiences in specialised dyslexic and mainstream 

settings.

Objectives

la. Identify the teaching and learning approaches utilised in specialised 

dyslexic and mainstream settings.

lb. Examine the academic and emotional progress of children in both settings.

lc. Ascertain teachers ’ attitudes towards children with dyslexia.

ld. Establish how educational support for children with dyslexia is organised in 

specialised dyslexic and mainstream settings.

The introduction has provided a general overview and has set the context and rationale 

for this particular area of research. The research problem, the significance of the study 

using a framework with three levels of inquiry, the purpose statement, the research 

questions and aim and objectives have all been stated. Implicit in the discussion, the 

concept of dyslexia has been introduced and the implications that such a learning 

difficulty may have on a child. The contentious issue of placement has been raised: 

namely, segregated, integrated and inclusive settings and how these placements differ 

from each other as well as the impact on a child’s academic performance and self-esteem. 

The final section now provides an overview of the proposed research.
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1.6 Overview of Research

The purpose of this section is to outline briefly the content of this research. Chapter 2 

provides a concise summary of present legislation, policy and practice in order to 

contextualise the study. Chapter 3 critiques six different themes of the relevant literature 

to further highlight the research questions and to elaborate on the initial discussion. The 

significance of the review is to examine what exists in the area and the contributions that 

others have made to this particular knowledge pool. By becoming familiar with the 

history and previous studies of the topic, current research and debate in the field of areas 

of concentrated, current interest and, possibility areas of relative neglect will become 

obvious (Hart, 2005). Based on Cooper’s (1984) different forms of literature review, an 

integrative approach to the literature is explored in the form of themes. Six major themes 

emerge in substantiating the research problem and are utilised to analyse current thinking 

and present a coherent argument. These themes are used to frame the research problem 

as well as relating the study to the larger ongoing dialogue in the literature about the 

themes, filling in gaps and extending prior studies (Marshall and Rossman, 1999).

In section 3.1, the evolution and importance of the label dyslexia as a SEN is discussed 

and the despite the controversy with labelling, it is argued that there are merits in using a 

category based system in identifying needs and providing for appropriate intervention. 

By discussing this topic, it also provides the context of how people’s attitudes towards 

dyslexia are formed.

Section 3.2 considers the various conceptualisations of SEN and examines in particular 

the interactive model that has implications for the teaching and learning of children with 

dyslexia. This interactive approach is a challenge for all teachers in special and 

mainstream settings and this conceptualisation is exploited to argue and question previous 

fundamental attitudes towards SEN including dyslexia.

Section 3.3 examines in greater detail the interactive approach in reviewing the issues and 

challenges in the teaching and learning of children with dyslexia and in particular the 

interaction between the characteristics of the child and what is offered through the
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pedagogy and supporting resources from a micro-system context in the classroom. This 

theme is included as it provides an insight into the various aspects of practice employed 

in different settings and how it may create barriers to or facilitate literacy development.

In reviewing the literature, it is evident that dyslexia has a major impact on many children 

with dyslexia (Humphrey, 2003). Section 3.4 explores an interactional process to link 

poor academic performance and socio-emotional aspects. The various different types of 

special educational settings will be reviewed in regard to how they may exacerbate or 

reduce the social and emotional consequences of dyslexia.

Section 3.5 addresses the process of transition between schools for children with SEN. 

Little research has been conducted on how children with dyslexia cope once they exit a 

specialised dyslexic setting and return to the mainstream setting. Hence, it is envisaged 

that this research will fill this void by adapting the available literature with the findings.

Finally, section 3.6 debates the controversial subject of placements, i.e. segregated, 

integrated and inclusive settings. While the trends nationally and internationally as well 

as developments in the provision of legislation in the emergence of the Education Act 

(1998) and the EPSEN Act (Ireland, 2004) have advanced to a great extent special 

education provision and inclusive processes in Ireland, these placements will be 

examined in the context of the continued continuum of special education provision.

Chapter 4 details the research methodology used in this study. A predominately 

qualitative case study was utilised comprising of three phases over a three-four year 

period with teachers, parents and children as the principal participants. This chapter 

examines a number of aspects including the research context, the design, research with 

children, style of educational research, strategies for data collection, triangulation and 

finally data analysis and coding processes.

Chapter 5 presents the study’s findings in two parts in congruence with the two research 

questions. Part 1 presents the findings from the first research question namely: What are
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children’s feelings/views about participating in specialised dyslexic settings? Part 2 

presents the findings based on the second research question: What are children’s 

experiences back in the mainstream class?

Chapter 6 interprets the findings using an analytical approach to qualitative research 

known as ‘Framework’ (Social and Community Planning Research Institute (SCPR, 

Ritchie and Spencer, 1994)). Finally, Chapter 7 concludes with a commentary on how 

the findings contribute and advance theoretical knowledge, recommendations for policy 

and practice and personal reflection on the researcher’s own professional practice.
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Chapter 2 Legislation, Policy and Practice

2.1 A Review of Legislation in the Irish Republic

Since the 1980s, policy and practice in special educational needs (SEN) throughout 

Europe have undergone a massive change in orientation. The central and most 

fundamental change has been the move away from segregated provision of education for 

children identified as having SEN towards integrated provision in the mainstream. This 

radical change has been inspired, for the most part, by recognition of the rights of all 

children to full and equal educational opportunity (Lloyd, 2002).

More recent policy in Europe but also internationally for SEN and echoed by the 

Salamanca Statement (1994) has instigated the extremely challenging demand for yet 

further change to a system of genuinely inclusive education and inclusive schooling. 

However, the reality may paint a different picture and therefore the gulf between 

intention and practice may still be wide in some areas. Policies, whether at national 

government or local level, may deliver the appropriate rhetoric, but they also need to be 

translated into reality in daily classroom practices, as well as at a systematic level in all 

schools (Wearmouth et al, 2003). This chapter encapsulates the current legislation, 

policy and practice in Ireland and how this impacts on children with dyslexia.

Policy developments in the Republic of Ireland particularly in the 1990s have also, in line 

with developments internationally moved towards increasing levels of inclusion. One of 

the more significant developments in special education in Ireland was the publication of 

The Report of the Special Education Review Committee (SERC, Government of Ireland, 

1993). One of its terms of reference in relation to the provision for children with SEN 

was in respect of the arrangements which should be in place in order to provide for the 

educational requirements of such children through complete or partial integration in 

ordinary schools, through special classes in ordinary schools or through special schools or 

other special arrangements, in accordance with the circumstances (INTO, 2003). It 

advised that a continuum of services should be provided for children with SEN and 

postulated that the needs of the individual child should be the paramount consideration
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when decisions are being made concerning the provision of special education for that 

child. This would range from full time education in ordinary classes with additional 

support as may be necessary, to full time education in special schools and that, except 

where individual circumstances make this impracticable, appropriate education for all 

children with SEN should be provided in ordinary mainstream schools. This is in line 

with the argument that sometimes it may be necessary that the full range of placement 

options including special schools and classes should be retained by allowing for 

responsible choices to be made concerning the most appropriate educational setting for 

each child with a SEN (Vaughn and Schumm, 1995).

The SERC Report (1993) was an influential document and its recommendations 

underpinned the Education Act (1998) and the EPSEN Act (Ireland, 2004) which now 

provide the current practices for children experiencing dyslexia in primary schools in the 

Irish Republic. Underpinning these Acts is the fact that all children have a legal 

entitlement to an education appropriate to their needs with school management boards 

having responsibility to make special provision at school level for identified children.

The Education Act (1998) ensures that every person in the state is legally entitled to an 

education appropriate to meeting his/her needs. It is a stated objective of the Act to ‘give 

practical effect to the constitutional rights of children’, including children who have a 

disability or other SEN. Perhaps the most relevant achievements of the Act are to 

enshrine explicitly in law for the first time the entitlement of persons with disabilities to 

education appropriate to their needs, as well as appropriate support services. The 

Learning Support Guidelines (DES, 2000) emphasise that priority in provision should be 

given to children who achieve at or below the tenth percentile on a norm referenced 

standardised test of reading achievement. The Act therefore does not directly refer to 

children who have learning support needs (this includes children with dyslexia in 

mainstream schools) but the insinuations in its preamble (p5) to ‘every person resident in 

the State’ suggest, at least, that suitable education must be available to each person, 

including those deemed to have learning support needs. The Act also states the 

obligations of schools with regard to admissions policy that provides the maximum
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accessibility to the school, as well as ensuring that the educational needs of all children, 

including those with a disability or other SEN such as dyslexia, are identified and 

provided for.

Subsequent to the Education Act (1998), the EPSEN Act (Ireland, 2004) sets out the 

rights and entitlements of people with SEN, including dyslexia, to an appropriate 

education service and provides the necessary framework for effective service delivery. In 

its preface, the scene is established by referring to key points such as inclusion, 

appropriate education, life skills, involvement of parents and also the establishment of the 

National Council for Special Education (NCSE) (p5). As guided by some of the 

underlying principles of the SERC Report, the Act states that all children will participate 

in education in an inclusive environment with children who do not experience such 

difficulties unless this is against the best interests of the child or hindering the effective 

provision for other children (p7). Procedures are set out in relation to children who do 

not benefit from the education programme offered by the school. In these cases, 

assessments are offered and supplementary resources outside of the school’s own 

resources may be employed (p7). The implications for children with dyslexia are that 

they may be entitled to resource teaching hours or placement in a special reading class or 

school. Subsequent to the official assessment, an Education Plan must be drawn up with 

the relevant parties including the school principal, parents, Special Education Needs 

Organiser (SENO), psychologist or other professionals and perhaps the child if 

appropriate (p8). On request, the NCSE may nominate the school the child is to attend 

with regard to the needs of the child, the wishes of the parents and the capacity of the 

designated school to accept the child. Finally, in situations where children transfer 

between schools, education plans transfer between the institutions involved with 

consultation between the relevant parties.

2.2 A Review of Policy

The Education Act (1998) has impacted tremendously on current practice but much of the 

EPSEN Act (Ireland, 2004) has yet to be enacted and made statutory. Up until 1998, the 

primary support available for children experiencing dyslexia was that provided by the
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mainstream class teacher and perhaps additional support by a learning support teacher. 

The Education Act (1998) flagged the automatic entitlement of supplementary provision 

for children with dyslexia who experienced a degree of learning disability specific to 

basic skills in reading, writing or mathematics which placed them at or below the 2nd 

percentile on standardised norm referenced tests, in the form of 2.5 hours additional and 

individual support teaching from a resource teacher. It also acknowledged that children, 

who did not meet this criterion, were the responsibility of the learning support and/or 

class teacher.

However, the automatic entitlement to individual support teaching was removed with the 

issuing of Circulars 24/03 (Allocation of Resources for Pupils with Special Educational 

Needs in National Schools) and 02/05 (Organisation of Teaching Resources for Pupils 

who need additional support in Mainstream Primary Schools). These circulars 

recommended that children experiencing dyslexia avail of a staged approach to 

assessment and intervention as proposed by the Task Force on Dyslexia (2001). Hence, 

the vast majority of children experiencing dyslexia are now supported by the learning 

support teacher and class teacher and only in exceptional circumstances or acute cases are 

supplementary resources provided i.e. resource teaching hours. These circulars point to 

the need for children with SEN including dyslexia to belong to a peer group and to mix 

with children with different levels of ability in a variety of situations, as an exclusive 

reliance on using resource teaching hours for individual tuition is contrary to the principle 

of inclusion. This clearly has had implications for children with dyslexia and has placed 

more responsibility on the class teacher to identify and assess their needs as well as 

implementing an appropriate programme. This may be a challenge for some schools and 

teachers, as dyslexia awareness is still relatively low in some areas.

2.3 Current Provision

Current provision takes the form of additional support from the child’s class teacher and 

supplementary teaching from a learning support teacher and in exceptional 

circumstances, support may be provided from a resource teacher or placement in a special 

class or special school. The provision of additional support by a child’s teacher is at the
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discretion of the teacher, though the provision is formalised if supplementary teaching 

from a learning support teacher is also provided. Supplementary teaching is usually 

provided to individuals or small groups of children who are withdrawn to a learning 

support room or receive in-class support. The recommended caseload of a learning 

support teacher is 30 children, so efficiency or effectiveness of support may be reduced, 

due to lack of intensity of teaching that children with dyslexia may need.

While the above arrangements apply to mainstream primary schools, other provision as 

mentioned above are currently available at primary level for children with dyslexia. A 

total of 23 special reading classes for children with dyslexia are established in designated 

mainstream schools where there are a sufficient number of children with such difficulties 

to form a class. The pupil-teacher ratio is 9:1 and placement is for either one or two years 

and occasionally three years after which children return to mainstream education. This 

provision is in place to promote the inclusion of children with difficulties arising from 

dyslexia in mainstream classes and to ensure that they spend at least some of the school 

day working alongside their peers in a mainstream classroom. There are currently four 

special reading schools which were established in the 1970s and 1980s, three located in 

Dublin and one in Cork. These four schools and 23 classes cater for approximately 457 

pupils which represents approximately 0.1% of the total school population. In the 

absence of official Irish incidence rates of dyslexia, estimates of the percentage of 

children in these specialised dyslexic settings relative to the total number of children with 

dyslexia in primary education is unknown (DES, 2005).

Children transferring to a special reading class or school must have completed second 

class or be at least eight years old. What is interesting and contrasting to provision 

provided in mainstream schools is the fact that the criteria used for access to resource 

teaching as set out in Circulars 08/99, 08/02, 24/03 and 02/05 are more restrictive than 

those set out for special classes and schools. The criteria are broader as progress in 

aspects of the curriculum other than reading/writing, including the child’s social and 

personal development and the child’s adaptation to learning within mainstream education 

are considered. Significantly, the 2nd percentile is not specified as a cut off point for
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access. The Task Force (2001) recommended the continuation and further establishment 

in the short term of special reading classes in mainstream schools for children with 

dyslexia particularly in the light of many schools having difficulty in recruiting qualified 

resource teachers with specialised training.

In summary, it is evident that a continuum of provision exists but that the range of this 

provision namely special reading classes and schools is not accessible for all children 

with dyslexia due to locational factors and having to meet strict criteria for entry. While 

recent legislation has documented the rights of children with SEN including dyslexia to 

an appropriate education and appropriate levels of service, it would appear that current 

circulars have dramatically reduced the amount of individualised support children in 

mainstream schools may receive. The full impact of this practice has yet to be assessed 

in academic and socio-emotional terms for children experiencing dyslexia.
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Chapters Literature Review

3.1 Dyslexia as a SEN

The debate about the pros and cons of using a category-based system to define SEN is by 

no means new (Wedell, 2005; Keil, Miller and Cobb, 2006). For many years, many 

countries and states including the UK, Ireland and the USA have proposed the abolition 

of categories and proposed instead the concept of a continuum of SEN but this abolition 

of categorical ways of conceptualising SEN has not in reality occurred. Dyslexia as a 

category has remained a highly contested argument with some even refuting its existence. 

This chapter discusses some of the ongoing issues regarding dyslexia and in addition 

examines labels and categories for children with a SEN including dyslexia. A number of 

dyslexia definitions will be reviewed and in addition some of the controversies and issues 

around dyslexia will also be examined.

There are many identifiable reasons for not adopting broad categories in defining SEN. 

The difficulty in adopting very broad labels is that they include a very heterogeneous 

group of individuals which convey little more than the fact that children are thought to 

have a difficulty of some form. It appears that despite a long standing dissatisfaction or 

certain uncomfortableness with a category based system for describing different types of 

SEN, it has been impossible to dispense with such a system (Wedell, 2003). In theory, 

the concept of SEN meant that for each child their particular needs would be identified 

and addressed (Wamock, 1978). However, the idea that each child’s needs could be 

identified without reference to a body of knowledge arranged around an existing label or 

category was an optimistic and idealistic one. Instead, professionals including teachers 

had difficulty looking for specific within-child factors and their interaction with the 

educational environment and inevitably made inaccurate attributions of other factors in 

causing the difficulty (Wedell, 2003; Kirby, Davies, and Bryant, 2005).

So why is it necessary to define and categorise particular SENs including dyslexia? 

Perhaps initially it is necessary to examine the many powerful arguments against using 

categories. Many problems experienced by children and their teachers are often
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extremely complex and interrelated. Therefore, children’s problems may occur as a 

result of inappropriate management strategies on the part of the school. To categorise 

children as experiencing dyslexia, may suggest that the problem lies within children and 

that by implication no responsibility for their problems should be attributed to the 

teachers or environmental factors which have produced or aggravated the problems 

(Gallagher, 1976; Wedell, 2003). Kirby et al. (2005) in their study of teachers’ 

knowledge of specific learning difficulties criticise the category labelling system, as 

many teachers appear to lack knowledge in the area and emphasise that they should 

instead concentrate on the development of a more holistic approach that focuses on the 

whole child.

The socio-cultural theory takes the view that all knowledge is constructed as a result of 

social interactions within specific cultural contexts (Burden, 2005). This is significant for 

understanding dyslexia as it suggests that children with dyslexia should not be destined to 

a lifetime of failure as a result of their physiological inadequacies but instead may be 

victims of the social and educational so called norms that exist in society. Herrington and 

Hunter-Carsch (2001) further reiterate this view and state that disability associated with 

the dyslexic category is largely constructed from the perceptions and social practices of 

others.

Hence, caution should be exercised in assigning labels in the utilisation of categories to 

avoid the very real danger of issuing self-fulfilling prophecies for the children who 

receive them (Leadbetter and Leadbetter, 1993; Singleton, 1997). According to Keil, 

Miller and Cobb (2006) in their study of the use of terms ‘SEN’ and ‘disability’ the 

dominance of the SEN label perpetuates a concept of remediation rather than 

empowerment, further exacerbating the threat of self-fulfilling prophecy. The solution 

therefore is to ensure that categories and labels are used appropriately (Barry, 2006).

An alternative view of categories and labelling can also be postulated. An implicit 

assumption behind the criticism of labels appears to be that in the absence of formal 

labels that no labelling will take place. It can also be argued that in numerous instances
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negative informal labelling occurs (Gottlieb et al, 1994; Knight, 1999). Many children 

experiencing dyslexia report being informally labelled as lazy, careless or stupid before 

they were given a specific and formal label (Riddick, 1996; Riddick et al, 1997). 

Goffman (1968) also refers to the labelling issue and argues that children with dyslexia 

are often faced with a further set of problems which he describes as ‘marginalising’ 

where children with unrecognised or misunderstood disabilities may have difficulty 

coping in school or social situations. Even though these children do pass as being 

normal, their unexpected difficulties prove to be confusing to themselves and others 

including parents and teachers.

Many believe that one of the first functions of a label particularly in the case of hidden 

impairments such as dyslexia is to prove the legitimacy of the impairment by 

demonstrating its constitutional origins to those who are sceptical of the construct. 

Labelling of dyslexia can be seen as having a positive role in pointing out differences, 

which are not visible (Riddick, 2002). It is suggested that many people with these hidden 

disabilities may chose a strong form of the label that emphasises their differences in order 

to explain the nature of their difficulties (Riddick, 2002). Most people with SEN are 

aware of the environmental impact that help to create difficulties for them, but with a 

hidden disability, proof and credence have to be sought before a person has the 

legitimacy to go to challenge the society that assists in creating and exacerbating the 

difficulty. It appears that in the case of hidden impairments labelling serves the function 

of explaining why specific aspects of a person’s behaviour should not be judged 

negatively by the prevailing cultural standards (Riddick, 2002). It can be argued that one 

of the important points about the construct of dyslexia is that it challenges these negative 

and inaccurate attributions and suggests more accurate and constructive attributions 

which can be used to inform the approach to teaching.

Singleton (1997) asserts that labels are not always objectionable and that while all 

children with SEN are individuals that there are broad categories which are positive in 

teaching. He believes that labels are a necessary prerequisite to ensure that a child
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receives the appropriate support in learning. Farrell (2001) argues further that in some 

cases a category or label can demonstrate a clearly defined set of characteristics that help 

to define an explicit set of conditions that exhibit a clear understanding of the child’s 

difficulties. Hence, categories or labels can result in both parents and teachers being 

better informed and supported. Westwood (1997) also presents a number of 

characteristics that help children to accomplish what he terms ‘better than expected 

levels’ and these are to be found, he believes in teachers who have an in-depth 

understanding of the special characteristics of the children they teach and a 'greater 

awareness of the structure and substance of the content being taught, combined with a full 

knowledge of the principles of learning’ (p5). It appears that by thinking categorically it 

may help the process of identification of children’s difficulties as well as suggesting 

methods of alleviating same.

While many professionals see categorical labels as a necessary evil (Hunt and Marshall, 

1994) it is felt that some of the terminology could be directly related to instruction and 

minimise the negative connotations. Efforts have been made to define more accurately 

what difficulties certain groups of children experience rather than attempting to assign a 

general label to them. The identification of associated behaviour, common experiences 

and outward characteristics of the SEN typify modem approaches to terminology rather 

than descriptive terms associated with the individual child or group of children 

themselves (Barry, 2006). Thus, there is an attempt to initiate change in the way labels 

are used so that instead of a child being described solely in terms of a label eg. the child 

is dyslexic, the trend has been towards emphasising that someone is an individual first 

and foremost who happens to have specific attributes e.g. the child has/experiences 

dyslexia (Wearmouth et al, 2002.)

Tilstone et al. (1998) also emphasise the importance of listening to students and children 

with SEN relating their experiences in having their SEN met in the past. Barga (1996) 

recounts the experience of students with SEN in relation to labelling, stigmatisation and 

gatekeeping throughout their school years. Positive coping strategies included relying on
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benefactors, implementing self improvement techniques and utilising management skills. 

Barga found that the negative coping strategy of avoiding disability disclosure created 

tension. Riddick’s study (1996) demonstrated that when students had their difficulties 

explained to them, they could learn to accept, understand and deal with them. Many 

children with dyslexia feel the label dyslexia stops them blaming themselves and in the 

right circumstances helps them to view themselves more positively. Dyson and Skidmore 

(1994) back up these findings and found that telling children that they were dyslexic was 

an important part of boosting self-esteem. Used appropriately, categories and labels may 

provide an overview of the child’s difficulties and may be a useful starting point for the 

further elaboration of their specific strengths and needs as well as appropriate 

intervention, alterations to the environment and also in the search for supplementary 

resources (Barry, 2006).

Linked intricately to labels and categories is the aspect of definitions. The next section 

examines some of the ambiguities and issues around the term ‘dyslexia’ (Reid, 2005) and 

in addition examines definitions used in the Irish context.

3.1.1 Definitions of Dyslexia
The term ‘dyslexia’ is not new; it was first used in 1886 to describe an acquired condition 

of specific aphasic loss of ability to read. Pumfrey (1996) describes dyslexia as a 

‘variable syndrome’ implying that definitions vary and may be interpreted in different 

ways. In spite of all the considerable research activity and debate within the various 

disciplines of psychology, medicine and education, there is no consensus as to what 

dyslexia is (Tod, 2000).

Poole (2003) also postulates that there is still considerable debate concerning the nature 

and even existence of dyslexia as a form of learning disability. These debates surround a 

number of questions including whether dyslexia exists and if so is it a discreet learning 

problem. There is no consensus on definition, whether it is a medical/educational 

argument, how it should be assessed and the issue of labelling the child. Poole believes 

that many of the above are constructed and developed within the scientific paradigm.
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The origins of much of the debate lie with the need to identify the difficulty within the 

child which is in congruence with the reductionist conception of dyslexia as a medical 

problem (Kussmaul, 1978) where the treatment of dyslexia is medical rather than 

educational. In addition, debate is also generated as to whether children with dyslexia 

have literacy difficulties of a different kind from other children (Frith, 1985) or whether 

they develop in a similar way differing only in the extent of their difficulty (Bryant and 

Bradley, 1985; Fletcher et al., 1996). Miles and Miles (1990) refer to these two positions 

as a ‘unity versus diversity’ debate. Those supporting the diversity claim reject the 

assumption that use of the expression ‘single condition’ infers that the phenomena are the 

outcome of a single cause while the ‘unity’ claim acknowledge a coherent problem but 

individual differences in the difficulties of each individual. While the former or 

continuum concept holds more promise for acknowledging children as individuals, this 

view is hindered by the need to identify the child as having dyslexia before they receive 

support.

Having highlighted the contested nature of dyslexia, international research has revealed 

that there is no agreement on the definition of dyslexia across English speaking countries, 

nor is there agreement on its causes, subtypes or characteristics (Chapman and Tunmer, 

2003). Chia (1992) identifies three reasons explaining why it has been impossible to 

come up with a universally acceptable definition including; the failure to locate stable 

correlation of dyslexia, the lack of clarity in the delineation of dyslexia often resulting in 

a poor understanding of the relationship between reading and language and too many 

terms inclusive of the term dyslexia have been coined to describe this reading difficulty 

or disability resulting in an entanglement of synonyms. In addition, Salter and Smythe 

(1997) take issue with defining dyslexia in terms of an underlying specific physiological 

deficiency as well as the use of a discrepancy formula in defining dyslexia. Hence, some 

definitions exist which utilise the ‘within-child concept’, suggesting that the child’s 

deficits are the predominant cause of their difficulties while other definitions have 

incorporated a discrepancy aspect between the child’s general ability and literacy skills. 

Another difficulty in the case of dyslexia is that it is a hidden impairment where there are 

no obvious physical markers which will identify the child. In addition, different children
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present with very different behaviours, both because the nature and the degree of their 

difficulties vary and also because different children respond to them in very different 

ways. Chia (1992) stresses the need to come to a firm definition of dyslexia in order to 

arrive at a common consensus regarding identification and intervention.

Recent developments in research, policy and practice have allowed the term dyslexia to 

become embedded in popular language (Reason, 2002). While the term dyslexia is used 

in some countries as a type of specific learning disability, there is no international 

agreement on its definition and identification. In North America, ‘learning disability’ or 

‘specific learning disability’ is used while in the UK and Australia the term ‘specific 

learning difficulty’ is preferred. However, the term dyslexia has been included in key 

policy UK documents (DIES, 2004). Current definitions of dyslexia have recognised it as 

a SEN and can be considered under descriptive, working or operational definitions. 

However, the intention is not to explore this issue here and instead concentrate on 

definitions in the Irish context. To place the Irish context in perspective, The SERC 

Report (SERC, 1993) uses the term specific learning disability in preference to dyslexia 

and defines it as a term which:

Is used to describe impairments in specific areas such as reading, writing and arithmetical 
notation, the primary cause of which is not attributable to assessed ability being below the 
average range, to defective sight or hearing, emotional factors or physical conditions or to 
any extrinsic adverse circumstance (p86).

The term specific learning disability continued to be the term adopted in subsequent 

circulars from the DES, (Ireland) which classed specific learning disability as a SEN. 

However, an indication of how this situation has altered is in the recent publication of 

government policy documents which, explicitly mention and indeed in some cases focus 

on policy specifically for dyslexia. Both the Governments of Northern and the Republic 

of Ireland have issued policy documents on dyslexia through their respective taskforces.

The Report of the Taskforce on Dyslexia (2001) moved away from the term specific 

learning disability to adopt the term dyslexia in its report. This group proposed the
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following definition of dyslexia, which was subsequently endorsed by the Northern 

Ireland Task Force (DENI, 2001):

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

The merits of the definition above is that it can be regarded as an operational definition as 

it emphasises and encompasses the interactive nature of dyslexia acknowledging the 

biological, cognitive, behavioural and environmental influences. The Task Force also 

recognises that learning difficulties associated with dyslexia occur across the lifespan and 

may manifest themselves in different ways at different ages; it also identifies that the 

difficulty can be alleviated by appropriate intervention and increases or reduces 

depending on environmental factors thus emphasising the interactive nature of dyslexia. 

It also recognises that the difficulties presented by children with dyslexia may require a 

continuum of interventions depending on the severity of the learning difficulty as well as 

specifying the underlying processing difficulties, which, lead to problems with skills such 

as reading, writing and spelling. The advantage of this is that teachers can then work out 

or anticipate the kind of tasks that may prove challenging for some of the children they 

encounter. It may also enable them to think out ways of circumventing the difficulty or 

helping children to cope with and identify the activities they may excel in. This is in line 

with current thinking where caution is urged regarding automatically assuming that 

cognitive differences are inevitably deficits but instead may be advantageous in 

encouraging children to engage in other forms of thinking or adopting alternative ways of 

learning (Singleton, 1999).

The formal identification of dyslexia is also contentious. In the USA, operational 

definitions of learning disabilities are undergoing a move away from the traditional IQ 

achievement discrepancy definition to identification based on other markers (Stanovich, 

1999) with the aim to change emphasis from eligibility to appropriate intervention
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(Pasternack, 2002). Similarly in the UK, definitions reflect the discontinued use of 

discrepancy techniques, while both Australia and New Zealand have systems in which a 

non-categorical/low achievement approach to the funding of learning disabilities is taken. 

This means that children are not individually funded but funding and a variety of 

intervention programmes are offered to help increase the literacy skills of low achieving 

students. Definitions, identification processes and funding models are also moving in this 

direction in both the republic and north of Ireland.

In summary, this section has discussed two aspects namely the concept of a continuum of 

SEN versus adopting a category based system of SEN including dyslexia and has 

examined some of the issues regarding the definition of dyslexia. The advantages and 

disadvantages of using a category based system versus a broad conceptualisation of SEN 

has been argued and despite a certain un-comfortableness with a category based system, 

there are many merits in using such including; identification, appropriate intervention and 

alterations to the teaching and learning environment. The abundance or terminology 

jungle in existence regarding the definition of dyslexia was alluded to and how many of 

the terminological confusions remain attributable to the complexity of the issues, the 

involvement of different professions, the contrasting levels and natures of explanatory 

theories available, the different interventions advocated and the evidence adduced as to 

the efficacy of the latter (Pumfrey and Reason, 1998). The next section explores the 

various conceptualisations of SEN and how within-child characteristics and the 

environment interact with one another to either exacerbate or compensate for a child’s 

learning difficulty.
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3.2 Different Conceptualisations of SEN

Special educational needs refer to children’s learning needs in school. Similarly to 

dyslexia, there is an abundance of definitions to describe SEN. In general, definitions of 

SEN are based on individual deviation from normal expectation-or significant difficulties 

in learning compared to the majority of children of a given age. The following discussion 

explores some of the definitions and conceptualisations of SEN and how these influence 

people’s understanding and attitude towards dyslexia as a SEN.

3.2.1 Definitions of SEN
The SEN Code of Practice (DfES, 2001) defines children experiencing SEN if they have 

a learning difficulty that calls for either additional or different special educational 

provision, from the educational provision made generally for children of the same age. 

The Code suggests that support might be provided in three different forms including 

accessing the curriculum, alterations and adjustments to the curriculum and changes to 

the environment, including emotional or social support. It also states that the level of 

need experienced is understood to be the result of a complex interaction between the 

child’s strengths and weaknesses, the level of support available and the appropriateness 

of the education being provided. In the Irish context SEN is legally defined in the 

EPSEN Act (Ireland, 2004) as:

A restriction in the capacity of the person to participate in and benefit from education on 
account of an enduring physical, sensory, mental health or learning disability, or any other 
condition which results in a person learning differently from a person without any condition 
(p6).

The Act sets out the rights and entitlements of people with SEN, including dyslexia, to an 

appropriate education service and provides the necessary framework for effective service 

delivery. It also mentions the use of broad categories as seen above in the definition and 

broadly groups the types of prescriptions which may be made for children whose 

disabilities produce ‘gaps’. These categories can then be grouped into various 

conceptualisations of SEN as proposed by Frederickson and Cline (2002). One such 

conceptualisation is that SEN is best understood by looking at individual differences 

between children and another view argues that SEN arise when inappropriate
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environmental demands are placed on the child which exceeds their current capabilities 

for meeting those demands. A third conceptualisation of SEN is the interactive model 

which considers the interaction between the child and his environment and the extent to 

which the environment may interact with a child’s disability, either exacerbating the 

difficulties or compensating for them (Wedell, 2003; Reindal, 2008). This 

conceptualisation is emphasised in the EPSEN Act (Ireland, 2004).

3.2.2 Focus on Individual Differences
In this form of conceptualisation the principal focus of causation is within the child. 

Poole (2003) states that these within-child characteristics can be situated in the scientific 

paradigm where the child’s malfunctioning cognitive system is focused upon in isolation 

from the environmental context by the division of the problem into compartments (e.g. 

medical, educational) in a belief in the measurability of ‘intelligence’ by standardised 

tests and in the validity of comparing one child with an entire population of children. 

Other views of the within-child attributes or individual differences model focus on a 

number of domains: behavioural, cognitive or biological (BPS, 1999). For the child 

experiencing dyslexia, the behavioural aspects of dyslexia can be defined by reference to 

the characteristics or a list of descriptors, the most enduring of which has been the 

observed discrepancy between observed and expected attainment in written language 

skills. At the cognitive level dyslexia has been defined in terms of descriptors, which 

infer a causal explanation. Many difficulties experienced by the child with dyslexia can 

be directly attributed to cognitive factors such as phonological processing, working 

memory, metacognition and automatisation. At the biological level dyslexia has been 

described and explained by differences in brain morphology and function and much of 

the focus is on the genetic basis of dyslexia (Frith and Morton, 1995). Other external 

factors are not considered such as quality of teaching or attitudes. Based on untested 

assumptions, it is often assumed that children have had appropriate learning 

opportunities; that their learning experiences have been appropriately matched to their 

needs; that the teaching available has been effective with their peers but not them (Solity, 

1993; Wedell, 2003).
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3.2.3 Focus on Environmental Demands
This approach is situation centred, rather than person centred. Proponents hold the view 

that SEN can only be defined in terms of the relationship between what a person can do 

and what a person must do to succeed in a given environment (Deno, 1989). Solity 

(1996) presents an analysis, which is based on the view that low attainment does not 

necessarily imply a learning difficulty but that the child’s attainment reflects the nature 

and quality of previous learning experiences, and that children learn when taught 

appropriately. This view holds that no children have learning difficulties but rather that 

adults have teaching difficulties. Factors creating these difficulties may include 

ineffective teaching strategies, inadequate match between task requirements and learner 

skills, the curriculum moving too quickly and demanding too much of children’s existing 

skills, resulting in a failure cycle (Gickling and Havertape, 1981).

Flowever, such a view could be limiting in itself. A focus purely on environmental 

demands could attend only to features of the situation and ignore a child’s characteristics 

that may explain why a child has a particular difficulty. It also emphasises that it is the 

child who must adapt to the curriculum instead of vice-versa (Gickling and Thompson, 

1985). In eschewing individual differences, an environmentally focused approach also 

fails to account for variability especially in circumstances where children’s learning 

difficulties are persistent despite skilful teaching.

3.2.4 Interactional Analysis of SEN
A third focus is based on an interactional analysis, which views the level of need as the 

result of a complex interaction between various factors including the child’s strengths and 

needs, the level of support available and the appropriateness of the education being 

provided (Frederickson and Cline, 2002; Wedell, 2003; Reindal, 2008). Wedell (2003) 

divides the interactive model into descriptive and explanatory type models similar to the 

within-child or individual difference model. Within the descriptive model, he alludes to 

classroom interaction analysis and sociometry, while the explanatory type includes 

instructional, attitudinal and systems factors. Interaction analysis allows for interaction 

between the teacher and the child and helps in the modification of the learning 

environment. The explanatory interactional model concentrates on whether the
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intervention/instruction should be focused on the child or the relevant aspects of the 

environment instead. Teacher attitudes will also have an important effect within the 

explanatory model while system theories examine the interaction between individual 

aspects of an organisational structure such as a school.

A similar view to the interactive position is the ecological perspective postulated by 

Eysenck (2000). This paradigm is deemed attractive as all factors pertaining to the child 

are taken into account which links well with Bronfenbrenner’s model (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979). Within this perspective, the child and their environment continually influence one 

another, whether this is at a microsystem or macrosystem level. By working within an 

ecological paradigm, much more than the child’s cognitive level is considered and factors 

lying outside the child can be considered in contributing to their development and 

learning.

Some of the influences underlining the interactional analysis approach come from the 

theoretical models of the influence of the learning environment (Lewin, 1936; Bandura, 

1977; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Lewin (1936) developed a field theory using a formula 

B=f{P,E} to represent the idea that behaviour was a function of personal characteristics, 

environmental factors and the interaction between the two. Bandura’s (1977) concept of 

reciprocal determinism hypothesised that behaviour was determined by reciprocal 

interactions occurring between behavioural, cognitive and environmental factors while 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) identifies four levels of the environment including the 

microsystem, (the immediate context of the child-school, classrooms, home, 

neighbourhood) mesosystem, (the links between two microsystems; home-school 

relationship) exosystem (the outside demands in adults’ lives that affect children) and 

macrosystem (cultural beliefs/pattems or institutional policies that affect educational 

outcomes) highlighting how the learning environment can produce barriers to pupils’ 

learning.
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Acceptance of inter - and intra - individual differences on virtually any structural or 

functional aspect of development is essential, if one assumes that children do not all learn 

to become literate in the same way. Thus the support for either individual or 

environmental focused conceptualisations is inadequate on their own. Gutierrez and 

Stone (1997) argue that attention must be given to environmental variables alongside 

individual variables and not instead of them. Canadian research also supports this 

interactional analysis of SEN where teachers’ views about their responsibilities in dealing 

with the needs of children, their actual teaching styles and adaptations in heterogeneous 

classrooms are viewed as being important. Jordan et al. (1997) found that teachers 

holding a ’pathognomonic’ perspective, in which the teacher assumes that a learning 

difficulty is inherent in the individual child, differed in their teaching instruction from 

those closer to an ‘interventionist’ perspective, in which the teacher attributes children’s 

problems to an interaction between child and environment. Teachers with the most 

pathognomonic perspectives demonstrated the least effective interaction patterns, 

whereas those with interventionist perspectives engaged in many more academic 

interactions and persisted more in constructing pupil understanding.

Hilty (1998) and Gutierrez and Stone (1997) have remarked that the cause of a learning 

difficulty usually cannot be attributed to a single cause. Their theories postulate that most 

learning problems arise from a complex interaction among variables such as curriculum 

content, learners’ prior knowledge and experience, learners’ cognitive ability and task 

approach strategies, teachers’ instructional methods, complexity of teachers’ language, 

suitability of resource materials, learners’ confidence and expectation of success, and the 

perceived relevance or value of the learning task. Teachers sometimes have tended to 

focus almost exclusively on so-called ‘deficits’ or weaknesses within the learner to 

account for children’s problems in coping successfully with the school curriculum 

(Sternberg and Grigorenko, 2001). Rarely have curricula, teaching methods, or materials 

been diagnosed as possible causes of a learning difficulty; the tendency has been to blame 

the victim for his or her own difficulties (Beame, 1996; Croll and Moses, 2000). While 

these needs exist for many children with learning difficulties, they should not be viewed 

as obstacles too difficult for teachers to overcome, but rather as clear indications of the
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children’s need for high quality teaching. These factors are much more amenable to 

modification than are the factors within the child (Ferguson, 2008).

Dockrell and McShane (1993) outline a three - part framework similar to the interactive 

position for understanding learning difficulties. These focus on the interaction between 

three aspects including: task with which a child has difficulty so that the skills required 

for successful performance can be identified; the child’s current cognitive abilities and 

other psychological attributes; and the environment forming the context in which the 

child and the task interact, aspects of which may be contributory factors to the child’s 

difficulty. This form of analysis is helpful for children experiencing dyslexia as it can 

inform teaching and minimise the difficulties for these children as well as enhancing their 

performance and self-esteem. A theory known as the Zone of Proximal Development as 

conceptualised by Vygotsky is a fourth aspect of learning which is also considered and 

given credence (Daniels, 1992). According to Vygotsky (1962) there are several levels of 

the child’s learning. At the lower end, children can learn almost independently, 

generalise easily and make it their own. At the upper end, the level is beyond the child’s 

capabilities, so that even with very carefully structured instruction, children will not be 

able to grasp the skill and transfer it to themselves. The zone of proximal development is 

the midpoint in this range and is the level at which instruction should take place and 

refers to the interaction between the teacher and the child and how much of the learning 

can be independently accessed by the child and how much requires the teacher to mediate 

in order for the child to access full understanding and develop further related concepts. 

Burden (2002) describes the zone of proximal development as the zone where learning 

can be scaffolded by others and then when independent cognitive activity occurs, the 

scaffolding is gradually decreased and then removed. This is dynamic learning as 

opposed to passive learning, where children with dyslexia can benefit from active 

learning and scaffolding in order to consolidate and establish concepts before they move 

on to further learning.

This section has focused on the stating of children’s SEN including dyslexia. A number 

of conceptualisations of SEN were explored including a focus on individual differences,
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environmental factors and finally an interactive position. The latter view is the one 

adopted in reviewing the issues and challenges in relation to the teaching and learning of 

children with dyslexia. The next section examines the interaction between the within- 

child attributes and what is offered through pedagogy and supporting resources in 

classroom practice.
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3.3 An Interactive Framework

Pupil achievement in all aspects of the curriculum including literacy is influenced by a 

multitude of factors, singly and in complex interaction. Some factors are intrinsic to the 

individual learner. Some relate to the learning environment and methods of teaching 

(Wearmouth and Reid, 2002). Others are associated with the external environment 

outside the control of the teacher. Inside educational institutions, those responsible for 

supporting the literacy development of those learners who experience difficulties must be 

familiar with the whole range of techniques appropriate to assessing the factors over 

which they have some control. This section examines in more detail the interactive 

model of teaching and learning incorporating the biological, cognitive, behavioural and 

environmental elements.

Fundamental to the way in which special educational provision is organised and managed 

is the model of learning and the learner for whose needs the provision is seen to be 

appropriate (Wearmouth, 2004). In order to analyse how dyslexia as a SEN has 

implications for the teaching and learning of these children, it is necessary to present a 

model, which can incorporate the interactive factors framework. The ‘causal modelling 

framework’ developed by Frith and Morton (1995) can be used to represent all theories of 

development or difficulties in development taking a neutral stance. This is a particularly 

useful model for understanding the different domains within which causal factors and the 

different perspectives in dyslexia research and practice might be categorised. Frith 

(2002) has suggested that this framework could clarify some of the issues relating to the 

definitions and explanations of dyslexia by incorporating three levels of an individual’s 

functioning: behavioural, cognitive (processing of information) and biological together 

with a consideration of relevant environmental factors. In this framework the 

environment plays an overarching role, mediating as it does all three aspects.

At the biological level, dyslexia can be defined as a neuro-developmental disorder with a 

biological origin, which refers to the physical brain mechanism, with abnormalities in the 

language areas of the cortex, magnocellular pathways and the cerebellum (DeFries et ai, 

1997; Tod, 2000; Grigorenko, 2001). Castles et al. (1999) have demonstrated a strong
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heritability element among ‘phonological dyslexics’ and Olson et al. (1994) have also 

found a strong heritability component both for phonological decoding and orthographic 

skills. Galaburda (1989) proposes that the processing patterns of dyslexic people in the 

hemispheres of the brain show differences in relation to non-dyslexics. Right hemisphere 

processing relates to tasks that involve a ‘global’ holistic approach, while left hemisphere 

processing involves analyses of the details and small chunks of information. The 

implication of this is that children with dyslexia can have right hemisphere skills that can 

place them at a disadvantage in left hemisphere tasks such as reading accuracy.

In addition to hemispheric processing, Eden el al. (1996b) and Paulesu et al. (1996, 2001) 

suggest that auditory or visual deficits are associated with dyslexia and these can be 

implicated with dysfunction of the magnocellular system of the brain. Stein et al. (2001) 

suggest that the child experiencing dyslexia records poor performances on tasks assessing 

the functioning of the magnocelluar pathway which will have implications for reading 

and particularly the visual processing factors associated with reading. Recent research 

(Nicholson, 1999) also suggests that ‘a substantial proportion of children with dyslexia 

have a cerebellar deficit that adversely affects the learning of new skills and the 

performance of automatic over learnt skill’. Nicholson and Fawcett (1994) demonstrate 

that children with dyslexia use different methods in sequential learning and require 

significantly more time both to acquire a new skill and for it to become automatic. One 

implication of this research is that children with dyslexia are likely to face broader 

barriers to their literacy learning than simply phonological difficulties. In their research, 

they also hypothesise that the causal chain between cerebellar problems, phonological 

difficulties, working memory difficulties, speed of processing, motor skills, balance and 

eventual reading problems accounts for all three criterial difficulties of dyslexia: writing, 

reading and spelling.

The biological level with its genetic links and basis in the brain can link with the 

cognitive level which is associated with information processing and might include 

deficits in short term or working memory, phonological awareness, automatism and slow
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speed of processing (Galaburda, 1989; Paulesu et al., 2001). At the cognitive level, 

inferred causes of the behavioural signs and symptoms of the difficulty can be specified 

and can be used as a bridge to explain behavioural signs, which extend far beyond 

problems with written language. While the teacher may be limited in dealing with the 

characteristics discussed at the biological level, much can be done to improve the 

processing skills of children with dyslexia at the cognitive level. Reason (2002) suggests 

that it is imperative to separate cognitive delays from observed behaviours because these 

cognitive aspects can only be inferred from observed behavioural data. However, 

cognitive factors such as memory, phonological processing, metacognition and 

automaticity can be taken into account by the teacher in relation to children’s strategies 

and learning progress.

Thus, the child with dyslexia who experiences difficulties with sequencing phonemes and 

morphemes needed for decoding, word building and spelling can be attributed to working 

memory difficulties where the child has to interpret and integrate new information with 

previously stored information and is assessed in relation to efficiency and effectiveness 

(Reid, 2003). If the problem relates to working memory then the task has to be broken 

down for the child and made less complex so that the child can externally organise the 

information and complete it in stages before attempting synthesis. As children with 

dyslexia 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. If the difficulty is thought to evolve from the child’s short term memory, the 

child might be encouraged to reduce the load by chunking words or using strategies such 

as onset and rime where appropriate (Singleton, 2002). Both types of memory are 

essential in the efficient development of reading, writing, and spelling and this clarifies 

why the child with dyslexia has difficulty storing the oral format of words in sequence in 

the short term memory and changing it into the written word code which is needed for 

reading and spelling.

More recently, considerable research has been collated (Frederickson and Reason, 1995) 

and debated (Whittaker, 1996) about the inferred phonological processing difficulty.
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which is thought to be characteristic of the processing of many children with dyslexia 

(Bradley and Bryant, 1983; Snowling et al., 1986; Stanovich 1988). As Fawcett (2002) 

notes from a phonological deficit explanation, the solution lies in intensive training in 

phonological awareness. Phonological processing seems, according to Hatcher and 

Snowling (2002) to be strongly related to the development of reading and Hagtvet (1997) 

and Lundberg (2002) in their studies illustrate that a phonological deficit is the strongest 

predictor of reading difficulties. Wolf (1996) and Wolf and O’ Brien (2001) also suggest 

that, in addition to their phonological difficulties, children with dyslexia process 

information more slowly (naming speed) which highlights the double deficit model 

hypothesis. They suggest that it is important to differentiate instruction for dyslexics in 

‘small, easily assimilated steps’, and to assess existing practice for its suitability in this 

regard (Fawcett, 2002). Thus, phonological skills which are automatic for most children 

are slower to develop in children with dyslexia resulting in decoding and encoding words 

absorbing the child’s total concentration and attention which results in overload in their 

working memories.

The role of metacognition in learning and automaticity are of great importance as this 

relates to the learner’s awareness of thinking and learning and can have considerable 

implications for how teachers understand the needs of children with dyslexia (Reid, 2001; 

Burden, 2002). Tunmer and Chapman (1996) suggest that children with dyslexia have 

poor metacognitive awareness that is, being consciously aware of, and being able to 

control and monitor, their own thinking processes. Consequently, they need to be shown 

how to learn and the connections and relationships between different learning tasks need 

to be emphasised. The emphasis should not necessarily be on the content or the product 

of learning, but on the process - that is, how learning takes place. Similarly to 

metacognition, difficulties in automaticity (Nicholson and Fawcett, 2000) imply that 

children with dyslexia may not readily consolidate new learning and therefore find it 

difficult to change inappropriate learning habits. As well as the short term memory 

difficulties displayed, these children have difficulty in transferring some types of 

information from their short term memory to long term memory. They appear to need 

many more exposures on average before they can remember facts and details. This is an

38



important aspect for the teaching and learning of the child, as the advantage of being able 

to do some tasks automatically is that it leaves more of a child’s processing abilities free 

to concentrate on new or higher order tasks. Thus lack of automaticity, particularly in 

literacy and numeracy skills means that children with dyslexia are more likely to 

encounter processing overload when asked to carry out new or complex tasks in the 

classroom.

The behavioural level relates to what children with dyslexia commonly do, or cannot do 

(Tod, 2000). One of the most stable descriptors has been the observed discrepancy 

between the observed and expected attainment in written language skills. Therefore 

based on observed behaviours, children with dyslexia may be slower to acquire reading 

and writing skills than would be expected on the basis of their ability to respond to the 

thinking, reasoning and understanding aspects of the curriculum and also manifest 

secondary difficulties such as low self-esteem. It is important to consider that a range of 

environmental factors, including the classroom environment, may also influence such 

observations. Environmental influences, which can interact at any or all of these levels, 

are included as an important issue, as dyslexia is contextual and therefore the nature and 

extent of the difficulties manifested can vary depending on the context and the task. This 

is important and particularly for this study as the adaptations to the learning and teaching 

environment, or alterations in how a task is presented or assessed can be of enormous 

significance to the outcome and the learning experience of the child. This framework 

provides a guide of how the various elements overlap and affect the development of the 

other (Frith, 2002).

3.3.1 The Environment
There is growing support for the notion that the learning environment may in fact be one 

of the most important factors in the educational progress of children with SEN as 

compared to their mainstream peers (Kaufman et al., 1985). The environment is 

influential at all stages of the model suggested by Frith and Morton (1995). As the model 

is interactive, the biological, cognitive and behavioural components interact with each 

other and the environment influences the process. The environment in the school context
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may include such factors as the teaching and learning styles in the classroom, the hidden 

curriculum, additional or differentiated support to mention a few. These factors can help 

to facilitate production of a supportive environment, which will have an impact on the 

outcome, and success of the learning experience for children with dyslexia.

One of the principal ways of identifying and overcoming the difficulties in literacy 

encountered by children experiencing dyslexia is to identify and evaluate the barriers to 

their learning. Many children who should be capable of achieving appropriate standards 

of literacy are not in fact doing so suggesting that the instruction available to them is not 

appropriate (National Research Council, 1999). If the instruction offered by a school is 

inefficient, many children including those with dyslexia will have difficulty in learning to 

read well. It is possible that within a school that serves most of its children well that an 

instructional basis for poor reading achievement is possible. However, this is rarely 

considered when a child is referred for evaluation of a suspected reading difficulty such 

as dyslexia. Klenk and Palinscar (1996) have noted the lack of examination into the 

instructional histories of children in their evidence from case study evaluations of 

children referred for special education. Sarason and Doris (1979) allude to the ‘search for 

pathology’ when teachers refer children for special education services and where the 

subsequent assessment focuses on an explanatory factor being identified to account for 

the observed difficulty in reading when in fact a concoction of unfavourable school 

practices - inappropriate interactive practices may place children at risk of poorer 

achievement in reading than they might otherwise attain. Therefore, the learning 

environment in which a child experiences difficulties may fail to provide suitable 

environs to ensure success; hence, it may be more appropriate to determine the factors in 

the learning environment that cause or exacerbate the child’s learning difficulties.

Riddick et al. (2002) identify some of the learning environmental factors in supporting 

children experiencing dyslexia. These include direct help with specific difficulties to 

improve basic skills, improving curriculum access, encouraging effective and positive 

coping strategies, maintaining or improving self-esteem or confidence and creating an 

inclusive and dyslexia friendly environment (Riddick et al, 2002). Essentially each of
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these individual components overlap considerably with each other but can be considered 

individually because the equilibrium between them is important both at a whole school 

and an individual class teaching level.

Direct Help with Specific Difficulties to improve basic skills

Many of the current support strategies for children with reading difficulties emphasise the 

model of within-class support. Critics have raised concerns that the exclusive use of this 

approach may be disadvantageous to specific literacy teaching (Moss and Reason, 1998). 

Swanson (1999) carried out an overview of all the studies conducted on interventions for 

children with reading difficulties and summarised the following instructional principles at 

an individual or class level as grounding successful forms of intervention: specific 

instruction in phoneme decoding strategies, high intensity instruction, appropriate 

strategies for reading single words or text and plentiful opportunities for guided practice 

of new skills.

Improving Curriculum Access

A second critical area according to Riddick et al. (2002) is improving curriculum access 

for children with dyslexia. Among the approaches here might include minimising the 

need for note-taking or providing support for note taking or supplying worksheets 

appropriate for child’s reading age. They may require support in the form of recording 

homework, peer/teacher support for reading questions or instructions. As well as access 

to the curriculum a critical point is how children with dyslexia can output or effectively 

demonstrate their thinking and learning. For many of these children they need to be 

provided with opportunities to contribute orally as many excel in their verbal oral skills. 

Peer and Reid (2003) also point to the benefits of giving children an overview before a 

new topic is introduced. The objective here is that the teacher chunks down the big 

picture gradually until the entire component parts are explicit and understood, thus 

addressing the cognitive aspects of learning. Peer and Reid (2003) also believe that all 

input by the teacher should include opportunities for the use of kinaesthetic, auditory and 

visual modes as well as providing opportunities to encourage children to operate outside
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of their learning preferences. Effective instruction will also focus on what the child is 

doing and assess the child’s learning, knowledge and understanding throughout a lesson 

rather than terminal assessment at the end of a task. This form of assessment is suitable 

for children with dyslexia as it focuses on what the child can do rather than on what they 

can remember.

Encouraging Effective and Positive Coping Strategies

Riddick et al. (2002) reiterate the need for all children to have adequate coping strategies 

to see their way through school. However, in the case of children with a learning 

difficulty including dyslexia, they may often be forced to develop more intricate and far 

reaching coping strategies. Coping strategies are sometimes divided into positive and 

negative strategies. Positive strategies might include the child seeking help or spending 

extra time on literacy tasks while negative strategies might include hiding a difficulty and 

avoiding literacy tasks. Riddick (1996) in interviews with children experiencing dyslexia 

revealed a number of coping strategies employed. Many of these strategies were actually 

negative and included total avoidance of words they couldn’t spell; procrastinating 

writing; less writing produced than other children and asking friends for help. Therefore, 

teachers must help children develop positive coping strategies such as using a spell 

checker or asking a friend for the spelling of a word. Teachers also need to give 

constructive feedback to children who may have already encountered ‘failure’ and 

perhaps involve them in setting targets for their programmes and setting them up in a way 

that ensures a high success rate.

Maintaining or Improving Self-Esteem or Confidence

According to Riddick (2002) and Burden (2005) there is both quantitative and qualitative 

evidence that children with dyslexia tend as a group to have lower self-esteem than other 

children. Closely linked to self-esteem is the idea of self-efficacy, in other words how far 

you expect to succeed at a given task. Where children have high self-efficacy, they tend 

to display more effort and persistence whereas children who do not expect to succeed
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give up more easily and invest less effort in the task. In terms of personal well-being and 

motivation to learn, it is therefore vital to raise self-esteem and self-efficacy levels.

Creating an Inclusive and Dyslexia Friendly Environment

As part of a trend towards more inclusive educational polices, the idea of ‘dyslexia 

friendly’ has gained ground. Mackay (2001) believes that the influence of this particular 

concept seems to lie in the fact that changes in actions and beliefs of teachers allow 

schools to become more dyslexia friendly and hence effective. Linked to this, Peer and 

Reid (2003) also recommend that cross curricular approaches are essential and dyslexia 

should not be viewed as the responsibility of one particular teacher, or even one specialist 

teacher, but that the whole school would be accountable for the provision required. Tod 

and Fairman (2001) believe that a whole school approach in relation to provision and 

practice is crucial and maintain that much of this can be achieved through explicit and 

well organised programme planning which outlines the differentiation required as well as 

identifying the individual provision required for children with dyslexia. However, Tod 

and Fairman (2001) emphasises staff development in ensuring that all teachers are aware 

of the characteristics of dyslexia and the implications of this for their own teaching.

Peer and Reid (2003) also stress the importance of the supportive environment and stress 

that learners with dyslexia operate most effectively in an environment in which they feel 

safe and supported. They mention the importance of not ‘dumbing down’ or not acting in 

a condescending way towards children with dyslexia (pi69). They conclude that once 

children feel secure, they can be challenged and put under appropriate stress and be 

expected to cope like any other child. Like most people, children with dyslexia ‘thrive 

under the pressure of high expectations once they believe themselves capable of 

delivering’ (pi69). The challenge of the teacher is to strike a balance between challenge 

and support, a balance, which will vary between individuals, from situation to situation 

and becomes increasingly important with age.
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While acknowledging the previous principles for effective teaching for children 

experiencing dyslexia, the Irish Primary Curriculum (NCCA, 1999) assumes the validity 

of a broadly common curriculum for all children. Lewis and Norwich (2004) in their 

review of systematic evidence concerning distinctive pedagogies for pupils with 

difficulties in learning reject the notion of one or several SEN specific pedagogies. There 

is also support for this position among other researchers including Veluntino (1988), 

Reason et al, (1988) and Connor (1994). Instead, there is an increasing belief for the 

appreciation of common pedagogic needs. This notion helps to distinguish between the 

‘normal’ adaptations in class teaching for the majority of children and the greater degree 

of adaptations required for those with learning difficulties. These are adaptations to 

common teaching approaches and are termed ‘high density’ teaching. Lewis and 

Norwich (2005) propose that it is possible that what is specialist about teaching children 

with learning difficulties might be the teacher’s knowledge rather than or as well as their 

pedagogic strategies and skills. Hence, although specific pedagogic strategies are not 

postulated for children with learning difficulties, there may be specific knowledge about 

pupils in the ‘exceptional range that is required to apply common strategies’ (Lewis and 

Norwich, 2005, p9).

Acknowledging learning styles is an important environmental factor and giving attention 

to children’s learning styles/preferences is essential for learning success (Crombie, 2002). 

Learning style may be defined broadly as those factors that influence all aspects of 

learning and can be characterised cognitively, affectively or physiologically (Keefe, 

1987). Mortimore (2003) defines cognitive style as an individual’s characteristic and 

relatively consistent way of processing incoming information of various types from the 

environment or learning situation. Exley (2003) analysed whether teaching to the 

preferred learning styles of children with dyslexia could improve their performance and 

attainment in literacy and numeracy. The outcomes concluded that all children improve 

in their performance once their learning styles have been established and have been used 

to teach them specific ways of learning not only in a withdrawal situation but also in 

mainstream lessons. It appears that when children are taught to their strengths, given
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more ownership over their learning, and taught in a variety of ways, that then their whole 

school experience may improve.

This section addressed how research in dyslexia can be viewed from different 

perspectives including individual differences, environmental factors and interactional 

factors. The interactional model was utilised to analyse how the biological, cognitive, 

behavioural and environmental aspects of dyslexia manifests itself and impacts on the 

teaching and learning of children experiencing dyslexia. In this model, the barriers to 

pupils’ learning arise as a result of the interaction between the characteristics of the child 

and what is offered through the pedagogy and supporting resources. A number of 

environmental considerations were discussed including the specific support to improve 

basic skills for children with dyslexia, improving access to the curriculum, the 

importance of encouraging positive coping strategies, improving self-esteem and the 

creation of a dyslexia friendly environment. As a conclusion to the discussion, the debate 

regarding distinctive pedagogies for pupils with learning difficulties and the significance 

of learning styles in helping children ‘learn how to learn’ (Carbo et al, 1986) were both 

examined.

The next section examines the relationship between socio-emotional factors and dyslexia 

and how schools, teachers and peers can create both high and low levels of self-esteem in 

children experiencing dyslexia.
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3.4 Socio-Emotional Factors and Dyslexia

In every culture, development for most children proceeds in a predictable way namely 

physical, cognitive, language, social and emotional development. Traditionally, SEN 

have been defined for each child in terms of the developmental dimension which is 

impaired. This approach to categorising SEN has become commonplace but at times the 

picture postulated by a category is much different. In an individual case, the picture is 

frequently more complex than the category initially suggests. Most importantly, children 

including children with dyslexia have a unique profile of strengths and other qualities that 

may dwarf their difficulty. For the child experiencing dyslexia, equally their unique 

needs in the cognitive area may overlook needs in the emotional area. Therefore, 

problems in other developmental dimensions may be a direct consequence or side effect 

of the SEN causing the primary impairment (Baird, 1992; McCarthy, 1992).

The focus of this section explores the literature regarding the relationship between poor 

academic performance and low motivation and its impact on poor self-concept, self

esteem and self-efficacy and how in particular, schools, teachers and peers can be 

particularly influential in creating both high and low levels of the latter. The 

relationships between the concepts of internal and external locus of controls and high and 

low self-esteem in children is examined as well as the important role of attribution theory. 

Finally, the impact of educational settings, the correlation between self-esteem and 

increasing age and peers on children’s self esteem concludes this section.

Researchers have become more aware of the contribution that constructs such as self- 

concept, self-esteem and self-efficacy make towards factors such as motivation, academic 

achievement, peer relations, and how the experience of having a learning difficulty can 

adversely affect these (Humphrey, 2001; Elbaum and Vaughan, 2001). Much of the 

literature uses the terms, self-concept, self-esteem, and self-efficacy interchangeably but 

each has its own individual but interrelated meaning. Self-concept is defined as an 

umbrella term that encompasses individuals’ evaluation of themselves at a cognitive 

(thinking), affective (feeling) and behavioural level or the individual’s description of his 

or her self (Coopersmith, 1967; Campbell and Lavelle, 1993; Lawrence, 1996;
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Wearmouth and Reid, 2002). Self-esteem is defined as a measure of how far an 

individual’s perceived self or self-image matches up to their ideal self or an evaluation of 

the discrepancy between the self-concept and the ideal self. According to Bandura 

(1986) self-efficacy can be defined as a self system that individuals possess which 

enables them to exercise a measure of control over their thoughts, feelings, motivations 

and actions (Pajares, 1999). Klassen and Lynch (2007) also distinguish between self- 

efficacy and self-concept and while related are essentially two very different motivation 

constructs. Self-concept can be defined as a reflection of one’s competence, self-efficacy 

captures one’s perceived capabilities. It is also a belief of ‘one’s capabilities to organise 

and execute the course of action required to manage prospective situations’ (Bandura, 

1997, p2).

In Bum’s (1982) review of the literature on self-esteem, he identifies explicit links 

between an individual’s self-concept and school performance. He links poor self-concept 

to poor academic performance and low motivation in school. Lawrence (1987) and 

Huntington and Bender (1993) make similar claims for the link between low self-esteem 

and poor school performance. Lawrence alludes to the difficulty of clearly determining if 

poor self-esteem leads to poor performance or if poor performance leads to poor self

esteem. He also argues that on this premise it is important to work on a child’s self

esteem and skills in tandem. He concludes that ‘the relationship between reading 

attainment and self-esteem is a reciprocal one with each affecting the other’ (p64).

Rogers (1951) explains that in order to foster a positive self-concept, an individual needs 

a sense of acceptance, competence and worth. He proposes that this can be encouraged 

and stimulated through social interaction through the family initially and then through 

school and wider environments. This can be referred to as an interactional process 

(Rogers, 1951, Lawrence, 1987) with the child influencing the environment and the 

environment influencing the child. Bums and Lawrence have both stressed the 

importance of teachers fostering good self-concept and self-esteem and Lawrence states 

that ‘whenever the teacher enters into a relationship with a child, a process is set into
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motion which results either in the enhancement of self-esteem or in the reduction of self- 

esteem’(p284).

Coopersmith (1967) was one of the first to research self-esteem in children and made 

comparisons between children with high and low self-esteem. He found that young 

children with high self-esteem expected to succeed at tasks, would ask for adult help and 

had more confidence in their own responses. Children with low self-esteem were 

constantly hesitant and fearful when faced with new tasks they did not expect to succeed 

at and were more likely to give up easily or be unduly influenced by their peers. Burden 

(2005) uses ‘Expectancy theory’ to explain this scenario where individuals’ expectations 

will determine how they are likely to act. Hence, if children experiencing dyslexia have a 

self-concept which will lead them to expect failure in learning, then they are likely to act 

in such ways.

In a study carried out by Butowsky and Willows (1980) children with reading difficulties 

were compared with children of average or good reading ability and it was found that 

children with higher self-esteem displayed more confidence in their own ability, were 

more willing to volunteer answers and try out new learning situations. Their counterparts 

with low self-esteem displayed little confidence in their own ability, gave up easily and 

were often intimidated by or avoided unknown situations. The other aspect identified by 

Butowsky and Willows was that poor readers also responded more negatively to failure 

and were more likely to give up thus increasing the likelihood for future failure. These 

children also differed in their attribution style to good readers. Poor readers were 

inclined to self-blame by attributing failure to their own incompetence and success to 

environmental factors such as luck, whereas competent readers associated success with 

their own ability.

Humphrey and Mullins (2002) use attribution theory incorporating aspects of locus of 

control, learned helplessness and motivation to explain individuals’ attribution for 

success and failure. In other words, attributions are the reasons someone gives for their 

own performance and can be internal or external. Riddick et al. (2002) give the example
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of a child taking an exam. The child could attribute doing well in an exam to luck or to 

hard work. The first is an external and uncontrollable attribution whereas the second is 

an internal and controllable attribution. Children with an internal locus of control believe 

that their actions can change outcomes and look inward both for motivation and 

perseverance. Kisttner et al. (1998) in a previous study monitoring the progress of 

children with dyslexia found over a two year period that children with dyslexia who 

attributed failure to factors within their control made more significant gains. 

Frederickson and Jacobs (2001) in their study of twenty children with dyslexia with 

twenty matched controls with no learning difficulties also found that children with strong 

internal locus of control tended to have higher academic self-concepts. They also 

determined that children experiencing dyslexia exhibited lower academic self-concepts 

than their matched peers but their global self-worth was not significantly lower. 

Therefore, those children who achieve high standards are more likely to have high self- 

concepts and are likely to attribute their success to internal factors.

Children who have experienced repeated failure are more likely to attribute any success 

they have to luck and to attribute failure to permanent deficiencies in themselves and that 

no amount of effort or work on their part will improve their performance (Maines and 

Robinson, 2002; Margerison, 1996; Westwood, 2003). As a result they have a tendency 

to have an external locus of control and learned helplessness may be established. This is 

quite likely the scenario for children with dyslexia who may have negative school 

experiences and where children think there is nothing they can do that can change their 

particular situation and hence many cease trying. From the child’s outlook, events occur 

beyond and outside their control; success, and particularly academic achievement, comes 

as a matter of chance. The ‘external’ child will look for management to others - the 

teacher, a parent or peer; in extremity s/he will present with learned helplessness. 

Learned helplessness is generally considered to be the state that individuals experience as 

a result of constant failure and believe that there is no point in making the effort to 

attempt tasks because of what they perceive as the inevitability of failure (Bar-Tal and 

Darom, 1979; Joiner and Wagner, 1995). There is evidence to suggest that children with
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dyslexia, because of their exposure to failure, are prone to experience this state 

(Butkowsky and Willows, 1980).

According to Driscoll (2000) many teachers blame a child’s learning difficulties on his or 

her lack of motivation. Self-efficacy beliefs are considered to affect motivation and self

regulation and influence the choices children might make in deciding whether or how to 

act, the amount of effort to invest in an activity, the perseverance and resilience when 

confronted by a task and the stress and anxiety when undertaking same. This is line with 

recent motivational theory (Williams et al., 2002) which relates internal factors such as 

the individual’s attitude towards what is to be learnt, their self-concept as a learner and 

their sense of agency or competence in being able to achieve what they set out to do and 

academic achievement.

However, for many children the difficulty is not so much with a lack of motivation but a 

reluctance to take risks or make any new commitment in a learning situation (Covington 

and Teel, 1996). This reluctance may be related to prior experiences of failure. Ho et al. 

(1999) also refer to children’s past experiences in relation to their successes and failures 

and state that these are among the factors in determining future motivation and 

achievement. Even at a young age, children can regard themselves as failures in 

particular learning situations and lack of confidence sets in, once they recognise that they 

cannot do something that other children can do. As a result when children lack belief in 

their ability to succeed they may attempt to avoid participation in achievement-oriented 

activities to protect their own self-worth and avoid potentially humiliating situations 

(Alderman, 1999; Ormond, 2000). It would appear that ‘once children have entered the 

swamp of negative experiences, lowered motivation and limited practice, it becomes 

increasingly difficult for them to get back on the road of proficient reading’ (Chapman 

and Tunmer, 1997, pi 56). The consequence of this is that lack of practice then results, in 

the child not gaining proficiency or confidence and only when expectations are raised can 

success be accomplished (Elliot et al., 1999).
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For this reason it is crucial that teachers realise that they will have an important role in 

helping to alleviate the difficulties the child experiences in relation to attribution and 

motivational style. Once teachers understand the role of attribution and motivational 

theories it may help them explain, predict and respond to the behaviour of the children 

they are teaching. It will be necessary to aid children to change their attribution style to 

one that stresses that any successes are down to their own personal abilities and efforts. 

Targeted intensive teaching that demonstrates to a child that through extra effort they can 

succeed may be one way of initiating a change of outlook towards their own attribution 

style.

3.4.1 Self-Esteem and Educational Settings
In terms of placement, many studies suggest that segregation enhances the self-esteem of 

children with SEN (Gurney, 1988) and more recent research on children integrated into 

mainstream schooling has pointed to lowered levels of self-esteem (Crozier et al, 1999). 

Humphrey (2002a) in his study of the self-esteem of children with and without dyslexia 

in attendance in mainstream schools and children with dyslexia attending specialist units 

found strong evidence of various levels of self-esteem which were strongly influenced by 

situational factors. The children experiencing dyslexia in mainstream schools had 

measurably lower levels of self-esteem compared to those children participating in 

specialist settings (Kelly and Norwich, 2004).

One of the explanations given by Humphrey (2002a) for this scenario is that specialist 

settings may be more conducive to creating a dyslexia friendly environment as well as the 

children in attendance comparing themselves to other children with similar difficulties. 

Thomson (1990) in his research assessed the self-esteem of a group of children with 

dyslexia prior to entry to a specialist setting and two other groups namely one group 

attending a specialist setting for six months and another group attending for eighteen 

months. His findings concluded that the children who had attended for eighteen months 

had the highest level of self-esteem and had the lowest prior to entry to a specialist 

setting. The Inventory used in his study had four sub scales for general, social, academic 

and parental self-esteem. One of the most notable facts about analysing the children’s
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self-esteem was that children had high parental self-esteem from the beginning and felt 

valued and supported by parents and it appears that their low academic and social self

esteem originated from negative experiences in mainstream schools. Thomson (1990) 

states that low academic self-esteem is not surprising but low social self-esteem occurs 

due to being unfavourably compared with their peers and as a result feeling humiliated 

and valueless. As a result, many of these children feel isolated from their peers, 

withdraw and lose confidence.

Similarly, Burden (2005) in his study of academic self-concept of adolescent boys states 

that their self-concept is likely to be in the region of 10 points or more or one standard 

deviation lower than the general population on entry into a specialist dyslexic setting. 

The longer the boys stay in this setting their academic self-concept increases in line with 

developing skills, increased attainment and growth of self-confidence and learner 

autonomy as well as being mediated by other variables such as home, school and 

classroom environment. However, Burden acknowledges limitations within the study 

owing to its cross sectional view as opposed to being longitudinal, to categorically state 

that self-concept improves.

Riddick (1996) in her study 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’ (pi29). 

Humphrey (2002a) also alludes to the public humiliation experienced by these children. 

He found that half of 63 children experiencing dyslexia reported that they had often been 

criticised or humiliated by teachers. This often happened before children were identified 

as having dyslexia, with incorrect attributions being made referring to being ‘lazy’ or 

stupid. Humphrey’s study also found that there are significant discrepancies in the self- 

concept and self-esteem levels between children with dyslexia and those without any 

identified learning difficulties. However, these discrepancies appear to exhibit 

themselves in a measurable way in children with dyslexia who are attending mainstream 

classes, suggesting some correlation between learning difficulty and service provision in
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relation to self. The children with dyslexia in the reading units revealed that they felt 

more valued and cared for than they had when they were in mainstream schooling. 

Further suggestions for this satisfaction may be attributable to such factors as increased 

attention and resources, specially trained teachers, and the opportunity for children to 

make more realistic comparisons between their own achievements and those of their 

peers in the specialist settings.

3.4.2 The Role of Peers
The role of peers have been demonstrated to be perhaps the most significant others in a 

child’s life, often outweighing even parents (Kirchner and Vondraek, 1975; Burnett and 

McCrindle, 1999). Burden (2005) states that sources of self-efficacy are influenced by 

the actions of others in particular those close to us and through the verbal persuasions we 

receive from those others. Schunk (1983) believes that the existence of role or peer 

models is influential in instilling the self beliefs that influence the course and direction 

that life will take. Hence, making comparisons with peers can have a negative effect 

particularly if children believe they are less capable of achieving than their peers. 

Humphrey’s research (2002) concludes that children’s peers may be a source of low self- 

concept and self-esteem; and are often less likely to be accepted by their peer group 

(Eaude, 1999). The issues of bullying and teasing (Sharp, 1996; O’ Moore, 2000; 

Humphrey, 2002) by peers may also be a contributory and devastating factor for the 

developing self and particularly for children with learning difficulties who are at an 

increased risk. Humphrey (2002) states that self-development is a social learning 

activity; consequently many children with SEN might experience shortcomings in 

positive self development in particular educational settings.

3.4.3 Decreasing Levels of Self-Esteem with Increasing Age
From around the age of eight, children’s self referential statements (the statements they 

make about themselves) become increasingly comparative (Kirchner and Vondraek, 

1975; Gurney, 1988) meaning that children with SEN may be making unrealistic 

comparisons with their peers. This is a possible cause of low self-esteem (Pope et ai, 

1988) and may explain the finding that children with SEN including dyslexia in
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segregated settings may have a more positive sense of self than those educated in 

mainstream settings (Crozier et al, 1999).

Riddick et al. (2002) assert that self-esteem begins as a global concept initially in very 

young children who may feel basically worthy or unworthy. However, as children get 

older and become more influenced by their environment, they may start to differentiate 

between different aspects of their experience with the consequence that self-esteem may 

be relatively higher in some areas than others. Self-esteem is also related to those areas 

that a person particularly strives, values or aspires to be competent or significant in. 

Unfortunately, children in school cannot escape the requirements for competent literacy 

skills within the formal curriculum. Pre-school children tend to have fairly high self

esteem but over the first few years of schooling their self-esteem often drops as they 

begin to make social comparisons with other children (Marsh, 1990). Therefore, it is 

highly likely that children with dyslexia who encounter difficulties in learning to read, 

spell and write will tend to make a number of negative comparisons of themselves in 

relation to other more ‘competent’ children in their class.

This section explored the literature pertaining to socio-emotional factors and the child 

experiencing dyslexia and how in particular self-esteem levels impact on academic 

achievement, motivation and external and internal locus of control. One of the main 

arguments discussed was the central role of the interactive model in eliminating 

difficulties of low self-esteem in the child. The need for change in the role of teachers, 

peers and the school environment to provide a more accepting and ‘dyslexia friendly’ 

educational climate for children with dyslexia was advocated as many of the difficulties 

exhibited by children are school related. The important role particularly of teachers was 

emphasised in promoting positive experiences for the child as research claims that 

teachers in specialised settings provide a more welcoming and facilitative environment 

for children with dyslexia.
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The next section addresses the issue of transition or transfer between special and 

mainstream settings and how the management and co-ordination of this process is crucial 

in the effective provision of appropriate education for children with dyslexia.
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3.5 The Transition Process

Transition times such as leaving school or moving schools are highly significant for 

children with learning difficulties and it can be a particularly stressful or positive 

experience for some children (Cameron and Murphy, 2002). The focus of this section 

examines some of the key issues to be considered as children transfer between schools. 

In examining the literature, there appears to be a dearth of research regarding the 

transition process from special school/class to mainstream primary school and vice versa 

and so it merits further exploration particularly in the Irish context where children with 

dyslexia may participate in specialised dyslexic settings for a maximum of two years 

duration before returning to mainstream. Much of the literature concentrates its efforts 

on discussing the transition to secondary school and hence the discussion which ensues, 

adapts the literature where possible to relate to the researcher’s topic. Although the 

literature explores various themes, the predominant effects of transition on children 

appear to concentrate on two; mainly academic attainment and social adjustment. Other 

themes emerging from the literature include exploring a partnership model between 

special and mainstream schools and examining the views of parents and children in 

helping them to adjust academically and socially. Some of the factors attributable to 

these effects will also be examined through the literature and how these may exacerbate 

both positively and negatively for the child in particular.

One of the most restrictive aspects of the current provision in the Irish context is the 

apparent lack of mobility despite a ‘continuum’ which implies movement from one form 

of provision to another. Currently children are required to be on the roll of one school 

only, so dual placement or movement between special school and mainstream school is 

often an aspiration rather than a reality. McCarthy and Kenny’s (2006) study of special 

schools in Ireland highlights that the area of transfer across levels and across sectors 

requires investigation as well as a need to establish connectivity between special and 

mainstream schools. The issue for this research is how to support the integration of 

children with dyslexia from special schools/classes to the mainstream setting and how to 

develop the capacity of mainstream schools to meet the needs of these children. The 

second issue is how to bring together special and mainstream schools in a mutually

56



supportive relationship or partnership. Frederickson et al. (2004) have reported the 

academic and social advantages as positive benefits of returning children with SEN from 

special to mainstream settings but that teacher attitude, values and the sharing of 

expertise are important in the process. Other aspects such as good planning, preparation 

and supportive communication between schools, teachers and parents are seen as 

prerequisites for successful inclusion of children into mainstream.

Research internationally indicates that the transition from primary to secondary school 

level creates difficulties and challenges for most young people (NCCA, 1999). There 

appears to be a consensus according to the international literature that there is often a 

decline in academic achievement following transition (Barone et al., 1991; Bridging the 

Gap, 1998; Collins and Flarrison, 1998; Gallon et al, 1999; Carvel, 2000; Office of her 

Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools, 2002). The evidence also demonstrates that any 

transition may cause a decrease in achievement irrespective of the age at which it takes 

place (Suffolk Education Department, 1996). Children who make two transitions to 

middle school and then to secondary school appear to experience the achievement drop 

twice (Alspaugh, 1998). Gallon and Wilcocks (1983) report that 40% of children scored 

less on basic skills tests than they had the term before transition while Gallon et al. 

(1999) found that 7% of 11 years old unlearn maths, reading and language skills in their 

first secondary year and their marks drop by up to a third in the standardised tests 

compared with their final primary year. One explanation given for this is that too much 

focus is paid to the social aspects of transition and too little on academic aspects. Based 

on these findings, it may also follow that transition to any school even between two 

primary schools may lead to academic decline.

The increased emphasis on performance related goals as opposed to task goals also 

appears to be detrimental to children who may perform lower than their actual ability and 

may be more likely to exhibit maladaptive patterns of motivation (Anderman et al., 

1999). This backs up previous research conducted by Midgley et al. (1989) who found 

that children who engage in more task and mastery focussed instructional practices 

tended to exhibit fewer negative shifts in motivation after transition. Also in classrooms
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where clear communication about expectations was present, there was improved pupil 

task engagement, more appropriate behaviour, smoother transition between activities and 

higher academic performance (Felener et al, 1981). The receiving school often has 

lower expectations as opposed to the higher expectations of the contributing school 

(Galton and Wilcocks, 1983). Mullins and Irvin (2002) question whether children in 

mainstream primary schools are taught low level strategies and perhaps need more 

challenging work and taught more strategies that would enable them to engage in self 

help or to learn on their own in preparation for transition. Research carried out by 

Suffolk Education Department (1996), Thornton (1999) and Ward (2001) also conclude 

that the positive impact of high expectations is a major factor in enhancing achievement.

As part of the transition process children also have to cope with new forms of curriculum 

delivery. Hargreaves et al. (1996) suggest that it is curriculum more than any other factor 

which leads to children’s disenchantment. Kruse (1996) discusses his concerns about the 

inappropriateness of some of the traditional teaching and learning practice such as over 

reliance on textbooks, lack of pupil collaboration, active learning, little reflection on the 

learning process and the belief that all children learn in the same way, at the same level 

and at the same time. Sometimes the academic orientation of much of the work of 

schooling results in a rather narrow range of teaching methodologies as well as the 

accompanying teacher centred instruction which proves resilient in the face of desired 

change (NCCA, 1999). In the UK, OFSTED came to a decision that children should be 

prepared for different styles of teaching rather than teachers being required to use 

different styles of teaching (2002). This is a completely alternative perception of whose 

responsibility it is to change in their approach and would require greater liaison between 

receiving and feeder schools.

Another aspect as a result of transition is the apparent negativity or scepticism of children 

as their first year in the new setting proceeds. Kirkpatrick (1992) concluded that the 

academic work in the first year of the new setting was no harder and in some cases easier 

than the previous year but that children still had difficulty adjusting to the academic 

environment of the new school. Kirkpatrick also acknowledges that the volume of work
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increased rather than the difficulty level and as a result children handed in inferior work 

to meet deadlines and felt an increased lack of control over their own learning. 

Children’s initial impressions and experiences establish important educational beliefs and 

behaviours which may be difficult to change (Kirkpatrick, 1992). Teachers may forget 

about the affective component of learning and that children have affective responses to 

teachers, peers, the context and all of the academic aspects of school. These affective 

responses along with their expectations and beliefs influence children’s motivation and 

academic performance.

In Australia, Cocklin (1999) found that the nature of the teacher and the type of teaching 

were the main issues noted by children about transition to secondary school. Galton and 

Wilcocks (1983) claimed that changing teachers was of more significance than changing 

schools. They stated that teaching style was one of the most important determinants of 

pupil progress and that children adjusted their attitude to work depending on the 

pedagogical style of the teacher. It is clear that the attitudes of teachers as well as their 

teaching styles contribute greatly to the environment of classrooms and of schools as 

experienced by children daily.

While the focus above has been on the academic aspects of transition, the social 

adjustment aspects are still there even though these personal social effects of transition 

may be less pronounced. Transition is stressful and having adequate information and 

social support activities that help children to form friendship networks are crucial factors 

in coping. Establishing new friendships and negotiation of position in the peer group and 

homework appear to be some of the problematic aspects of the transition process. 

Hertzog and Morgan (1998) and Ward (2001) state that there is evidence to suggest that 

children after transferring schools experience increased feelings of isolation and anxieties 

of coping in a new school but these generally fade and are replaced by more long term 

concerns about schooling. However, Ward (2001) also highlights that stress seems to 

accompany any transition from school to school no matter at what age it occurs which 

may be relevant to the children involved in this study who are transferring to bigger 

classes and some to new primary schools.
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One explanation given to comprehend why children have these difficulties on transition 

to another school is the issue of communication. Gorwood (1991) suggests that the 

problem of continuity is due to the lack of communication between teachers and suggests 

that the information exchanged should focus more on academic achievement and less on 

pastoral care and administrative issues. Naughton (2003) believes that there is lack of 

articulation between the primary and secondary level sectors and is a major cause of the 

educational discontinuity that many children experience. The University of Cambridge in 

its study of the impact of transfer and transition on pupil progress emphasised the need 

for joint activity to help each side of the partnership understand the other’s world better 

and to boost understanding and respect between the two sectors.

The passing of documented information from primary to secondary teachers appears in 

some cases to be another problematic matter. Studies in the UK suggest that 

documentation is often received by schools from the child’s prior school but not utilised 

either because it did not get to the classroom teacher or because it was ignored (Galton 

and Wilcocks, 1983; Suffolk Education Department, 1996; Mizelle and Mullins 1997). 

As a result, problems ensue including teachers repeating the topics already learned the 

previous year, ignoring or distrusting information from feeder schools, teaching to the 

lowest common denominator, discontinuity in and ignorance of each others’ schemes of 

work resulting in gaps in subject content, unnecessary differences in teaching and 

learning practices and failure to build on the work of the previous school (Kruse, 1995; 

Suffolk Education Department, 1996; Thornton, 1999; Ward, 2001).

Hargreaves et al. (1996) believe that educational structures themselves can be responsible 

for inhibiting co-operation at several levels: between individual teachers at any level; 

between schools, even neighbouring ones and between sectors. What appears to be 

significant in overcoming the problems of transition are not necessarily the improved 

communication of test results or holding summer schools for children at risk, or 

establishing joint primary secondary projects before transition. Instead attention needs to 

be prioritised in the areas of discontinuities in teaching approaches, the gaps between 

children’ expectations of secondary school and the reality, helping teachers develop
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strategies for helping children manage their own learning; giving children the opportunity 

to ask things they do not understand and flexible leaming/teaching which takes account 

of differences in children’s preferred learning styles (Galton et al., 1999).

In relation to transition between special settings and mainstream schools, Priestly and 

Rabiee (2002) have investigated a partnership model to promote education in the least 

restrictive environment as well as building on existing links between special and 

mainstream schools, moving groups of children together with their teachers and other 

resources into mainstream settings. In this way partnerships allow greater access to 

academic and social opportunities within the mainstream while retaining the teaching 

skills and resources of special schools. In such a partnership arrangement, flexibility is 

required both organisationally and for individual children. It does not commit parents or 

children to an all or nothing transfer to mainstream where they might be expected to ‘sink 

or swim’ with limited resources. This arrangement may provide some reassurance to 

parents about their child’s ability to cope in mainstream, while alleviating anxieties about 

the perceived risk of losing access to special school/class resources. Ainscow et al. 

(1994) also believe that special schools and classes can play a leading role in helping 

mainstream schools develop more inclusive learning environments for children with SEN 

transferring from special to mainstream schools. Teachers in the mainstream may be 

challenged by the presence of children with SEN including dyslexia who experience 

curricular and organisational arrangements and this can be reduced by effective 

communication between special and mainstream teachers.

Research has shown that inclusion in particular lessons is easily blocked by individual 

mainstream class teachers’ unwillingness, or inability, to engage effectively with some 

children in the class. Clough (1999) states ‘curricula have always been a means of 

exclusion; they have always been a means by which, ultimately, this group of students is 

separated from that’. Therefore an emphasis in collaborative planning between special 

school and mainstream teachers, to develop ways of involving children from special 

schools in mainstream whole class activities is essential for effective transfer. In order to 

achieve this, Priestly and Rabiee (2002) believe that teachers need release time on a
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regular basis to plan collaboratively. Joint staff training and development activities allow 

for opportunities of the sharing of knowledge and skills and promote whole school 

responsibility for the education of children with SEN as well as harmonising, existing 

procedures for monitoring and tracking children’s progress and achievement. 

Convergence in the systems used by the paired schools will also be required in order to 

maximise opportunities for joint planning and working between staff and to enhance the 

coherence of pupil progress. More generally, successful partnership working should lead 

to the development of varied, innovative and flexible teaching strategies in the classroom. 

Clough (1999) argues:

In the end, it is teachers who mediate policy through their activities in and out of the 
classroom, through their participation in the realisation of the curriculum. But in the case of 
students with learning difficulties, this curriculum is still unavoidably infected with notions 
of child deficit.

Involving staff and children from two schools in the same classroom can lead to 

misunderstandings and inappropriate division of labour if not carefully thought through. 

Thus seeing special school staff as a whole class resource, while identifying clear roles, 

may be a productive strategy in this respect (Priestly and Rabiee, 2002).

Transition is a difficult time for children with SEN but is equally difficult for their 

families. Anxiety, isolation and lack of control of the situation may occur. Male (1998) 

found that the large majority of parents were satisfied with their child’s special placement 

thus making the transition from special to mainstream a time of uncertainty. Palmer et al. 

(1998) note in their US study that parents tend to be more supportive of the social 

benefits of school inclusion than the educational prospects for their child. Above all, they 

want their children to access the best education possible. However, parents also have real 

concerns about support, bullying (especially if the child had already been bullied in 

primary mainstream school), continuity, accessibility, flexibility, and acceptance (Kelly 

and Norwich, 2004). Parents want their children to make friends, to be free from 

bullying and to adjust successfully to the level and variety of schoolwork on transfer of 

school. Parents also emphasise the importance of a positive relationship and cooperation 

between both schools involved in the transfer process (NCCA, 2004). Parents report that
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contact with the new school before the start of first year is important for reducing anxiety 

in their children. Parents want to ensure that mainstream schools can offer the same level 

of security and resources as their children receive from their existing special school. 

They also stress that there should be some continuity, and that it may be difficult for 

some children to adapt to new environments, especially if support were to be withdrawn 

at a later date. As discussed above, making plans and choices about what to do in the 

transition from special to mainstream can raise a whole host of difficulties for parents. 

Ward et al. (2003) recommend the use of a transition plan in addressing some of these 

issues where parental expectations for the child along with the contributions that the 

parents can make towards helping their child are documented in consultation with 

teachers. This transition plan can also incorporate the child’s views as they engage in the 

transfer process.

This section has encapsulated a number of themes which the researcher believes are 

crucial in facilitating the transition process between special and mainstream school for 

children experiencing dyslexia. It has been acknowledged that transition affects the child 

academically and socially and can be a time of anxiety for them. However, using a 

partnership model to establish links between special and mainstream schools, 

collaborative planning between teachers as well as investigating the importance of 

parents’ roles including their contribution in a transition plan may reduce the difficulties 

for children as they adapt to new learning environments

The next section addresses the various types of educational provision for children with 

dyslexia; segregated, integrated and mainstream, their merits and limitations as well as 

questioning whether inclusive education can meet the needs of children with dyslexia.
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3.6 Models of Provision

Full inclusion can provide only an illusion of support for all students, an illusion that may 
trick many into jumping on the bandwagon...special education is in danger of riding the 
bandwagon called ‘inclusion’ to its own funeral (Kauffman and Hallahan, 1995, ppix-x).

The above quote highlights a major debate in the area of SEN thinking at present. The 

trend is to promote inclusion of all children with SEN into mainstream schools. 

However, it is sometimes tempting to regard the history and trends of special education 

provision in mainstream schools as one of ‘unequivocal and unidirectional progress’ 

towards more efficient teaching and learning (Dyson and Skidmore, 2002). As schools, 

educationalists, teachers and parents become more sophisticated, it is presumed that 

outdated segregationist approaches and models are substituted by powerful integrationist 

and inclusive techniques which enable children with SEN including dyslexia to learn 

effectively within the normal mainstream curriculum alongside their peers in mainstream 

classrooms (Dyson and Skidmore, 2002). This section discusses the literature on the 

various systems and postulates the argument for an overarching need for appropriate 

education for children with SEN as opposed to an ideological commitment to inclusion.

Implicit in any discussion in relation to provision in schools for children who experience 

dyslexia are issues of parity of opportunity in education, equality in resources allocation 

and the issues of whether individual learning programmes for children or a whole school 

approach in addressing learning difficulties are more likely to encourage all children to 

reach and maximise their potential (Wearmouth et al, 2002). Added to this difficulty is 

the principle of universal access to education, which is now enshrined in public policy in 

many countries internationally. The impetus to provide for extreme individual 

differences have become all the more pressing as many national education systems adopt 

inclusion polices and endeavours are made to assist those with extreme literacy 

difficulties such as dyslexia within mainstream schools. Thus, accommodating learning 

needs of children with dyslexia becomes more exigent given the present trend towards 

including all children in mainstream schools. To put this principle into effect, policy 

makers are faced with the difficult task of how to make educational provision for all
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children, which takes full account of ‘sameness’ and how children are more alike and at 

the same time takes account of difference and diversity amongst them.

Inclusive education is a term which in recent years has entered the vocabulary of 

educators worldwide and has begun to appear as an informing principle in the education 

policies of an increasing number of countries. Since this growth of interest is 

attributable, in part at least to a single international declaration - UNESCO’s Salamanca 

Statement (1994), it is tempting to assume that the language of inclusion means the same 

thing wherever and by whoever it is used. Unfortunately this is not the case. There are 

real tensions, divergences, even contradictions in the inclusion movement (Mittler, 2001).

It is important to clarify exactly what segregation, integration and inclusion mean. 

Segregation can be seen as putting together groups of children who are thought to have 

similar needs. Ainscow (1999) suggests that integration is about making a limited 

number of additional arrangements for individual children with SEN in schools which 

themselves change little overall. In this respect, integration is seen as an assimilationist 

process, in the sense of viewing a full mainstream placement as depending on whether 

children can assimilate to a largely unchanged school environment (Thomas, 1997). 

Dyson (1997) and indeed many others researching and writing about integration and 

inclusion (Barton, 1995; Slee, 1995; Lloyd, 2000, 2002) identify the difficulty as, rather 

than developing inclusive approaches to practise in mainstream education, the integration 

of children with SEN has served to perpetuate and reinforce segregated practices, placing 

the impetus for change on the child being integrated. This has also, inevitably, led to 

responsibility and blame for any lack of success being placed on the child who is seen as 

being unable to fit in or as taking up too much of the teacher’s time, thus disadvantaging 

the other children; or as being unable to cope and needing protection in the form of 

removal from the mainstream.

Inclusion then refers to the extent to which a school welcomes all children as full 

members of their group and values them for the contribution which they make (Ainscow, 

1999). Inclusion implies a restructuring of mainstream schooling so that every school
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can accommodate every child irrespective of disability hence ensuring ‘accommodation’ 

rather than ‘assimilation’ i.e. that all learners belong to a community where the onus is on 

the school to change, adapting curricula, methods, materials and procedures so that it 

becomes more responsive. Booth (1999) argues that inclusion is the process of 

increasing participation of learners in and reducing their exclusion from the curriculum. 

The view is that children with SEN have a right to participate in environments as close to 

normal as possible and to benefit socially and academically from being in the mainstream 

of school and society. Mittler (2001) also argues the same premise and in addition to this 

highlights that all teachers are responsible for the education of all children. In addition, it 

is seen that placing these children in other settings for instruction is regarded as harmful 

and stigmatising for them (McLeskey and Waldron, 1995; Stainback and Stainback, 

1996).

Advocates of inclusion also believe that placing children with disabilities in general 

education classrooms will provide those children with greater access to their general 

education peers, raise expectations for children’s performance, help other children in the 

mainstream be more accepting of the diverse needs of others, and improve coordination 

between regular and special educators (Stainback and Stainback, 1992). However, the 

challenge confronting the inclusive school is that of developing a child-centred pedagogy 

capable of successfully educating all children, including those with SEN.

Although teachers have broadly pledged a commitment to inclusion, there remains some 

apprehension about whether the ideologies of inclusion can be realised for children who 

are placed within competitive educational contexts ‘with an almost exclusive emphasis on 

curriculum knowledge and standard forms of assessment’ (Gamer and Gains, 2000). 

Other obstacles have been a lack of funds for providing an adequate system of support to 

integrated children and their teachers, and difficulties in providing sufficient additional 

training for teachers to enable them to teach children with SEN (Rose, 2001; Gamer, 

2000). Both Harrower (1999) and Farrell (2000) report that the success of inclusion 

depends to a great extent on the availability and quality of the support that is offered in 

the mainstream school. There is additional concern whether a reduction in statementing

66



(UK) or individual applications for support teaching (Ireland) will decrease stakeholder 

rights to an appropriate education (Gamer, 2000).

Inclusive practices as discussed above are one way of addressing the learning needs of all 

children; however inclusion itself is a highly problematic concept. A commanding 

premise that is often made in support of inclusion is that all children have the right to be 

educated in their neighbourhood school together with their peers (Wearmouth et al., 

2002). However, a right to be educated in a mainstream school does not necessarily 

mean that the resources will be available or indeed adequate to meet any particular 

learning need. It is important therefore to consider the individual within the system, 

however, well intended the system is in the desire to achieve equality. Inclusion 

therefore, although in principle aims to maintain equality and equitable distribution of 

teaching time and resources, in reality may be stressful for the teacher and actually 

become exclusionary for some children as their needs may be neglected in view of the 

multiple demands placed on teaching staff. Support should not be measured in term of 

‘extra hours’ of tuition, funding for resources or additional personnel (Wearmouth et al., 

2002). Support is as much about attitudes as about materials, recognition of the difficulty 

as much as resources and above all the need to utilise effective communication between 

all involved in the educational well being of children.

Grainger and Tod (2001) assert further key questions in relation to children educated in 

inclusive mainstream schools and the support they receive. They question whether a 

child has a right to an appropriate education at the expense of overriding an ideological 

commitment to inclusion (Croll and Moses, 2000). They also question whether it is 

justifiable to give an individual child experiencing dyslexia, special education which may 

not be located in their neighbourhood school or indeed if it is reasonable to ‘withdraw’ 

children from classroom contexts. During the 1970s and the 1980s, there was a 

considerable change of attitude within the field of special education, crystallised in the 

recommendations of the Bullock Report (Department for Education and Employment, 

DFEE, 1975) and the Wamock Report (DFEE, 1978). Both reports shared the view that
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special education provision in mainstream schools should be more closely related to the 

child’s overall learning experiences. In Ireland, the Review of Remedial Education also 

stated that the practice of withdrawing children with learning difficulties for learning 

support was problematic (Sheil et al., 1998).

Critics of the withdrawal system consider it to be further stigmatisation of children with 

SEN albeit within the mainstream rather than in a special school or unit (Norwich, 1990). 

Withdrawal concentrates on disabilities rather than on abilities and such a focus, it is felt, 

can lead to a restricted and narrow programme involving little or no work across the 

curriculum. Its emphasis is on recognising basic skills which are absent from the child’s 

repertoire and coaching the child in these skills. This coaching or teaching generally 

takes place outside the mainstream classroom either in a group or an individual basis and 

is often detached and unconnected from the curriculum within the classroom (Dessent, 

1987).

Some researchers have also questioned the long - term effectiveness of such strategies 

(Bullock, 1975; Galloway, 1985; Acchambault, 1989; Sheil et al., 1998). Children most 

in need of continuity in their learning are faced with the task of trying to transfer learning 

from one setting to the other, which rarely happens successfully (Allington, 1986). The 

instruction and learning is often disjointed and uncoordinated due to lack of 

communication and cooperation between the classroom and SEN teacher (Thomas and 

Feiler, 1988). The class teacher may entrust responsibility to the SEN teacher with the 

result that, in some cases, children actually receive less academic instruction than their 

peers as they miss out on aspects of the curriculum (Government of Ireland, 1987). They 

may also encounter difficulties with homework based on activities that they have not 

covered. For mainstream class teachers, withdrawal of pupils at various times of the day 

is very disruptive. At the same time, there is hesitancy on the part of some class teachers 

about working in the same classroom with another adult. There is also the possibility that 

in-class support could be embarrassing for older children (INTO, 2003). For mainstream 

teachers, the support of a SEN teacher who can focus on an individual child can reduce
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the common feeling of guilt experienced when children with SEN including dyslexia 

simply cannot be given enough time and attention in a large class.

The dominant educational model for inclusion in most countries is based on a social 

model of disability, which seeks to reduce barriers to learning and participation. For 

many children, including those with dyslexia, learning difficulties arise from biological, 

psychological and environmental factors as opposed to being human rights issues. Both 

Farrell (1997, 2000) and Low (1997) believe that arguments in favour of inclusion based 

solely on human rights, powerful and influential in their own right, are logically and 

conceptually naive and argue that the basic right is for all pupils to receive a good 

education. Therefore the teaching and learning as well as the planning for provision 

within inclusive settings needs to be realistic when addressing the complexity of barriers 

to learning experienced by children with dyslexia and accept that a social model alone 

may not suffice to meet individual learning needs (Blamires, 2001).

Although there is fairly general acceptance of the idea that children with mild SEN 

should be included in the regular classroom, some educators argue that regular class 

placement may not be the least restrictive learning environment for some children 

(Hochenbury et ai, 2000; Dymond and Orelove, 2001). Mostert (1991) asserts that many 

initiatives to promote inclusion of children with SEN in mainstream reflect a denial of the 

differences which profoundly affect these children who are placed in the mainstream. He 

argues that such an approach will actually perpetuate or even exacerbate such differences. 

Gerber (1996) also highlights the tensions and ethical issues that occur when inclusion is 

interpreted as the right to participate in mainstream education if the mainstream system 

stresses normality and the increasingly perceived need for all participating children to 

attain similar levels of literacy achievement. Hocutt et al. (1991) emphasise that 

appropriateness of educational programmes is more important than where children are 

educated and suggest that it is irresponsible to push ahead with inclusion without 

evaluating the outcomes of such projects. Kauffman and Hallahan (1995) have added to 

the debate on inclusion warning of the dangers of embracing the ‘illusory rhetoric of full 

inclusion’. They suggest that the drive for full inclusion focuses attention on the process
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of education rather than educational outcomes, on mainstream curricula rather than 

functional curricula, on advocacy for programmes rather than advocacy for children, and 

on rhetoric rather than research evidence.

Further criticism of the inclusion movement is expressed by Borthwick-Duffy et al. 

(1996) and Little and Witek (1996) who take the view that many proponents of inclusion 

argue from an emotive and philosophical basis rather than empirical evidence. These 

authors argue that the research evidence to date does not support a full inclusion model 

and therefore suggests that decisions about inclusion should be made on a case by case 

basis. Dyson et al. (2001) have also confirmed that there is no direct evidence of a 

relationship between inclusion and attainment and in fact their findings suggest that 

attainment is largely independent of levels of inclusivity in schools. To date there have 

been some attempts to describe what is seen as good practice with regard to the inclusion 

of children with SEN in mainstream schools, rather than to evaluate the effectiveness of 

the provision (Jones, 1990). In some of the earlier review of the literature, it was 

suggested that integration led to more favourable outcomes for children with general 

learning disabilities but not for children with dyslexia (Carlberg and Kavale, 1980). 

Madden and Slavin (1983) in their comparative research study of segregated and 

integrated settings found that integration was only more effective than special segregated 

settings when mainstream teachers were trained special educators who individualised the 

instruction they provided.

Hornby et al. (1997) state that the most important rights of children with SEN are 

probably the right to an appropriate education, and the right to be fully integrated into 

society. Inclusion in mainstream schools or segregation into special classes or schools is 

only defensible if it facilitates these two rights. Therefore, it is considered that the most 

productive approach or focus would be that of optimising the appropriateness of 

education for children with SEN rather than considering methods of achieving greater 

inclusion. According to Norwich (2008) many reject that inclusion is about location and 

placement at all. Wamock who headed a UK government commission in 1978 into the 

education of children with SEN and pioneered the concept of inclusion has recently
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expressed serious concern about the state of inclusive education in Britain (Wamock, 

2005). She has articulated her disappointment about a process which she believes is 

presently failing. Wamock (2005) has rejected educational inclusion as being ‘all 

children under the same roof. Instead she has argued that a learning concept of inclusion 

is about ‘including all children in the common educational enterprise of learning 

wherever they learn best’.

Many research studies show that children with learning disabilities are poorly served in 

general education classrooms (Lemer, 2003). The fear is that children with learning 

disabilities will not receive the intensive, direct and individualised teaching they need in 

the mainstream classroom (Roll-Pettersson, 2004; Kenny et al, 2005). These educators 

emphasise that special education requires discovering what is unique about each child 

with a learning disability and finding individually designed instruction to meet the 

particular needs of that child. Some doubt has been expressed that children with specific 

learning disability can benefit from full time placement in the mainstream (Klinger et al, 

1998) and there is evidence to suggest that for these children intensive teaching in special 

groups on a part time but regular basis is more effective than in-class support. Children 

with dyslexia, who have major problems in acquiring basic academic skills, usually need 

at least one period per day when they are withdrawn from class and taught individually or 

in small groups. Within the regular classroom it is virtually impossible to provide 

remedial instruction of the intensity, frequency and duration required by these children 

(Klinger et a/., 1998).

Lannen (2002) and Calder (2001) give examples of children who failed in an inclusionary 

setting, but after a period of supportive and appropriate teaching in a structured, dedicated 

resource for dyslexia were able to return to a mainstream setting and benefit more fully 

socially and educationally from the facilities on offer. Even within this special setting it 

can be argued that the principles of inclusion are operating. All children within this 

environment have an entitlement to the full curriculum and to have their social, emotional 

and educational needs met. Therefore a mainstream placement ‘may not be right or not 

right just yet’ for some children (DfEE, 1998, p23). This implies that full inclusion in a
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mainstream setting for some groups of children, although socially and politically 

desirable, may not be educationally appropriate at a given point in time. Hence, with 

support all children can aspire toward an inclusionary educational environment but there 

should not be an assumption that, for all, this is the best practice at every point in their 

school career. Crockett and Kauffman (2001) and Langone (1998) stress the necessity of 

a continuum of services due to the fact that some children with SEN need more than an 

inclusive setting can offer. For this reason it is often argued that the full range of 

placement options, including special schools and special classes, should be retained, thus 

allowing for responsible choices to be made concerning the most appropriate educational 

setting for each individual with a disability.

This discussion has followed the progression or development of special education 

through the concepts of segregation, integration and inclusion. While inclusion has been 

the informing principle in many current educational polices, it appears that much 

apprehension still remains between those who advocate inclusion for all and those who 

believe strongly that some children with SEN can have those needs met most effectively 

in separate settings with alternative curricula and readily available support services. 

Hornby et al. (1997) sum it up in their statement that the most important rights of 

children with SEN are probably the right to an appropriate education and the right to be 

included into society. Inclusion in mainstream schools or segregation into special classes 

or schools is only defensible if it facilitates these two rights and thus the focus could be 

better employed in considering the appropriateness of education rather than considering 

methods of greater inclusion.

Chapter Four now discusses the research methodology employed in conducting this 

research.
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Chapter 4 Research Methodology

4.1 Introduction

If educational research is to change practice for the better...It can only do this by operating
through the minds and the understanding of practitioners (Wilson, 2002, pl43).

This chapter discusses in detail the research methodology used in this research. Research 

in education is a disciplined attempt to address questions or problems through the 

collection of data, analysis of same for the intention of description, explanation, 

generalisation and prediction (Anderson, 1998). The predominant nature of this research 

was qualitative, adopting case study as an approach. The approach was retrospective and 

prospective in design, where the focus was on past trends as well as studying them into 

the future (Kumar, 2005) and where the impact of an intervention was determined on the 

study population without having a control group. It was also longitudinal in style as the 

research comprised of three phases over a three-four year period with teachers, parents 

and children as the principal participants. Data gathered from interview transcripts and 

field notes, questionnaires and assessment results from document analyses were analysed 

using ‘thematic’ and ‘content’ analysis to aid interpretation and comprehension of 

findings. The interpretation of findings aimed ultimately, to change and progress the 

practice ‘for the better’ of the practitioners involved in this research.

This chapter examines a number of aspects pertaining to this research, namely: the 

research context, the design, research with children, style of educational research, 

strategies for data collection, triangulation and finally data analysis and coding processes.

4.2 Context of Research and Exploratory Research Questions

The research questions and the type of information sought influenced the style of research 

selected as well as determining the strategies for data collection. According to Kumar, 

(2005) focusing on the purpose and research questions permits the researcher to 

conceptualise an operational plan to undertake the various procedures and tasks required 

to complete the study and also to ensure that these procedures are adequate to obtain 

valid, objective and accurate answers to the research questions. Little information exists

73



regarding children’s experiences of reading classes and reading schools in the Irish 

educational system and how this form of special education impacts on them when they 

return to the mainstream class. As a result of this gap in this particular knowledge base, 

an overall aim was formulated and became the purpose of this study. The purpose is 

stated succinctly as follows;

The purpose of this research is to examine the experiences of children with dyslexia in a 

two-three year placement in special reading classes or schools, their subsequent 

transition and experiences back in the mainstream class.

Emanating from the purpose, two key research questions were identified, together with 

specific sub-questions and these formed the basis of the overall aim and objectives of the 

study.

Aim

l. Determine children's experiences in specialised dyslexic and mainstream 

settings.

Objectives

la. Identify the teaching and learning approaches utilised in specialised 

dyslexic and mainstream settings.

lb. Examine the academic and emotional progress of children in both settings.

lc. Ascertain teachers ’ attitudes towards children with dyslexia.

ld. Establish how educational support for children with dyslexia is organised in 

specialised dyslexic and mainstream settings.

The next section introduces the research design adopted in this study.

4.3 Introduction to Research Design

Kumar (2005) states that there are broadly two approaches to enquiry; the structured 

approach or quantitative research and the unstructured approach or qualitative research. 

The predominant nature of this inquiry was that of a qualitative approach, as the purpose 

of the study was primarily to describe a situation, and data collection and analysis were
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completed without quantification, although some reference to quantitative inquiry 

featured. Both forms of inquiry have philosophical foundations, characteristics and 

techniques that make them appropriate for the exploration of certain research questions 

and wholly inadequate for the investigation of others (Borg and Gall, 1989; Freebody, 

2004). However, a qualitative approach permeated this research and its merits are 

examined in the following section.

4.3.1 Qualitative Research
Qualitative research as a form of inquiry explores phenomena in their natural setting and 

utilises many methods to provide a rich, contextualised picture of an educational or social 

phenomenon as well as helping to interpret, understand, explain and bring meaning and 

logic to them (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; Anderson, 1998; Schwandt, 2001). This 

emphasis on examining the whole natural setting in order to interpret reality is perhaps 

the most important characteristic of the qualitative research paradigm and results in much 

investigation being aimed at an understanding of the social, cultural and historical setting 

in which the investigation occurs (Reichardt and Cook, 1979; Burgess, 1982; Lincoln and 

Cuba, 1985). It can also be perceived as a process which is depicted as attuned to the 

gradual revelation of events over time in a micro environment and to the interconnections 

between the actions of participants in small scale aspects of social reality (Bryman, 

2004). Qualitative research methods may be largely subjective as they predominately 

rely upon the investigator’s skills of observation and interpretation to provide valid 

information rather than on measurement instruments. Qualitative research is also 

conducive to purposive rather than random sampling which is a predominant feature in 

this study. Borg and Gall (1989) suggest that by purposely selecting a wide range of 

subjects to observe, including deviant cases who are often missed by random sampling in 

quantitative research, the qualitative researcher will have an opportunity to uncover the 

full range of ‘multiple realities’ relevant to the inquiry.

Further rationales for the use of qualitative methods in this research included the 

flexibility that ensues where the investigator can start with a tentative design and further 

progress this design to include variables that were not anticipated prior to the start of
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observation as the inquiry gets underway (Silverman, 1998). In this research, outcomes 

of data collected in the first and second years informed subsequent instrument design. 

The researcher also has an active role in interpreting outcomes as well as studying 

inductive data in order to uncover unanticipated outcomes. This research capitalised on 

the close rapport developed, particularly between the researcher and teacher and children 

participants, in capturing their educational settings. Hence, as the qualitative researcher 

aspires to reconstruct reality from the frame of reference of the subjects, it follows 

logically that the respondents may in some cases be better capable than the investigator of 

understanding the complex interactions that have been observed and of accounting for the 

influence of local values on these interactions. In a sense, the perspectives of those being 

studied, what they perceive as important and significant, provide the point of orientation 

(Bryman, 2004). These emphases were key aspects underlining this particular research.

As this research examined the experiences of children, the next section addresses some of 

the literature regarding research with children which influenced the style adopted in 

conducting the study. In addition, the framework utilised, the research context, 

participants and consent processes, as well as the pertinent ethical principles are outlined.

4.4 Research with Children and Style of Educational Research

There has been an increasing interest in understanding children’s experiences and 

perspectives on their own lives (Tangen, 2008). Internationally, the voices of children 

with disabilities and learning difficulties were largely absent from research until 

relatively recently (Whyte, 2006). Children’s right to be considered as individuals and 

persons has been postulated publicly in a number of different forums including the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), the Children’s Act (2004) in the 

UK and The National Children’s Strategy (Government of Ireland, 2000) in Ireland. In 

the past, children’s research was influenced by the positivist paradigm with an emphasis 

on measurement, abstraction and statistical relationships (Hill et al, 2004). By direct 

contrast, studies involving adult participants had been influenced by social constructivist 

and qualitative approaches (LaRossa and Wolf, 1985). Scott (2000) states that much of 

the research that does take children into account is concerned with the impact of children
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on adult lives, rather than focusing on children as social actors in their own right. 

Therefore, when children are asked their opinions, it appears quite a novel event, as 

traditionally schools are not places where children are encouraged to express their 

opinion (Kersher and Chaplain, 2001). While teachers and parents can provide useful 

insights regarding children and are part of the sample in this research, the direct responses 

of children provide a far more complex account of children’s lives (Scott, 2000). 

Researching children’s experience is premised on the opinion that children are not 

homogeneous and that there should be recognition that they experience their worlds and 

lives in an individual and distinctive manner and that their worlds are themselves all 

different (Green and Hogan, 2005).

Mayall (2001) refers to two approaches when carrying out research that involves 

children: research on children where the adult is perceived as superior to the child and has 

the knowledge to document childhood; and secondly research with children where the 

emphasis lies in the fact that good information about children must originate from 

themselves. However, Messiou (2008) believes that there is a third approach which 

refers to ‘research about children’. This latter approach was adopted for this research as 

the children were not treated as subjects but actively participated but yet not involved in 

the design of the study or involved as researchers.

Both quantitative and qualitative approaches have their place in doing research with 

children. According to Green and Hogan (2005) an immense range of different methods 

have been developed and employed in children’s research and the choice of methods 

should depend on its appropriateness to the purpose and nature of the research. However, 

the active role that children play in constructing their own developmental story is 

increasingly acknowledged and requires an appropriate methodology that allows 

researchers to access and understand children’s experiential life (Green and Hogan, 

2005). Christensen and James (2001) maintain that there is no need to adopt different 

methods but to adopt practices which resonate with children’s own concerns and routines. 

Such research also calls for the use of methods that can encapsulate the nature of 

children’s lives as lived rather than those that rely on taking children out of their
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everyday environment. The focus of enquiry should then be on the quality of individual 

lives, the personal experiences and reactions to the world, the richness and depth which 

cannot be found at the surface and where statistical methods can only play a minor role.

As this research investigated the experiences of children in specialised dyslexic and 

mainstream settings, cognisance was taken of the importance of listening to children’s 

own voice in construing their personal experiences. Hence, the case study was selected 

as the most appropriate style of research as it permitted children to relate their 

experiences as well as allowing their parents and teachers to contribute their views. The 

next section rationalises the style of research adopted in understanding the educational 

settings as experienced by children.

4.4.1 Case Study Approach
Following on from the previous paragraph, Hitchcock and Hughes (1995) suggest that 

case studies are distinguished less by the methodologies that they employ than by 

subjects of their inquiry and believe that this approach is particularly valuable when the 

researcher has little control over events. Yin (1989) defines the case study research 

method as an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its 

real life context; when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence are used. Rose and Grosvenor (2001) 

state that case study as an approach is concerned with an in-depth investigation into an 

individual, group or collection of individuals which have comparable attributes and can 

be embarked on using a variety of data collection methodologies and according to 

Freebody (2004) can refine the ways in which practice is theorised. Hence, this style of 

research is conducive to the groups of individuals involved, namely, children, teachers 

and parents.

Yin (1989) proposes that there are many types of case study design including multiple 

case design which is utilised in this study due to number of schools involved. Bassey 

(1999) refers to at least three different forms of educational case study; including ‘theory 

seeking and theory-testing case study’, ‘story telling and picture drawing’ and
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‘evaluative’. For the purpose of this research, the ‘story telling and picture drawing’ type 

is the most appropriate where the intention is to provide an accurate picture of events as 

well as clarifying what ‘really happens’ within schools for a particular group of children 

with dyslexia. In a sense, the case study strives to portray ‘what it is like’ to be in a 

particular situation, to catch the close up reality and ‘thick description’ of the people or 

participants’ experiences of (in this instance children), thoughts about and feelings for the 

situation’ (Geertz, 1973). The information may then be utilised to enable the schools 

being studied to alter polices or actions or alternatively confirm the effectiveness of 

existing structures and also permit other institutions to generalise from some of the 

findings.

Case study research does not normally involve large populations or instances of the 

phenomena being studied. Hence, when choosing these approaches, scepticism and 

credibility may arise about the findings, predominantly about the ability to generalise 

from the findings of a limited number of cases and the risk that findings may be biased 

due to the intense exposure to the study of the case. This will always raise questions 

about the representativeness of the data and how far it is justifiable to generalise from the 

findings (Denscombe, 2004). Denscombe (2004) emphasises however that ‘the extent to 

which findings from the case study can be generalised to other examples in the class 

depends on how far the case study example is similar to others of its type.’ Bassey 

(1981) shares beliefs similar to Denscombe and states that if case studies are conducted 

systematically and critically and are ultimately being used for educational improvement, 

are relatable and if through publication of findings they broaden the boundaries of 

existing knowledge, then there are valid types of research.

Yin (1989) outlines the conditions necessary to justify the selection of a case study. 

These include the type of research question posed where the focus is on ‘how’ and ‘why’ 

questions, the extent of control a researcher has over actual behavioural events and the 

degree of focus on contemporary as opposed to historical events. The key strength of the 

case study method involves using multiple sources and techniques in the data gathering 

process which can include both qualitative and quantitative research. Using a multiple
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case design of ten specialised dyslexic settings and twenty mainstream settings allowed 

for the evidence gathered to be more compelling and robust and permitted the external 

generalisability of the findings to be increased.

4.4.2 The Longitudinal Study Design
Longitudinal studies look at individuals, groups, institutions, methods and materials in 

order to describe, compare, contrast, classify, analyse and interpret the entities and events 

that make up their various fields of inquiry (Cohen et ai, 2007) and therefore are 

particularly relevant in this research context. It was particularly appropriate in this 

instance as the research was conducted over a period of time on the same variables for the 

same group on an extended series of occasions (Robson, 2003; Cohen et at., 2007). 

Robson (2003) argues that longitudinal studies essentially describe what the present 

relationships are, among variables in a particular situation and account for changes in 

these relationships as a function of time. These can be either relative or comparative and 

may precede or follow some intervention or other event and consequently examine its 

effects over time. Kumar (2005) also discusses the reference period of longitudinal 

studies and categorises these as retrospective, prospective or retrospective-prospective. 

The latter period was the one most appropriate to this study as the research focused on 

past trends in a phenomenon and studied it into the future.

Data in this research were gathered over a three - four year period, where successive 

measures were taken at different points in time from the same group of respondents. 

These single groups could also be described as a panel study where the same individuals 

from a particular population were compared at a micro - level analysis over a specific 

interval. As panel studies follow the same individuals over time, changes in specific 

individuals can be noted and possible reasons why individuals have changed can be 

explored (Borg and Gall, 1989). Hence, the merits of utilising a longitudinal approach 

included its usefulness for establishing causal relationships, for making reliable 

inferences, allowing for the separation of real trends from chance occurrences and 

charting growth and development (Freebody, 2004).
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However, cognisance was taken that longitudinal studies may have a tendency to be 

hugely time consuming especially in the area of data accumulation. Sample mortality 

which may heighten over time was also acknowledged and participants were encouraged 

to commit to the research for at least three years, with assurances of as little intrusion as 

possible into the school life of teachers and children and home life of parents by the 

researcher. Fortunately, this research experienced little sample mortality with just one 

child exiting at the end of the first year. However, parental participation did decrease in 

year three of the study with questionnaire responses rates dropping from over 70% in 

years 1 and 2 to 61% in year 3.

The ‘conditioning effect’ (Robson, 2003) was also considered in this research. This 

aspect may impact on longitudinal studies findings, whereby the same participants when 

contacted frequently begin to know what is expected of them and may respond to 

questions without thought, or may lose interest in the inquiry, with the same result. As a 

result, careful consideration was given to this aspect in the design of interview schedules 

and questionnaires. Other issues were kept in mind particularly the difficulty in 

controlling effects, especially where repeated interviewing of the same cohort might 

influence their behaviour, resulting in an undesired and confusing effect on the actions or 

attitudes under investigation or sensitising them and particularly children to matters that 

would have hitherto passed unnoticed. These issues were particularly relevant to the 

children included, where emphasis was on their active participation in the construction 

and determination of their own personal experiences (Christensen and James, 2001).

4.4.3 Frameworks for Data Collection
Much of good research follows a framework developed from previous theory and 

research or by thought and rational deduction and this framework serves to clarify the 

problem and help determine the most suitable approach to its solution (Anderson and 

Arsenault, 2000). A framework as defined by Anderson and Arsenault (2000) allows the 

researcher to explore the relationships between variables in a logical and prescribed 

fashion. It clarifies questions by relating questions and their constituent sub-questions 

and it summarises the overall concept being explored.
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A combination of two frameworks was utilised in this research. The first was adopted 

from Kershner and Chaplin’s (2001) multi-levels of analysis for research in SEN namely; 

pupil, adult and structural. While acknowledging that the three levels were not mutually 

exclusive, the framework allowed the researcher to initiate and engage with the problem, 

while simultaneously becoming part of the process of planning. It also facilitated the 

identification of a methodology and framework for conducting the analysis. The second 

framework adopted (Robson, 2003) was used as a model for breaking the research down 

into its component parts as well as being an underlying rationale for the direction and 

planning of the investigation.

Levels of Analysis

Kershner and Chaplin’s (2001) multi-levels of analysis were useful in deciding the range 

of possibilities for investigation and identifying potential difficulties in accessing data, 

but also worked in parallel as well as impacting on each other. At the pupil level, Rose 

and Shevlin (2004) have alerted concerns that in the past, the focus on the study of pupils 

has been on doing research on pupils or about pupils, rather than engaging them fully in 

the investigative process. Roberts (2000) argues that although earlier so called child- 

focused approaches may have listened to children, researchers and practitioners may 

often not have heard them. Allan (2003) reiterates this concern and points out the danger 

of succumbing to a voice fetishism in which the concentration of effort is on the process 

of listening, without actually engaging with children and what has been said.

At the adult level, parents’ and teachers’ perspectives were obtained. Parents are key 

authorities on their children’s needs (Allan, 2003) and have valuable insights into how 

their children might best participate and learn successfully. In many instances, parents 

have been kept at ‘arm’s length’ and sometimes patronised and ignored by professionals 

in education. Hence, parents’ perspectives ultimately played an important role in 

illuminating the experiences of their children in the Irish education system.

Also at the adult level, teachers’ views in relation to attitudes towards dyslexia as well as 

examining their practices in mainstream and in specialised dyslexic settings, i.e. reading
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classes and reading schools were investigated. For the teacher of children with SEN 

including dyslexia, investigation of alternative teaching methodologies and exploration of 

adapted resources especially for children who face challenges with learning were 

explored (Rose and Grosvenor, 2001). Discussion and debate about what works in the 

classroom with particular children has become part of everyday life for the teacher who is 

concerned in achieving success with children who face challenges with learning. Rose 

and Grosvenor (2001) believe that it is necessary that teachers become more active in 

developing an enquiry based profession and also critical that those working in higher 

education, who have developed an expertise in conducting research, develop a liaison or 

partnership with classroom based practitioners. Such collaboration will ultimately guide 

a clearer understanding of how the needs of children may be more effectively addressed. 

At the structural level, schools, third level teacher training institutions and policy makers 

should be concerned with the answers the research questions provide. The structural 

level examines the bigger picture and may concern itself with how national policies 

affect, ultimately, the provision for children with dyslexia. At the school level and 

particularly for the schools involved initially, analysis at this level was seen as an 

opportunity to aid their reflective and reflexive thinking on their own practice in the area 

of dyslexia. While acknowledging that this research had a limited number of 

participating schools, it was felt that the findings or which Bassey (1999) refers to as 

‘fuzzy’ generalisations, could be applied to other schools. Therefore, as well as helping 

the schools involved to enhance their organisations in a move towards better educational 

practices, it might also help other organisations in moving towards better educational 

practices. In the SEN debate. Rose & Gamer (2006) believe that practitioners need a 

credible evidence base from which to argue, insinuating that teachers contributing to 

building such evidence make the data more potent because of its ‘groundedness.’

One of the key functions as outlined in the EPSEN Act (Ireland, 2004) includes the 

planning and co-ordination of educational provision and support services, as well as 

information on best practice and advice to educational institutions on best practice. This 

is directly related to the provision of advice for schools but also relates directly and 

simultaneously to service providers such as third level institutions educating teachers at
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undergraduate and postgraduate level in the area of SEN. These various levels of 

analysis facilitated the gathering of evidence not just about the day to day implications of 

dyslexia, but rather the wider implications affecting children in the decisions made by 

their parents, teachers, schools and policy makers.

While taking cognisance of the above framework for collecting and disseminating data, 

advice from Robson (2003) was followed and his research design framework allowed the 

research to be broken down into its component parts, as well as being an underlying 

rationale for the direction and planning of the investigation (Figure 4.1). The following 

aspects were considered in the overall conceptual framework: a set of research questions; 

a sampling strategy; clear methods and instruments for data collection. The remainder of 

this chapter discusses these aspects in depth.

Purpose

Research
Questions

Theory

Methods Sampling strategy

Figure 4.1 Research Model (Robson, 2003)

4.4.4 Context and Participants
Educational provision for children with dyslexia at primary level in the Republic of 

Ireland operates at three levels. Children may attend a mainstream primary school with 

supplementary provision, usually in the form of learning-support, attend a special reading 

class in a mainstream school for two years or attend a special reading school for two 

years. The researcher’s interest was particularly in the latter two, where the experiences 

of children in these specialised dyslexic settings over a two year - three period were
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explored as well as their experiences in the subsequent transition back to mainstream 

school.

There are 23 special reading classes' in mainstream schools and four reading schools in 

the Irish republic and entry criteria is based on an assessment in the average range of 

intellectual ability and a discrepancy between intellectual ability and performance on a 

standardised test of reading ability of not more than the 2nd percentile (Appendix F) 1 2. 

Although there are 23 reading classes in total, some schools have two or more classes, 

hence decreasing the number of mainstream schools that provide such classes. The 

schools selected were located over a wide geographical area in the Irish republic. Class 

sizes ranged from the smallest enrolment of seven children to the largest of eleven 

children. While the focus centred on children in 3Kl or 4th class, or children in the age 

range nine to eleven, these children were often in a class populated by children from 3rd 

to 6th, particularly in instances where there was only one reading class in the school. In 

six of the eight reading classes, children attended the reading class for the whole day 

where most of the curriculum was taught by the reading class teacher. However, children 

frequently integrated with their mainstream peers for subjects such as Art, Music, P.E., 

Religion or other curricular activities and in some instances Maths, where the child was 

deemed able for that syllabus in the mainstream classroom. In the remaining two reading 

classes, children attended the class until lunch time for literacy and maths and returned to 

the mainstream class for the remainder of the day. However, some of these children 

returned to the reading class again in the afternoon for supplementary individual or small 

group help. In some instances, there was frequent liaison between the reading class 

teacher and the mainstream class teacher regarding children’s progress. In two schools, 

reading class teachers had no contact with mainstream class teachers, as children 

participated in the reading class for the whole day and hence, were not integrated with

1 There are twenty three reading classes attached to mainstream schools in the Irish republic. However, this 
includes schools which have up to three reading classes on their campuses catering for children of different 
year groups. Hence, reading classes which did not cater for children in third or fourth class were eliminated 
immediately from the study. A number of schools declined the offer to participate in the research and one 
school was used solely as a pilot school.
2 In referring to special reading classes and reading schools, the term specialised dyslexic settings was 
sometimes utilised. The rationale for this term was to protect the identity of schools and particularly the 
small number of reading schools in the Irish republic.
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peers in the mainstream class. All children attending the reading classes had come from 

within the school population or from other primary schools within the area, county or 

neighbouring county.

The two reading schools included in this study, catered for whole classes of children from 

third to sixth. In one school, the children were streamed according to their ability and 

engaged in the whole curriculum in their particular class. The other school operated a 

system where children were generally in their base class for literacy and most of the 

curriculum with the exception of different groupings for maths and religion. All the 

children in these two schools had come from other mainstream primary schools.

4.4.5 Sample
The sample in this research included ten specialised dyslexic setting teachers, twenty sets 

of parents, twenty children, twenty mainstream class teachers and twenty support 

teachers. Purposive sampling was utilised to some extent as the group selected was 

deemed to meet the specific needs in the research (Patton, 2002) but stratified random 

sampling was also commendable where the population of children was divided into a 

number of groups or strata where members of the same group share a particular 

characteristic (Robson, 2003). In selecting the sample of children, it was envisaged that 

the selection of specialised dyslexic settings would be chosen from a wide geographical 

area.

As the aim of the study was to follow a group of children for a two year period in a 

specialised dyslexic setting and for a year back in mainstream, the researcher was 

restricted in the choice of classes that could be utilised. Cognisance of potential sample 

bias was acknowledged by the researcher regarding the sample of children which could 

realistically participate. Hence, only children from third or fourth class could feature in 

the sample. As discussed previously, most mainstream schools had only one reading 

class with a pupil-teacher ratio of 9:1 populated by children from third to sixth class, so in
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many instances there was limited or no selection made regarding children,3 overcoming 

the potential bias that children came from particular socio-economic backgrounds. There 

was more scope for sample selection in the two reading schools and the researcher 

provided broad criteria for the class teacher in selecting children. These included 

selecting children aged between nine and eleven, from either third or fourth class, and 

preferably the former,4 5taking cognisance of children who might be able to articulate at a 

reasonable level, were good attendees and finally parents of children who would be 

willing to participate themselves as well as allowing their children to participate over a 

considerable period of time. Hence, two children entering third or fourth class in each of 

the ten specialised settings were selected and would in time return to the mainstream for 

at least one year/ A control group was not required as this was a non-experimental study 

and did not compare groups or individual children in the various settings after a period of 

intervention (Kumar, 2005).

The children sample provided a ready made sample of children’s teachers in specialised 

dyslexic and mainstream settings along with their parents who then became part of the 

study. Recognition of the limitations of a small sample and its generalisation to a greater 

population was acknowledged by the researcher due to the number and distribution of 

children with SEN including dyslexia impacting on the size of the sample and particularly 

where this sample was scattered over a wide geographical area (Mertens and 

McLaughlin, 2004).

4.4.6 Ethical Principles and Children
A number of key principles underpin an ethical approach to research with children which, 

are essentially no different from the issues concerning research with adults and these 

were adhered to in the course of this research. According to Butler (2000) and Eby 

(2000) these issues include respect for people, equity, non discrimination and 

‘beneficence’ as well as taking cognisance that children are active participants and

3 In some instances there were only 1-2 children in either third/fourth class, so all these children 
participated in the study.
4 Preference was given to children in third class in the event of children attending a specialised dyslexic 
setting for three years.
5 This avoided the additional dimension of children transferring to post primary school.
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consent and choice are basic rights in any research (BERA, 2004). Prior to initiating the 

research, ethical clearance was obtained from the School of Education Ethics Committee 

of the researcher’s academic institution.

Kellet (2005) and BERA (2004) advise on the issue of informed consent with regard to 

participating children and state that it is complex because of their minority status but that 

consent should be sought from children provided they have an understanding to do so. 

Barker (2002) regards obtaining and giving consent, not as a one stage process but as a 

continuous process with opportunities to withdraw temporarily or permanently at any 

stage. Often an adult - a parent or guardian (gatekeeper) who has legal care and control is 

the first point of contact to gain access to ask children’s consent. Agreement by parents 

or other relevant adults is usually seen as a prerequisite in most cases. This results partly 

from recognition of the legal status of children as dependents and partly from concern 

about children’s vulnerability (Hill, 2004). The question of when children can give 

informed consent can vary but Mason and McCall Smith (1994, p372) state that many 

nine year olds show ‘a surprising degree of competence’. Thus, children should be 

informed of the aims of the research, the commitment involved, the methods used, who 

will know the results and findings, the timeframe and whether confidentiality is ensured, 

all in language the child understands (BERA, 2004). The consent procedures for 

children, parents and teachers are outlined in the next section.

4.4.7 Consent Process
The initial consent process proceeded over a four month period (September 2005- 

December 2005) as all research requires the consent of those participating. As in all 

research, before individuals can give their consent they need some understanding of what 

is involved and exactly what they are consenting to (Kellet, 2005). Participants must be 

knowledgeable of the aims and objectives of the study, how the data will be collected 

from them and used especially with regard to confidentiality and anonymity and finally 

how the findings will be disseminated. The researcher initially spoke with the principals 

of the specialised dyslexic settings to outline the proposed research project and to gauge 

the interest level in the schools being involved. This was completed by an introductory
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phone-call, followed by a letter detailing the aims of the study, the proposed sample, the 

duration and procedures for data collection. As the responses were very positive, the 

proposed process was outlined in written format for approval by boards of management, 

followed by discussions with each individual teacher about their interest in partaking in 

the research. On agreement of participation, the researcher spoke with each teacher by 

phone and forwarded a letter regarding same. At this point, teachers were asked to 

consider two suitable children for the research taking into account their age, class, ability 

to articulate in an interview and also very importantly parents who would be sufficiently 

interested in having their children involved in the study. Teachers then contacted parents 

by phone, seeking initial verbal consent and subsequently the researcher forwarded a 

letter to parents outlining her aims and objectives, duration of study, information on data 

collection strategies, assurances of confidentiality and an enclosed consent form to be 

signed and returned by post. Parents had the task of seeking consent from their children 

and never at any stage were consents presumed by the researcher.

The researcher took cognisance of the fact that informed consent also relates to ongoing 

consent in that participants may withdraw their consent at any stage and for any reason 

(BERA, 2004). Informed consent which is ethically obtained does not involve any 

element of coercion on the part of the researcher and particularly so in contexts where 

participants are relatively powerless such as children in schools (Kellet, 2005). In the 

second year of the study, the sample (teachers, parents and teachers) was contacted again 

by phone and letter to reaffirm the importance of the research but also to give an opt-out 

option if the need arose (BERA, 2004). In the third and fourth years of the study, new 

members were included in the sample and verbal consent was obtained from mainstream 

principals, class teachers and support teachers in schools where children had returned to 

after two-three years completed in a specialised dyslexic setting/’ Consent from teachers 

required that children would be permitted to engage in an interview during school hours 

in addition to class and support teachers’ consent in engaging in interviews and

6 The new members involved in year 3 & 4 of the research included principals, class teachers and support 
teachers of previous or new mainstream schools. These members were only established at the end of year 2 
or 3 as in many instances, decisions regarding choice of mainstream school by parents did not occur until 
nearer the end of the placement period in the specialised dyslexic setting.
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completing questionnaires. Parental written consent regarding children’s participation 

was also collected in years 3 and 4. At all stages of the study, the researcher sought to 

make her participants feel valued and respected and hence guaranteed and secured their 

future involvement in the research. The researcher also took cognisance of the effects of 

her strategy selection on the participants in procuring data and information as well as 

maintaining interest in persevering in the study. Finally, all research participants were 

informed of the researchers’ intentions regarding the debriefing process. Copies of the 

summary findings at the conclusion of the research were promised to all participants.

4.4.8 Timeframe for Research
Data were collected from teachers, parents and children over a three - four year period. 

The data collection commenced in February 2006 and was completed in April 2009. 

Phase One of the research commenced in February 2006 and ended in May 2006. Initial 

data collection was gathered from interview, questionnaires and assessment results 

through the study’s sample of teachers, parents and children. Three main objectives were 

determined for each group: firstly the nature of teacher attitudes regarding dyslexia and 

the teaching approaches, methodologies and organisation employed in specialised 

dyslexic settings; secondly parents’ perspectives were ascertained regarding their 

satisfaction levels with children’s progress academically and socio-emotionally in 

specialised dyslexic settings; and finally children’s views were determined regarding the 

differences between education received in mainstream and their placement in specialised 

dyslexic settings, particularly in regard to teaching instruction, progress and happiness. 

Initial results where available were gathered from standardised tests prior to intervention.

Phase Two took place between February 2007 and May 2007. Again views of teachers, 

parents and children were obtained and results from post intervention tests were gathered. 

Data collected from teachers investigated transition preparation for children returning to 

mainstream, explored parents’ perspectives regarding satisfaction levels with specialised 

dyslexic settings in terms of academic and socio-emotional progress over a two year 

period and established parents’ thoughts about children’s pending transition to 

mainstream. Finally, children’s opinions regarding their progress and happiness over the
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two year period were gathered simultaneously with information about transition. 

Assessment results at the termination of the placement period in specialised dyslexic 

settings were also gathered where available. 7 8

Phase Three of this research was conducted between the period January 2008 and June 

2008 and reviewed the overall impact of education received in specialised dyslexic 

settings on children, on their return to mainstream. A number of aspects were explored 

including teacher attitudes towards dyslexia, teaching approaches, methodologies and 

organisation employed in mainstream schools as well as determining how children had 

settled back into mainstream. Parents’ perspectives ascertained satisfaction levels 

regarding children’s academic and socio-emotional progress. Finally, children’s own 

views of their progress and happiness in mainstream classroom as well as details of their 

experiences of transition to mainstream were investigated to complete the research. 

Assessment results where available were also collected, after one year completed back in 

the mainstream setting.

An overview of the specific timeframe, particular participants involved and the strategies 

employed is presented in Table 4.1.

7Three children remained for a further year in specialised dyslexic settings; hence views of teachers, 

parents and children were determined in the period January 2008-June 2008 covering the objectives for this 

particular phase.

8 In addition, the views of teachers, parents and children were obtained covering the above aspects for the 

three children who participated for a third year in specialised dyslexic settings in January 2009.
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The next section reviews the strategies for data collection as well as some of the 

ethical, validity and reliability issues of each approach.

4.5 Strategi es for data collection

This section provides an overview of the particular strategies chosen to answer the 

research question. Three principal strategies were utilised for gathering data, namely, 

interviews, questionnaires and documentary analysis in the form of assessment 

information. The characteristics, piloting issues and reliability and validity concerns 

of each are addressed with a brief overview of the merits in using all three strategies 

in creating triangulation.

4.5.1 Interviews
Frederickson and Cline (2002) recommend a number of methods for evaluating 

learning environments and interventions. The most commonly used strategies include 

direct observation, investigating pupils’ perceptions through questionnaire/interview, 

and investigating perceptions of teachers and parents. After careful consideration the 

interview was chosen as one of the most appropriate strategies to collect the type of 

data required from children and their specialised dyslexic teachers in years one and 

two of the research. Relevant data from class teachers’ and children’s interviews 

were also collected in the third and fourth year of the study.

Kvale (1996) observes that the use of interview in research, marks a ‘move away from 

seeing human subjects as simply manipulable and data as somehow external to 

individuals, and towards regarding knowledge as generated between humans, often 

through conversations.’ Canned and Kahn (1968) define the research interview as a 

‘two person conversation initiated by the interviewer for the specific purpose of 

obtaining relevant information and focused by the interviewer on content specified by 

research objectives of systematic description, prediction or explanation.’

There are various types of interviews including normative and key informant. 

Normative interviews involve the collection of data which is classified and analysed 

statistically. The key informant type or the qualitative interview was the type 

predominately used in this research as it did not involve a statistical analysis of a large 

number of respondents but probed views of a small number of elite individuals in
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relation to their particular experiences and subject knowledge (Anderson, 1998). The 

other positive aspect of this particular format was the ability to produce rich detailed 

answers as opposed to answers generated from quantitative research which are coded 

and processed easily (Bryman, 2004).

Characteristics of Interviews

The format of standardised semi-structured interview was the predominant approach 

adopted in this research where predetermined questions were constructed and 

suggestions for probes and prompts were included. As the researcher was more 

interested in the uniqueness of the responses and what individuals stated about their 

personal situations, a more open ended and unstructured interview format was 

necessary to allow for maximum flexibility and individual responses. This allowed 

the researcher to have a list of questions or fairly specific topics to be covered, but 

allowed the interviewee a great deal of leeway and scope in how to reply (Bryman, 

2004). Questions did not necessarily have to follow on exactly in the way outlined on 

the interview schedule and other questions could be included as the researcher probed 

beyond the answers in a manner which would not appear prejudiced to the aims of 

standardisation and comparability (May, 2001). This facilitated the researcher to 

engage fully in dialogue, to pick up on aspects stated by the interviewees, seek 

clarification and elaboration on answers given and take the questioning in different 

directions where appropriate. Questions were carefully drafted and worded to 

minimise ambiguity and organised into six main areas including: dyslexia awareness, 

system model, transition, teaching and learning approaches, progress and socio- 

emotional factors. Cohen et al. (2007) advise on the interpersonal and interactional 

elements of interviews and hence cognisance was taken to ensure the translation of 

academic language of the interviewer into the everyday and colloquial language of the 

interviewee, in order to generate rich descriptions and authentic data. The sequence 

and framing of the interview questions was also addressed ensuring that easier and 

less threatening, non-controversial questions were addressed earlier in the interview, 

in order to put respondents at ease (Patton, 2002).

The questions were varied in nature and included closed, open or scale items, where 

respondents were required to choose from two or more fixed alternates or open ended, 

where no restrictions were placed on the content or manner of the reply other than on
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the subject area (Anderson, 1998) (Appendix B). Closed questions have some 

advantages over open ended questions as they are specific and frequently restrict the 

options available to the respondent. Classifying, collating, recording and analysis of 

closed questions are hence easier and more time efficient. Open ended questions 

which are used regularly in key informant interviews and provide a frame of reference 

for respondents’ answers with a minimum restraint on their answers and expression 

(Borg and Gall, 1989) allowed the order to be modified based upon the interviewer’s 

perception of what seemed most appropriate. This allowed for topics and open ended 

questions to be constructed but the exact wording and sequence having flexibility 

built into them and questions which appeared inappropriate with a particular 

interviewee to be omitted or additional ones included. The majority of questions on 

the interview schedule were of this nature which allowed greater exploration of 

knowledge, cleared up misunderstandings and enabled the researcher to make a truer 

assessment of what the respondent really believed.

Consideration and contemplation were given to the nature of open ended questions in 

the interview schedule as well as deliberation on how to develop a satisfactory method 

of recording. Data yielded in the unstructured response are more difficult to code and 

quantify than data in the structured response and can lead to the loss of control by the 

interviewer, placing more stress on the interviewer’s skills as well as in the 

subsequent analysis and quantification of open ended questions (Robson, 2003). The 

researcher followed advice from Cohen et al. (2001) regarding the minimisation of 

these issues in the course of the interview. Summarisation of interviewees’ responses 

featured in all of the interviews conducted, with efforts not to break the continuity of 

the dialogue as well as not accentuating responses that agreed with preconceived 

expectations already formed by the researcher and hence avoiding bias. However, in 

general the format of open and closed questions in the schedule was complementary 

and worked well together to provide a balanced, smooth-flowing yet controlled 

interview.

Probes and prompts as techniques were used and complemented the interview 

process. Probes were essential in exploring interviewees’ responses and involved the 

use of a period of silence, an enquiring glance, repeating back all or part of what the 

interviewee had just stated (May, 2001). Prompts were also utilised with teachers and
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children, where the interviewer expected a range or set of possible answers whilst 

ensuring that all prompts were used in a consistent manner with different interviewees 

and formed part of the interview record.

Similar to any strategy used to collect data, there were many merits in using the 

interview. However, the direct interaction of the interview is the source of both its 

advantages and disadvantages as a research technique. The researcher was able to 

answer questions concerning both the purpose of the interview and any 

misunderstandings experienced by the interviewee, as sometimes in the case of the 

latter, the same interview questions have different meanings for different people. The 

interview technique was useful as it could be conducted at an appropriate speed with 

different interviewees as well as allowing for greater depth (Robson, 2003).

However, there are challenges inherent in the interview process. Interviews can be 

subjective and prone to bias on the part of the interviewer. The researcher was 

conscious that response effects such as eagerness of the respondent to please the 

interviewer, a vague antagonism that might arise between the interviewer and 

interviewee or the tendency of the interviewer to seek out answers that supported her 

preconceived notions were a number of factors that might contribute to data bias 

obtained from the interview (Borg and Gall, 1989). For this purpose, the interviewer 

and interviewee needed to establish an inter-subjective understanding. On the one 

hand the pursuit of objectivity requires a distance in order to ‘socially situate the 

responses’ (May, 2001) and on the other hand sustained relationship appears to 

produce a more successful interview. Lee (1993) also raises the issue whether there 

should be a single interview that maintains the detachment of the researcher or 

whether there should be repeated interviews to gain depth and to show fidelity to the 

collaborative nature of research. The researcher took cognisance of this aspect in 

relation to the multiple interviews with teachers and particularly children.

Simons (1982) and McCormick and James (1988) comment on particular problems 

involved in interviewing children, for example; establishing trust, maintaining 

informality, avoiding the assumption that children know all the answers and also the 

real issue particularly in this research, of interviewing children with articulation 

problems or language processing difficulties. These issues were prominent in this
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research and question construction was given careful consideration so that questions 

were pitched at the right level and rephrased where necessary during data collection. 

Brodzinsky et al. (1984) highlight the importance of appropriate language usage and 

that the language used between adults and children must be adapted to the linguistic 

understanding of the latter, including checks and repetition. This was particularly 

important in this study as dyslexia is a language based difficulty and many children 

may have difficulty understanding and processing language used by the researcher. 

The researcher sought to minimise the authority figure that could be conveyed by 

using informal and familiar language (Alderson, 2000). The researcher also took 

cognisance of intrusion issues regarding children’s ability to discuss their dyslexia, 

particularly where children may not have perceived it as particularly problematic and 

an area which had not previously been perceived as unusual (Lewis, 2001).

In qualitative interviewing, it is recommended that researchers record and then 

transcribe interviews for the purpose of detailed analysis. However, the researcher 

was unable to conduct and record many of the interviews outside of the classroom due 

to the difficulty of accessing substitution teaching cover. As a result, interviews with 

teachers and children were convened in the classroom where it was deemed 

inappropriate to use a dictaphone due to the background noise. In these instances, 

extensive field notes were recorded. The researcher was also happier to conduct the 

children’s interview in their classroom in the presence of the teacher as she and the 

children were unfamiliar with one another. However, children actively participated 

and were still open in their responses. In a number of cases, teachers’ and children’s 

interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed.

In the third and fourth years of the study, a structured interview was utilised with class 

teachers. This decision was justified by ‘fitness for purpose’ as explained by Cohen et 

al. (2001) where the information sought was that of comparable data across people 

(i.e specialised dyslexic setting teachers and mainstream class teachers) and was more 

standardised and quantitative in nature. The exact wording and sequence of questions 

were determined in advance and class teachers were asked similar questions in the 

same order

98



Piloting

Piloting advice from Drever (1995) was adopted in relation to the interview schedules 

of teachers and children. This had many benefits for the researcher before her 

complement of participants or samples were exposed to the final interview plan. In 

piloting, the researcher had the opportunity to have a ‘trial run’ under realistic 

conditions with two specialised dyslexic setting teachers, two class teachers and four 

children from the same two schools. This was repeated for each new interview 

schedule in each year of the study. These interviewees were similar to the sample or 

population chosen in the study but were not included in the final data gathering 

exercise. The pilot facilitated the quality of the interview schedule by redesigning or 

altering wording of questions posed, eliminating redundant questions in response to 

the reaction and interpretation of the teachers and children and allowed for 

adjustments to the probing and prompting techniques. This was particularly important 

for children in ensuring that each individual question was at a comprehendible level 

and gave the researcher practice in asking questions audibly and at the correct pace. 

Once the initial pilot was completed with one teacher and two children, the revised 

and refined document was subsequently piloted with another teacher and two 

children. Teachers selected in both pilots were forthright in their criticisms and 

recommendations of the instalment. The pilot was also crucial in estimating the time 

interval to engage in the interview process, 45 minutes for teachers’ interviews and 20 

minutes for children’s interviews and in addition allowed the researcher some practice 

and experience of using the interview schedule prior, to the actual interviews, infusing 

a greater sense of confidence in using the instrument.

Reliability and Validity

Reliability and validity are important criteria in establishing and assessing the quality 

of research be that in quantitative or qualitative research. However, some writers 

have suggested that qualitative studies should be judged or evaluated according to 

quite different criteria from those used in quantitative research. Lincoln and Cuba 

(1985) postulate the need to clarify terms and ways of establishing and assessing the 

quality of qualitative research that provide an alternative to reliability and validity of 

quantitative research. They propose two principal criteria for assessing qualitative 

research, namely, trustworthiness and authenticity
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Trustworthiness is made up of four criteria, each of which has an equivalent criterion 

in quantitative research: credibility which equates with internal validity; 

transferability with external validity; dependability parallels with reliability and 

confirmability with objectivity in quantitative research (Lincoln and Cuba, 1985). 

The primary reason for Lincoln and Cuba’s unease about the use of the terms 

reliability and validity, is that the criteria presuppose that a single absolute account of 

social reality is feasible.

The use of credibility of findings and data entails both ensuring that research is 

carried out according to good practice, submitting the findings to the members of ‘the 

social world’ or, in this particular research, the interviewees and also for confirmation 

that the data are accurate and reflect their situation. For example in this research, 

respondent validity was obtained by summarising details of interviews undertaken to 

ascertain whether field notes reflected accurately the participant’s position.

Transferability with its associations with external validity entails the ‘intensive study 

of a small group or individuals sharing certain characteristics where the findings tend 

to be oriented to the contextual uniqueness and significance of the aspect of the social 

world being studied’ (Lincoln and Cuba, 1985). As a result, the researcher produced 

what Lincoln and Cuba define as ‘thick description’ which may provide others such 

as teachers or third level educators with a database for making judgments about the 

possible transferability of findings to other ‘milieu.’

The third aspect the researcher took cognisance of was that of dependability. Lincoln 

and Cuba identify dependability as similar to reliability, which means stability of 

observed changes over time. In qualitative research, change is acceptable and 

expected and should be tracked and also documented. They elaborate further on this 

factor and emphasise the need for excellent records to be kept at all stages of the 

study. Extensive and detailed interview field notes and transcripts (500 pages of 

typed field notes) and the researcher’s peers (colleagues) became the ‘auditors’ to 

establish how far proper procedures had been followed.

The final aspect of trustworthiness considered was that of confirmability. This 

measures the ability of the researcher to be objective and ensures that personal values
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or theoretical inclinations are not manifested through the research data. In addition, 

qualitative data can be tracked to its source and the logic used to interpret the data is 

made explicit. In this instance, the researcher’s peers reviewed a sample of field notes 

and interview transcripts to determine and verify whether the conclusions reached 

were supported by the data.

The second criterion for assessing qualitative research is that of authenticity and the 

capacity of the researcher to present a balance of all perspectives, values and beliefs in 

presenting views (Mertens and McLaughlin, 2004). Bryman (2004) takes this a step 

further and suggests that as a result of authenticity, the research should impact on the 

participants of the study and help them arrive at a better understanding of their social 

milieu and perhaps act as an impetus to them to engage in action to change their 

particular circumstances. Silverman (1998) suggests other measures to improve 

reliability and validity which the researcher acknowledged in increasing the 

authenticity of the study. Silverman notes the importance of interviewees interpreting 

questions in the same way and also the importance of careful piloting of interview 

schedules. Oppenheim (1992) also discusses the impact of poor prompting and 

probing as well as leading questions resulting in bias. These particular issues have 

been discussed in a previous section. Finally, the researcher forwarded interview 

schedules to teachers prior to interviews being conducted, to enable time for reflection 

in regard to the questions and issues being posed and hence adding to the overall 

quality of responses. The interview schedules for children were forwarded to parents 

prior to the actual interview, potentially overcoming the difficulty of questions being 

overly complex for the child or the content unsuitable. These preparations allowed 

for enhanced trustworthiness and authenticity of data collection in this research.

Role of the Interviewer

Trainor (2005) believes that researcher credibility and rapport influence how 

participants perceive the researcher and hence the subsequent quality of the 

interaction. While the interviewer may believe that the data collection exercise is 

paramount, it is necessary that the interview is also perceived as a social, interpersonal 

encounter. The role of the interviewer is to get interviewees to talk freely and openly 

and the behaviour of the interviewer is crucial in their willingness to do this (Robson, 

2003). Hence, the researcher established an appropriate atmosphere, such that the
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participants felt comfortable and secure to talk freely. This operated at several levels. 

Firstly, there was the need to address the cognitive aspect of the interview, ensuring 

that the researcher was sufficiently well informed about the subject matter resulting 

but also ensuring that the interviewee did not feel threatened by lack of knowledge. 

Simons (1982) and Lewis (1992) believe that this is a particular problem when 

interviewing children who will tend to say anything rather than nothing at all, thereby 

limiting the possible reliability and validity or trustworthiness and authenticity of the 

information collected.

Issues such as the interpersonal, interactional, communicative and emotional aspects 

of the interview were also addressed to ensure active listening by the researcher 

(Robson, 2003; Freebody, 2004). Rapport between the researcher, teachers and 

children was established through discussion of non-school topics. Prior to each 

interview, the researcher recapped on the purpose of the research project as well as 

providing some background information about the researcher herself. This was 

followed by a genuine invitation to participate in the interview keeping in mind 

consent versus assent issues. It was felt that this was important for both ethical 

reasons but also to obtain open, honest and willing contributions, thereby enhancing 

the validity of the outcome data (Burden, 2005). In the majority of cases, teachers’ 

interviews were conducted first so the researcher could obtain some background 

knowledge of the children selected for interview. In most instances, field notes were 

taken as the interviews were conducted in the classroom but in other instances, 

interviews of children were transcribed. Parental written consent was obtained for 

this activity as well as children’s verbal consent. The researcher chose to conduct 

children’s interviews within the classroom due to their unfamiliarity with the 

researcher initially and from a safety point of view. The duration of individual 

teacher’s interviews was approximately 45 minutes while children’s interviews were 

generally completed within 20-30 minutes.

Other considerations were kept in mind during the interview process including the 

researcher’s role in maintaining the dynamics of the situation, such as how to 

maintain the conversation, how to motivate participants to discuss their thoughts, 

feelings and experiences and how to overcome the problems of the likely 

‘asymmetries of power in the interview’ (Kvale, 1996, pi26). Mindful of this, the
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researcher progressed interviews by asking questions to obtain the kinds of data 

sought and giving appropriate verbal and non verbal feedback to the respondent 

during the interview

This discussion summarised the justification of utilising the interview strategy as a 

data gathering technique. The benefits and limitations of interviews as well as the 

necessary conditions to conduct good dialogue were discussed in depth. The 

importance of piloting, techniques to ensure reliability and validity as well as the role 

of the interviewer were argued in the procurement of authentic data. The following 

section examines the use of questionnaires as a second data gathering strategy.

4.5.2 Questionnaires
The questionnaire was utilised in each year of the study to determine the views of 

parents and support teachers in a wide geographical area. Parents received a 

questionnaire in each year of the research and support teachers completed same in the 

final year of the study. Oppenheim (1992) refers to two broad types of survey namely 

the descriptive, enumerative, census type of survey and the analytic relational type of 

survey. The latter was the predominant type used in this study where questions were 

posed followed by a process of examination of group differences from which these 

relationships between variables could be inferred.

Ethical Issues

Cohen et al. (2001) state:

The questionnaire will always be an intrusion into the life of the respondent, be it in 
terms of time taken to complete the questionnaire, the level of threat or sensitivity of the 
questions, or the possible invasion of privacy. Questionnaire respondents are not passive 
data providers for researchers; they are subjects not objects of research (p245).

The researcher was aware that respondents, namely, parents and support teachers 

could not be coerced into completing a questionnaire. Any investigative process 

relating to people’s lives, especially their feelings and emotions, has the potential to 

cause distress so questions need to be designed with care (Kellet, 2005). In an effort 

to adhere to strict ethical standards, the following guarantees were given:

103



1. All participants in the research were offered guarantees of confidentiality, 

anonymity and non traceability;

2. In addition they had the option to withdraw at any stage or not complete 

particular items of the questionnaire;

3. A guarantee that the research would not harm them and every effort made to 

avoid bias and assure reliability and validity in the actual instrument.

Design of Questionnaire

Borg and Gall (1989) highlight the importance of each individual questionnaire item 

and propose that the researcher should have a clear rationale for each item included. 

The focus of the questionnaires for support teachers and parents was on documents 

containing a number of questions (self-completion questionnaire) to be completed 

with the researcher not present. Questions were carefully constructed so that they 

were framed in language respondents understood and were free from misinterpretation 

and ambiguities. A clear structured agenda was outlined and consideration was given 

to an appropriate sequence of questions, consisting of introductory factual questions, 

closed questions and some open ended questions with complexity being kept to a 

minimum. The open ended questions were exploratory and allowed respondents to 

answer in a more personal way and to represent their views without constraint and 

without ambiguity (Kellet, 2005). This was feasible as the sample size was small.12 

The benefits of this approach included scope for respondents to write free honest and 

personal responses in their own terms, to explain and qualify their responses and 

avoid the limitations of pre-set categories of responses (Cohen et ai, 2007).

Questionnaire Response Rates, Benefits and Limitations

Munn and Drever (1995) cite the many advantages in using a questionnaire. In this 

research, questionnaires were seen as an efficient use of time as the researcher could 

design such in her own time as well as respondents completing it in their own time. 

The questionnaire was seen as a particularly suitable instrument for gathering 

information from parents in terms of easier accessibility to their views. The 

questionnaire allowed for standardised questions where all participants were presented

12 The researcher was aware that some respondents may have had reading difficulties themselves so the 
format was reader and respondent friendly. In addition parents were also given the opportunity to 
respond by phone if the questionnaire proved too difficult to complete.
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with the same questions, with no input from the researcher in terms of negotiation or 

clarification regarding the meaning of the question. Similar to the interview schedule, 

the themes focused on the following areas: dyslexia awareness, system model, 

transition, teaching and learning approaches, progress and socio-emotional factors. 

Both support teachers and parents were given options to remain anonymous and it was 

envisaged that the response rate would be high particularly from parents, because the 

subject was highly relevant to their own personal situation. The response rates from 

parents’ questionnaires in years, one, two and three yielded 70%, 72% and 61% 

respectively while the response rate from support teachers was 88%. These 

percentages also reflect the number of additional responses as a result of follow up 

questionnaires forwarded to both support teachers and parents. While Mangione 

(1995) regards 70% as a very good response rate, the researcher felt that the initial 

parents’ questionnaire may have been overly lengthy and may have been a 

disincentive in completing it. Bryman (2004) states that shorter questionnaires tend to 

achieve better response rates than longer ones and hence shorter formats were adopted 

for subsequent instruments. Dillman (1983) also advises using a booklet format and 

using the photocopier to reduce the size of the questionnaire to fit the booklet format. 

The researcher adopted this advice in years two and three as well as a more focused, 

persistent and diligent follow up of non-retumed questionnaires. While parents’ 

response rates were good for years one and two, it appears that sample mortality was 

an issue in year three, possibly due to participant fatigue. In hindsight, it may have 

been appropriate to forward a third copy of the parents’ questionnaire when not 

returned.

However, questionnaires are not without their limitations especially where the 

information collected, tended to describe rather than provide explanations, as well as a 

tendency of the information collected being superficial as the researcher had not been 

present to interpret or explain the meaning of questions. Cohen et al. (2007) also 

discuss the difficulties in using open ended questions where the researcher may find it 

difficult to make comparisons between respondents as there may be little in common 

to compare. There may also be an assumption that respondents will be sufficiently or 

equally capable of articulating their thoughts and committing them to paper.
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Piloting

To increase user friendliness by respondents as well as validity and reliability issues, 

each questionnaire was piloted by two support teachers and two parents in each year 

of the study where appropriate.13 These participants were parents and support 

teachers of children with dyslexia in a mainstream school but were not included in the 

final sample. The pilots for the parents’ questionnaire were executed in each year of 

the study and conducted on a group which, while not part of the research sample, yet 

was comparable to the research population. Two support teachers engaged in a pilot 

for these respective questionnaires.14 This enabled the researcher to understand the 

meaning of the questions to the respondents and how they arrived at their response as 

well as improving poorly worded instructions and questions in identifying potential 

problems. On completion of each pilot for each group of participants, redundant or 

duplicate questions were eliminated and imprecise questions were re-phrased to 

reduce ambiguity. Feedback from parents and teachers also indicated the length of 

time to complete respective questionnaires and the number of questions were reduced 

to ensure completion times were of an acceptable length.

Validity and Reliability

Bell (2001) states that ‘validity tells us whether an item measures or describes what it 

is supposed to measure or describe’ (p65) and ‘reliability is the extent to which a test 

or procedure produces similar results under constant conditions on all occasions’ 

(p64). According to Belson (1986) validity of postal questionnaires can be seen from 

two viewpoints. Firstly, whether respondents who complete questionnaires do so 

accurately and secondly, whether those who fail to return questionnaires would have 

given the same distribution of answers as did the returnees. Due to the relatively 

small sample to receive questionnaires, the researcher followed advice articulated by 

Hudson and Miller (1997) and Kellet (2005) for maximising the response rate and 

thereby increasing the reliability as the tendency for postal questionnaires surveys is 

lower response rates than comparable other methods. In all instances, the 

questionnaire was accompanied by a comprehensive cover letter, including an

1 ’ In years 1, 2 and 3, two parents were selected to pilot the questionnaire. In year 3, 2 support teachers 
piloted their respective questionnaires. Neither parents nor teachers were included in the final data 
collection.
14 These teachers represented the teachers of the two children who were involved in the pilot children’s 
interviews. The parents involved in the pilot parents’ questionnaire represented parents of children 
involved in the pilot children’s interview.
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introductory paragraph which outlined the purpose of the research. Explanations 

regarding how and why participants were selected, an account of the importance and 

benefits of the questionnaire and also the features of the questionnaire itself in terms 

of ease of completion, time to be spent, sensitivity of the questions asked and length 

of the questionnaire were stated. All respondents were invited to contact the 

researcher for more information if required and a stamped addressed envelope and a 

return by date were other incentives for respondents to return the questionnaire. 

These precautions assisted in the validation process.

While bias will always be a feature of questionnaire design, advice by Gavron (1996) 

was adopted to overcome issues of reliability and validity. ‘It is difficult to see how 

this [i.e. bias] can be avoided completely, but awareness of the problem plus constant 

self-control can help’ (pi59). As mentioned previously, reliability was further 

enhanced by following up individuals who did not reply initially, by forwarding a 

reminder letter to non-respondents (parents and support teachers) a month after the 

initial mailing with another questionnaire included.

In order to establish further validity and reliability in this research and complement 

data gathered through interviews and questionnaires, documentary analysis in the 

form of standardised tests scores to gauge children’s progress were also gathered. 

The following section concludes the discussion on strategy selection and addresses the 

issue of triangulation.

4.5.3 Documentary Analysis
The final data collection method utilised in this research was documentary analysis. 

O’Leary (2007) defines it as the ‘collection, review, interrogation and analysis of 

various forms of texts as a source of research data’ (p.177). The documents 

concerned in this research were assessment results of children’s school performance 

from formal and informal tests of literacy recorded by teachers, acknowledging that 

these were secondary data. These were pre-produced and not generated by the 

researcher and hence the credibility of the data accumulated was dependent on 

recognition of the bias/purpose of the teachers but also the researcher herself. The 

next section examines in greater depth, the use of assessment in data gathering in this 

research.
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Assessment

According to Borg and Gall (1989) educational research is usually concerned with 

one of three major goals. Descriptive research, which includes most surveys, is aimed 

at describing the characteristics of a population. Correlational and causal- 

comparative research explores the relationships between two or more variables. 

Experimental research is concerned with the effects of manipulating variables (Borg 

and Gall, 1989). This research observed the correlational and causal-comparative 

case, where scores when available at entry to and exit from specialised dyslexic 

settings were examined. However, it is important to note that the principal focus of 

this research was not to analyse quantifiable data such as scores, however, where 

available, the researcher examined these.

Assessment is an integral tool of teaching and learning where the teacher gathers and 

records information about what and how children learn, plans new learning, utilises 

appropriate methodologies, shares with children what their new learning will involve 

and explores with children what successful learning looks like (NCCA, 2008). The 

NCCA (2008) define assessment as ‘the process of gathering, recording, interpreting, 

using, and reporting information about a child’s progress and achievement in 

developing knowledge, skills and attitudes’ (p7). Hence, the term assessment is 

broader than just the use of standardised test materials and incorporates informal 

sources such as checklists, miscue analysis of writing or reading, observation and 

many more. Standardised tests are often used in educational research projects to 

measure factors such as school achievement.

Measurement plays an important role in each of the three types of research mentioned 

previously and any procedure that produces objective and quantifiable information is 

a form of measurement in its own right (Borg and Gall, 1989). In education, tests 

come in various forms, including written and oral, norm referenced and domain 

referenced, individual and group. Many tests are norm referenced and provide 

information regarding individuals’ performance in relation to peers. A criterion 

referenced test does not compare learner with learner but, rather, requires the learner 

to fulfil a given set of criteria, a predefined and absolute standard or outcome 

(Cunningham, 1998). Such a test provides the researcher and the teacher with 

information that tells exactly what the child has learned regardless of how many
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others might or might not have achieved them. For other types of performance such 

as achievement, a measure that explains what the subject knows in absolute terms is 

often more informative than one that describes his or her performance in relative 

terms and this will be of particular interest to this researcher. The use of these domain 

referenced tests which measure the learner’s absolute level of performance in a 

particular area or domain have been used increasingly to measure achievement related 

performance (Borg and Gall, 1989; Gipps, 1994). These offer teachers a valuable 

opportunity for quick, relevant and focused feedback on a child’s performance.

Characteristics of Standardised Tests

With standardised tests, there is a reference group of people who participated in the 

standardisation of the test, to which researchers can compare the performance of their 

subjects. This reference group is referred to as the norm group. Its raw scores on the 

test are compiled into norm tables, often in the form of percentile ranks, which furnish 

the percentage of students in the norm group who received a similar score or lower 

(Mertens and McLaughlin, 2004).

However, standardised tests have limitations like any other data collection strategy. 

Researchers who choose to use standardised measures are faced with the challenge of 

locating an instrument that was created with a norm group that matches the research 

sample. If the research sample is composed of children with learning difficulties 

including dyslexia, then the test manual needs to be examined to identify 

characteristics of the norm group to determine if such children were in this group 

(Mertens and McLaughlin, 2004). Unfortunately, tests that are standardised are 

usually globally referenced to the general population. Thus most standardised tests do 

not contain information about the performance of people with specific difficulties and 

as a result are most frequently omitted. However, this does not mean that these 

assessments could not be used in research intended for this population. Rather, it 

would be inappropriate to use the norms for interpretations or generalisations 

(Mertens and McLaughlin, 2004).
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Characteristics of Domain Reference Tests

Most achievement tests used in schools evaluate the performance of the individual 

relative to the performance of a well defined group that was tested in order to develop 

test norms (Cohen et ai, 2007). However, there are disadvantages in using norm 

referenced tests as they may well inform about how well the child compares with 

other children but tell little of the child’s specific strengths and needs. On the other 

hand, domain referenced tests or criterion referenced tests address the content or 

domain of the attribute, as defined by the domain, the content that has been acquired 

or learned by the child, rather than comparing the performance to other subjects as in 

the norm referenced test (Mertens and McLaughlin, 2004). It can estimate the 

learner’s ‘domain status’, that is, precisely what is the child’s level of performance 

and specific needs in the domain covered by the particular test (Borg and Gall, 1989). 

The domain referenced test is one that draws a random or stratified sample of items 

from a very precisely defined content area or domain for which the content limits are 

clearly specified. The concept of criterion is applied when the researcher identifies a 

particular level of attainment that subjects should reach as a result of being exposed to 

a particular intervention. Therefore, achievement on domain referenced tests is not 

determined by comparison with how others do on the test. It is related more to the 

exposure to the content and opportunity and ability to learn the knowledge and skills 

being tested.

This research collected assessment information from formal and informal sources. In 

conversation with teachers, information was gathered from a number of sources to 

determine the progress of children in the specialised dyslexic settings and also in the 

mainstream classroom. Results from a multitude of nonn-referenced tests were 

gathered particularly in the area of literacy and these varied in use between schools. 

Some researchers might consider this as a limitation of this particular study, as 

schools administered tests at different intervals during the year and also utilised 

different test instruments. However, the aim was not to compare results and progress 

between settings but to examine individual children’s progress for the duration of the 

placement and in the year following the placement. Children particularly with SEN 

including dyslexia generally underperform in formal testing so there is a danger that a 

narrow view of progress could be adopted. For this reason, the researcher collected 

simultaneously, information from other informal sources (checklists, portfolios of
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work, writing samples, progress in reading using particular reading schemes) to 

provide a more comprehensive overview of progress.

In summary, a short synopsis of some of the merits and limitations of using tests, both 

standardised and domain referenced types has been outlined. As the research was 

largely qualitative, their use was limited to where assessment results were available in 

schools. Hence, this was beneficial particularly for triangulation purposes in 

producing and increasing data as well as maximising validity and reliability in the 

research.

4.6 Triangulation

Research design in general employs one basic methodology, one basic method, taken 

from one methodological context, the qualitative and quantitative. However, it has 

become increasingly popular for a combination of methods of data collection to be 

employed when studying the same educational issue. Such a combination of methods 

is called triangulation. Triangulation can be of various types but only two will be 

briefly considered here; inter-method triangulation which includes two or more 

methods of different methodological origin and nature and intra method triangulation, 

which employs two or more techniques of the same method (Denzin, 1999).

Triangulation is employed for a number of reasons. Using three methods as in this 

case, interview, questionnaire and assessment information involving three categories 

of individuals, allowed the researcher obtain a variety of information on the same 

issue, and to use the strengths of each method to overcome the deficiencies of the 

other. It also allowed increased levels of validity and reliability as well as 

overcoming the deficiencies of single method studies. However, there are researchers 

who disagree with the use of triangulation. They argue that generalisations of this 

kind are unfounded and point to the fact that increasing the spectrum of methods 

employed to collect data does not necessarily improve results (Silverman, 2000). 

Silverman suggests that triangulation is positivistic as it is presumed that a multiple 

data source is superior to a single data source or instrument. The other type of 

triangulation employed in this research was time triangulation. Time triangulation 

goes some way to ensuring that there are no omissions by making use of longitudinal
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approaches. The use of panel studies may also be mentioned in this connection where 

measurements of the same individuals in a sample were compared at several points in 

time. The use of triangulation through use of qualitative and quantitative or mixed 

model approaches in the convergence of results strengthened the conclusions reached 

(Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004).

The final section now addresses the data analysis process and coding mechanisms 

utilised to bring meaning to the data gathered from each participant group.

4.7 Data Analysis and Coding Processes

4.7.1 Frameworks and Models of Analysis
The analysis underpinning this research was facilitated by using a number of 

frameworks and models including Bogdan and Biklen’s two step framework (1992) of 

analysing and interpreting data, Crabtree and Miller’s (1992) ‘template approach’ as 

well as a model created by Miles and Huberman (1994). Kershner and Chaplain’s 

(2001) multilevel approach namely; structural, adult and pupil levels in the context of 

researching SEN underpinned first and foremost the research question at all times and 

this has been addressed in a previous section in this chapter. Reflexive analysis was 

also utilised with the researcher staying as close to the data as possible from the initial 

collection right through to the drawing of conclusions.

4.7.2 Data Analysis
According to Hatch (2002) data analysis is ‘a systematic search for meaning’ and 

allows for the breaking down of data into smaller units to demonstrate ‘characteristic 

elements and structure’ (Dey, 1993, p30). This allows qualitative data to be 

communicated to others. Analysis among other things means that data can be 

organised, managed and interrogated to allow patterns, themes, relationships, 

illustrations, interpretations and theories to emerge. As the study was predominantly 

qualitative in nature and rich in description due to data collection in a natural ‘real 

setting’ over a three-four year period, the study went beyond giving a mere snapshot 

of events.

Simultaneously, the researcher had an active role in this process, thus a two stage 

interpretation process or double hermeneutic was involved as the participants sought
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to make sense of their world and the researcher attempted to make sense of 

participants’ understanding their world. The process of data collection and analysis 

was iterative (Bryman, 2004) and advice of Bogdan and Biklen (1992) was followed 

in initiating structured formal data analysis early in the data collection, which allowed 

for the subsequent direction of further data collection as well as analysing 

concurrently while collecting data. The data were further analysed using the sequence 

or interactive model (Figure 4.2) suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994) in which 

the coded data were sorted, sifted and graphically displayed to identify relationships, 

patterns, themes and differences between groups and gradually elaborating a small set 

of generalisations to a formalised body of knowledge in the form of constructs or 

theories.

Data
collection Data display

Drawing
conclusions/
verification

Data
reduction

Figure 4.2 Miles and Huberman (1994)

In conjunction with the model of Miles and Huberman (1994), a typology called the 

‘template approach’ originating from Crabtree and Miller (1992) was also adopted. In 

this approach, key codes were derived both on an a priori basis and from an initial 

reading of the data. These codes were then used as a template for data analysis, with 

text templates utilised as evidence for template categories. The final stage involved 

using matrix analysis where descriptive summaries of the text segments were 

supplemented by matrices, network maps, flow charts and diagrams.
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Content Analysis

Unlike quantitative data, qualitative data is rarely accessible for immediate analysis 

but requires an initial processing stage of sorting and organising data. Using 

‘progressive focusing’ (Pralett and Hamilton, 1976) the researcher took a wide angle 

lens to gather data and then by a process of sorting, reviewing and reflection, the 

salient features appeared. Data reduction is a key aspect of qualitative analysis and 

must be carried out in a manner that respects the quality of the data. After much 

research into the various types of analysis appropriate for qualitative research, the 

researcher felt content analysis was the most ideal for this study.

According to Gray (2006) and Cohen et al. (2007) content analysis means analysis of 

the content of interviews in order to extrapolate codes, categories and themes from the 

responses of the interviewees until theory emerges that explains the phenomena being 

studied. Content analysis focuses on language and linguistic features, (Mayring, 

2004) takes the texts and analyses, reduces and interrogates them into summary form, 

where pre existing or emergent themes are used to generate theory.

4.7.3 Coding Process
The researcher had access to several hundred pages of data collected through a 

combination of field notes as well as recorded interviews transcribed verbatim. 

Memos and reflective notes were written while reading and re-reading the data to aid 

the analysis process. An idiographic approach to analysis was adopted beginning with 

particular examples and building up to more general categories. Abstract thinking 

(Richards and Morse, 2007) was also employed in classifying, coding, distilling and 

seeking themes towards forming concepts and building theories around them. The 

analysis was iterative and involved close interaction between researcher and text. In 

reading the data, the researcher did so literally, interpretively and reflexively.

According to Fox et al. (2007) reflexivity is about ‘understanding how research is 

affected in terms of outcomes and process, by one’s own position as a researcher’ 

(pi86). Creswell (2003) stresses this further by stating that the researcher ‘cannot 

escape the personal interpretation brought to qualitative data analysis.’ For this 

reason, the researcher engaged in a process of self-reflection at all stages of the 

research process. This included self-examining why this research was particularly
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important for her and avoiding the temptation of having pre-conceived assumptions of 

what she would find. The researcher took cognisance that her own beliefs and biases 

could affect the research participants in the questions posed and how responses were 

interpreted. She was also concerned that her biases might be more favourable towards 

children’s views and this was particularly important at the data collection and data 

analysis stages.

The codes, categories and themes from the first interview transcript helped orient the 

subsequent analysis of the other transcripts, taking cognisance of where participants’ 

accounts were similar but also divergent. Initially the data were organised into a large 

number of codes, then into fewer categories and finally into sub-ordinate themes. The 

two research questions and ten sub-questions formed six of the a priori codes and this 

code list was expanded to include twelve more inductive or open codes on reading 

through data and transcripts. The eighteen codes that materialised from the content 

analysis of the data were displayed initially in a cluster diagram and subsequently 

organised into thirteen categories (Appendix H). Through a process of sequential 

analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1994) these thirteen categories were further reduced 

through comparisons, repeated readings, review of memos and reflective notes and 

discussion into themes. At the conclusion of the analyses process, eight major themes 

emerged, each with a smaller number of sub-themes. However, themes were not 

selected solely on the basis of the prevalence within the data, but factors such as depth 

and richness of data were also taken into account. In determining whether the 

analyses had been exhausted, the researcher identified all deviant cases and ceased 

analysis when no new information emerged. The remaining data were used to write 

up coherent findings. Six of the themes were established a priori themes but were 

broadened to address the research question; the remaining themes emerged from the 

data. The final themes included: dyslexia awareness, system model, progress, 

teaching approaches, transition, collaboration, supplementary support and socio- 

emotional aspects. Child, parent and teacher perspectives were reflected in most 

themes.

The researcher chose to present the data theme by theme as experienced in specialised 

dyslexic and mainstream settings and then amalgamated key issues emerging from the 

groups before the initiation of the interpretation process. Issues were summarised and
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discussed without necessarily identifying exactly from who the specific data were 

derived but interspersed with verbatim responses. Analysis allowed a finer, more 

thorough level of sorting of quotes eliminating those that were not very clear or which 

appeared frequently (Hess et al, 2006). Participants’ quotes were stated to provide 

voice to the participants and concrete evidence to support the themes (Creswell, 

2003).

Summary

This chapter has highlighted the pertinent areas of educational research necessary in 

answering the research question. The approach adopted was an eclectic one 

encompassing both quantitative and qualitative approaches with the major focus on 

the latter. As already stated there were three principal groups of participants namely; 

teachers, parents and children and the educational settings examined included special 

reading schools, special reading classes in mainstream schools and support in 

mainstream schools. The study was longitudinal in style gathering data over a three- 

four year period using interviews, questionnaires and assessment information where 

available. The researcher’s rationale was outlined in the selection of the specific 

design and style of research, strategies for collecting data as well as discussing some 

of the ethical issues of including children as research participants. The merits of 

triangulation were postulated in justifying the researcher’s proposed methods and 

strategies. Finally, the procedures for coding and analysing the data guided by an 

assortment of frameworks concluded the chapter. Chapter Five now presents the 

findings from this longitudinal case study.
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Chapters Presentation of Findings

5.1 Introduction

Chapters five and six present and interpret the researcher’s findings over a three-four 

year period. The data is presented, analysed and discussed with reference to current 

literature where possible.

For clarity and readability purposes, this chapter ‘The Presentation of Findings’ is 

divided into two parts coinciding with the two research questions. Part 1 presents the 

findings from the first research question namely: What are children’s feelings/views 

about participating in specialised dyslexic settings? Part 2 presents the findings 

based on the second research question: What are children’s experiences back in the 

mainstream class? Prior to presenting the findings of this longitudinal case study, the 

objectives for phases 1 and 2 and the respective participants are outlined.

5.2 Part 1

Phase 1

Teachers-Determine teachers’ attitudes towards dyslexia, as well as the teaching 

approaches, methodologies and organisation employed in specialised dyslexic 

settings.

Parents-Investigate parents’ perspectives and satisfaction levels of specialised 

dyslexic settings in terms of children’s academic and socio-emotional progress. 

Children-Determine the differences between educations received in mainstream 

school and their placement in specialised dyslexic settings as well as discussing their 

progress and happiness in these settings.

Phase 2

Teachers-Investigate how children are prepared for the transition back to mainstream. 

Parents-Explore parents’ perspectives regarding satisfaction levels in regard to 

specialised dyslexic settings, in terms of children’s progress academically and 

emotionally over a two-three year period as well as their thoughts about the transition 

back to mainstream.

Children-Determine children’s opinions regarding their progress and happiness over
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a two-three year period in specialised dyslexic settings and their views of the 

transition back to mainstream.

Background Information

In presenting the findings in phases 1 and 2 of the study, eight broad themes were 

identified as already outlined at the end of chapter four. These included: dyslexia 

awareness, system model, progress, teaching approaches, transition, collaboration, 

supplementary support and socio-emotional aspects. These themes investigated the 

experiences of children in specialised dyslexic settings, as well as making reference to 

previous experiences of mainstream. Children’s responses were central in grounding 

findings, and responses of parents and teachers were used to substantiate and validate 

children’s opinions. The findings are now presented under the themes outlined 

previously. The key code indicates the responses from teachers, parents and children.

Key to Codes-Teachers (T) Parents (P) Child Male (Cm) Child Female (Cf) Class Teacher (CT) 

Support Teacher (ST) Reading Class (RC) Reading School (RS)

5.2.1 Dyslexia Awareness
Children were asked to discuss the impact of dyslexia and how it affected their 

experiences in mainstream school, prior to entry to specialised dyslexic settings. Of 

the twenty children, nineteen had an awareness and understanding of dyslexia and the 

characteristics associated with it and stated that parents and specialised dyslexic 

setting teachers had discussed it thoroughly with them. Four issues were raised, 

highlighting the negative impact of dyslexia and the difficulties arising from it 

including: pace of the curriculum, homework, difficulties in particular subjects and 

self-consciousness.

Children commented on the rapid pace of work and their lack of ability to keep up 

with their peers in the mainstream classroom. A comment suggestive of this was 

made by one boy,

‘/ tried my best, but sometimes I wouldn’t catch on and the other children 
would move ahead of me ’ (Cm)(RC).
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Difficulty completing homework was widespread with enormous parental input as 

well as the length of time to complete same. Of fourteen parents, thirteen were of the 

opinion that the homework received in the specialised dyslexic setting was easier and 

took substantially less time to complete. Examples of comments from children and 

parents follow:

‘It takes me half an hour this year compared to three hours last year ’ 
(Cm)(RC)

7 used to get angry when doing my homework last year ’ (Cm)(RC)

'The teacher in the reading class has done lots of examples before we do 
the exercises for homework’ (Cf)(RC)

‘Homework-not as much this year a lot less and easier, the homework 
averages between 20-25 minutes, it’s a mix of exercises, short enough not 
to be overwhelming, very consistent, more challenging and skilled, it is 
very repetitive but he thrives on routine ’ (P)(RC).

The majority of children found many subjects challenging in the mainstream 

classroom, particularly English reading, writing and spelling, Irish, History and 

Geography. Seventeen of the twenty children also found maths problematic 

especially learning tables, mental arithmetic and reading word problems in the 

mainstream class, but felt they were better able to cope in the specialised dyslexic 

setting. Comments included:

‘The highest I got last year in spelling was 2/10 ’ (Cm)(RS)

/ love maths this year as they are taught slower and differently’ 
(Cm)(RC).

Three of the twenty children who attended the reading class in the morning, remarked 

that subjects like History and Geography were problematic due to the difficulty level 

of these texts’ vocabulary. All children were exempt from the study of Irish in the 

specialised dyslexic setting: hence persistent difficulties in this subject did not feature. 

However, one reading class teacher engaged in conversational Irish daily.

Children were highly self-conscious of their inadequacies particularly when reading in 

front of their peers in the mainstream class. Nearly half of the children (nine) felt
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their peers were aware of their difficulties but were empathetic towards them. 

However, there were instances where children felt embarrassed, particularly when 

other children laughed at them when they lost track in reading, displayed poor word 

attack skills or became impatient with them:

‘ The class used to get annoyed when I couldn't read a word and wouldn't 
give me a chance ’ (Cm)(RS)

7 didn't put up my hand so the teacher wouldn’t ask me ’ (Cf)(RC).

Parents were asked to comment on their experiences of the identification process for 

their child in mainstream school. The main areas addressed parents’ perceptions of 

teacher levels of dyslexia awareness, the importance of the identification process as 

well as the impact of dyslexia academically and emotionally as experienced by 

children in the mainstream classroom.

Ten of the fourteen parental responses believed, that they were first to perceive a 

problem and in nine instances, parents had discussed their initial suspicions with the 

class teacher, while two had discussed it with the support teacher. Nine parents felt 

that teachers had been hesitant to suggest dyslexia as a possible cause for children’s 

difficulties, while five parents had experienced otherwise:

7 had to lead professional educators in identifying the problem, organise 
a psychological assessment myself as well as having to write to a 
minister. I sent him to a reading class after school, enrolled him in an art 
class after school, all in order to increase his confidence and self-esteem ’ 
(P)(RC)

‘If a child has to attend a reading class/school, it is obvious that school 
has gone badly wrong for the child up to that point ’ (P)(RC)

‘ The class teacher appeared to know very little about the issue, even little 
things taken altogether that are considered attributable to dyslexia were 
overlooked’ (P)(RC)

7found his class teacher was uninformed about dyslexia and said she was 
not taught anything about dyslexia as part of her training ’ (P)(RC)

7 felt the teachers would rather not know, so there wouldn’t be an onus 
on them to address the problem ’ (P)(RC).
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Many parents believed that mainstream teachers needed to take cognisance of the fact 

that dyslexia can create incredible frustrations for parents and children alike. They 

also reiterated the need for children to be taught without due pressure and to 

acknowledge that not all children with dyslexia have the same problems in regard to 

school work. However, the converse of these views was also expressed by a parent,

‘As a parent, I feel I was very lucky with the mainstream school my son
attended -I got nothing but help and support ’ (P)(RS).

Eleven of the fourteen parents felt that the identification of dyslexia was crucial in 

alleviating the difficulties experienced by children, especially in terms of the support 

they received in school. However, three parents felt it had not made any significant 

difference: ‘No he was left to one side, his teacher brushed over the problem ’ 

(P)(RC). However, the consensus of the majority of parents (thirteen) was that the 

identification of dyslexia was beneficial in explaining to children why they were 

having difficulty with their schoolwork. Twelve parents emphasised that children had 

reduced stress levels as a result of identification and received more help, praise and 

encouragement in the mainstream classroom.

Parents were acutely aware of the impact of dyslexia on their children in the 

mainstream class. All parents (fourteen) highlighted difficulties in reading, writing 

and spelling, and thirteen parents indicated difficulty completing homework while 

thirteen responses indicated that children were not able to keep up with their peers in 

the class. Twelve parents also mentioned children’s slow work pace, eleven indicated 

poor confidence, and ten stated that children had difficulties in tests and learning Irish. 

Other difficulties included: remembering tables or facts, reluctance to work, low self

esteem, difficulties copying from the blackboard, disorganisation, poor behaviour, 

weak maths ability and being teased. Less frequently cited difficulties experienced by 

children included speech and language difficulties and disliking hard work. Further 

qualitative comments by parents included: children’s denial of experiencing difficulty, 

others feeling different and left out, feelings of frustration and despondency, a 

reluctance in going to school, feeling pressurised in the mainstream classroom, 

aggressive tendencies, moodiness, intimidated by situations that required reading of
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everyday words/signs, poor concentration and attention span, poor sleep patterns, and 

finally difficulty maintaining friendships.

Teachers in specialised dyslexic settings were also asked to comment on the theme 

‘dyslexia awareness’ as an avenue to exploring how this awareness might impact on 

or illuminate some of the educational experiences of children with dyslexia in these 

settings. They were asked to identify how the identification of dyslexia informed 

their teaching, to express their views on the label dyslexia and what professional 

development they had completed in the area.

An analysis of responses demonstrated the varied views of teachers in relation to why 

identification was imperative. According to teachers, identification informed their 

ability to find baselines, pinpointed learning styles, aided the selection and utilisation 

of appropriate teaching and learning strategies, informed their decisions in the use of 

small groups, helped to select texts of appropriate reading ability, justified their use of 

alternative methods of assessment and in addition emphasised the need to work 

simultaneously on children’s organisational skills. The following discussion is a 

compilation of teachers’ views regarding the importance of identification in meeting 

the needs of children with dyslexia.

In analysing the transcripts and field notes generated from the teachers’ interviews, 

the prevailing belief of teachers was that the identification process should provide an 

indication of the implications of the dyslexic profile for the child and the teacher in 

particular. The importance of identifying a baseline from formal and informal 

assessment, the utilisation of psychological reports as well as the clarification of the 

strengths and needs of the child was highlighted as a significant starting point. Once 

the baseline was determined, the appropriate level of text, learning materials and 

suitable teaching and learning approaches could also be employed. One particular 

school with a reading class screened all children for dyslexia and this was conducted 

by class teachers, learning support teachers and the educational psychologist if 

necessary. School policy permitted all children exiting the reading class after their 

two year placement, supplementary support teaching from a support teacher and there 

after if it was required. Teachers stressed the importance of psychological reports in 

confirming what the teacher already suspected, in uncovering some explanations for
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children’s difficulties and in looking for particular patterns of strengths and needs. 

This facilitated teachers in decisions regarding the nature of the child’s difficulty, 

assisting in the planning of appropriate programmes of work and overcoming barriers 

to learning. Teachers also emphasised the necessity of determining the child’s 

particular learning style and how this might influence the performance of the child. 

The importance of organising the classroom environment, particularly where there 

was a diversity of learners was also emphasised.

Teaching and learning approaches were cited as important factors, after the 

identification of dyslexia was known, and highlighted the need for interactive 

approaches in dealing with dyslexia in the classroom. The teaching principles 

referred to included repetition, revision, utilising a range of teaching approaches, 

teaching in small steps and avoiding the temptation to move forward before children 

were capable of doing so. These were reiterated many times by teachers as these 

approaches addressed children’s difficulties in processing information and were 

strategies that ensured all children experienced academic success. One teacher’s 

comment summarises these approaches,

7 explain more, give more time to the children to read and understand 
instructions, allow more time for concrete materials as well as revising 
more than I would in a mainstream classroom ’ (T)(RS).

The employment of multisensory methods, using many channels of learning including 

visual, auditory, kinaesthetic and tactile elements were perceived as essential elements 

in children’s learning, hence utilising children’s stronger modalities. Alterations and 

modifications to the curriculum were also advocated where the curriculum could be 

crafted to match the different learning abilities of the various children. One teacher 

remarked,

‘You need to be conscious of how children learn as there are lots of ways 
of teaching the same aspect. Once you know a child has dyslexia you 
realise the child could not cope with the curriculum, without it being 
adapted’ (T)(RS).

All the teachers acknowledged the importance of the reduced class size in specialised 

dyslexic settings in meeting children’s needs. Teachers emphasised the small group
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in facilitating improved child involvement in discussion and sharing ideas, increased 

time for reading and also for the enhancement in understanding key concepts. 

However, even within small groups it was stressed that there needed to be different 

expectations for each child, hence, books with different levels of reading ability were 

selected to cater for instructional and independent levels of reading. One teacher 

commented that small groups, 'work best and instructions can be given clearly, it 

allows for a lot of repetition as well as better strategy selection ’ (T)(RC).

Teachers stressed the importance of selecting appropriate curriculum books and in 

particular History, Geography and Science texts. This was paramount in ensuring the 

text content had a lower reading age, so that children were consumed more by the 

content and enjoyment of same, the interest, motivation, the conceptual ability and 

knowledge of the subject, rather than the reading and writing aspects of it. Science 

was an opportunity for children to excel provided the focus was on the content and 

particularly practical skills and having the opportunity to offer oral rather than written 

answers.

All specialised dyslexic teachers stressed the importance of using alternative methods 

of assessment, such as quizzes or discussion as opposed to conventional forms used in 

many schools. Teachers perceived pencil and paper tests as problematic for children 

with dyslexia, as children became preoccupied with their writing and spelling 

difficulties as opposed to the content. Finally, the issues of helping children to 

organise themselves as well as implementing routine were seen as critical to 

children’s success.

Teacher attitudes towards the label dyslexia were also examined. All specialised 

dyslexic setting teachers interviewed, expressed the importance of labelling and saw it 

in a positive sense. They stressed that identification helped children to gain a 

placement in a specialised dyslexic setting as well as increasing teachers’ awareness 

that these children can learn but perhaps differently. One teacher stated that without a 

label, the child might be considered lazy. Another alluded to the fact that the label 

itself explained the difficulty and removed the blame from the child, parent or teacher. 

A further advantage attached to the label was the possibility of the child receiving 

exemptions, e.g. not studying the Irish language or exam accommodations at post-
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primary school. One teacher felt the label was not an issue because all the children in 

specialised dyslexic settings experienced dyslexia, so accepted each other’s 

limitations. Reference was made to the fact that all the children in these settings were 

treated like everyone else in the school and participated in all school activities,

‘The rest of the children in the school are oblivious to the fact that these
children experience dyslexia, as they are integrated for subjects like Art,
P.E., Music and Arts and Crafts ’ (T)(RC).

A number of specialised dyslexic setting teachers referred to the increased effort by 

mainstream teachers to differentiate more for these children when they returned to the 

mainstream classroom: giving the children more time to complete work successfully, 

monitoring work and progress more diligently and simply being more empathetic 

towards the children.

Reading class teachers believed that the existence of reading classes in mainstream 

schools created a positive disposition towards dyslexia among all teaching staff. They 

felt that mainstream class teachers were more aware of appropriate teaching and 

learning strategies, how to modify instruction as well as establishing healthy climates 

where dyslexia was perceived positively. Reading class teachers were sometimes 

consulted about particular teaching strategies that could be exploited by their 

mainstream colleagues. One reading class teacher commented, ‘ We try to see dyslexia 

in a positive light, it is taken seriously and everything is done to help the child' 

(T)(RC).

The negative connotations of the label were discussed. One teacher mentioned that 

the child might be perceived as odd particularly socially where there might be 

misconceptions of what dyslexia is, to people who don’t understand it. Another 

mentioned that dyslexia might be used as a possible excuse for not making progress in 

the future and particularly in mainstream classrooms where teachers might have lower 

expectations for these children. However, there was an overwhelmingly positive 

attitude towards the label and it was seen as an affirmative aspect.

In discussing dyslexia awareness and attitudes towards the label dyslexia, levels of 

staff training and continuing professional development (CPD) were determined as
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well as ascertaining confidence levels in teaching children with dyslexia. Five of the 

ten specialised dyslexic setting teachers had completed the postgraduate diploma in 

learning support (DES) and three of these five teachers had also completed the 

modular course offered by the Dyslexia Association of Ireland. Another teacher had 

completed a diploma in specific learning difficulty/dyslexia and the modular course 

offered by the Dyslexia Association of Ireland. Two teachers had completed the 

postgraduate diploma in learning support (DES) only, one teacher the modular course 

offered by the Dyslexia Association of Ireland only and one teacher had completed an 

online course in dyslexia only. One teacher had completed no professional 

development in any of the above courses. All the teachers interviewed had attended 

day and summer courses in relation to same. When asked to comment on their level 

of confidence regarding teaching children experiencing dyslexia, four rated 

themselves as competent, five reported very competent, and one excellent.

5.2.2 System Model
This section explores the perspectives of children, parents and teachers regarding their 

experiences of mainstream and specialised dyslexic settings. Children discussed their 

preference of setting and reasons for these preferences. Parents’ rationale for 

selecting a specialised dyslexic setting was determined and specialised dyslexic 

teachers discussed the features conducive to learning in these settings. To establish 

the context of this discussion, it is important to note that fourteen of the twenty 

children had come from different primary schools, while the remaining six had come 

from the mainstream school with a reading class. In discussing their preference of 

setting, seventeen children stated that the specialised dyslexic setting was their 

preferred choice; two children preferred the mainstream setting and one child did not 

have a preference. Children who preferred their current placement in a specialised 

dyslexic setting were asked about their preference. On analyses of responses, four 

principal points were highlighted: classroom environment and teaching instruction, 

progress, teacher personality and bullying.

The classroom environment, in the form of smaller class size, was referred to in 

several instances and was seen to facilitate better concentration levels, with fewer 

children demanding the teacher’s attention as well as reduced noise. Children also 

acknowledged the friendly environment associated with the specialised dyslexic
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setting, as well as having peers with the same difficulty in the classroom. Decreased 

stress and anxiety levels were experienced by all children, as work was designed at 

their ability level. Children spoke about the teaching techniques experienced in the 

specialised dyslexic setting, where individual help was more prevalent; concepts were 

explained in greater depth and there was increased time to complete work 

successfully. Comments from children included the following:

‘The teacher goes step by step ’ (Cf)(RC)

‘The teacher doesn 't expect me to do work I can’t do ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘Last year I couldn’t cope with the work and couldn’t keep up with my 
friends. The other children were always miles ahead of me ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘The teacher waits until everybody is finished before she moves on’
(Cf)(RS)

‘The teacher and the other children understand dyslexia. 1 have 
something in common with the other children ’ (Cm)(RC).

Further accommodations for children, such as not having to copy down work from the 

blackboard and playing games to learn or reinforce aspects of the curriculum were 

also referred to. In the majority of instances, children were in receipt of less 

homework which, in their opinion could be completed independently.

Progress made by the children was also cited as a reason for preferring the specialised 

dyslexic setting. Children believed they had increased achievement in reading and 

had in some instances felt more intelligent as a result. The following statements 

substantiate children’s beliefs about their progress:

‘I’m much better at reading and writing this year’ (Cf)(RC)

‘I’m much smarter this year’ (Cm)(RS)

7 understand things better this year, some of the books I had last year were 
hard’ (Cm)(RC)

7 like to read now ’ (Cm)(RS)

7’m alright now ’ (Cm)(RC).
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Children also referred to the personality of the teacher in the specialised dyslexic 

setting, in creating an environment conducive to learning. The importance of teachers 

recognising that children learn differently and are intelligent was mentioned by a 

number of children. The more frequent receipt of teacher praise, encouragement and 

patience was also acknowledged.

The final aspect referred to by five of the twenty children was the issue of bullying 

and teasing by other children while in mainstream. Reference to being tripped up in 

the school yard and name calling were referred to by some children. Four of the 

fourteen parental responses also made reference to teasing and one parent expanded 

on this by stating,

‘Not teased, more so quizzed on where he went at resource time. Just 
children being curious, my child used to get mad with their curiosity, he 
would never lash out, he would be quietly upset, it was just being 
different' (P)(RC).

Children were asked their views about returning to mainstream after one year in 

attendance in the specialised dyslexic setting. The views obtained were mixed, with 

seven of the twenty responses indicating they were looking forward, eight not looking 

forward and five unsure. Children’s explanations for wishing to return to mainstream 

were examined. The predominant reason was due to friendships, 7 am looking 

forward in some ways to returning back to my old class next year, as all my friends 

are there’ (Cf)(RC). In one reading class, one girl (included in this study) was in 

attendance in a class of boys. While efforts had been made to integrate her with girls 

from the mainstream class at lunchtimes, this proved problematic, as she had not 

originated from within the school population.

In order to illuminate some of the experiences children had in the mainstream school, 

parents were asked to discuss the system model with reference to the previous 

mainstream class children had participated in and the current placement in the 

specialised dyslexic setting. The principal areas highlighted were: the rationale 

behind the selection of a specialised dyslexic setting for children, the positive and 

negative aspects of such a setting, the support they had received as parents in both
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settings and finally the level of teacher responsiveness in addressing the needs of 

children.

With reference to the selection of a specialised dyslexic setting, fourteen parents 

outlined their rationale for this choice. Twelve parents acknowledged the difficulty 

level in reading and school work in general and eleven parents alluded to children’s 

inability to cope in the mainstream classroom. Other important reasons cited were: 

children’s difficulty in keeping up with the other children in class (ten responses), 

rapid work pace and difficulty completing homework independently (nine responses). 

Other explanations provided were the inadequate support received in school (six 

responses) and children’s difficulties not being understood by school personnel (five 

responses).

More than half of parents’ responses (eight) indicated they had known a child who 

had previously attended a specialised dyslexic setting and in seven instances, this had 

been a very positive experience. When asked to comment about children’s initial 

reaction to the prospect of attending a specialised dyslexic setting, eight parents stated 

that children were happy about the pending attendance. Children’s own responses 

indicated that six of the twenty children had been apprehensive about the move and 

nine were concerned about missing friends.

In discussing the advantages and disadvantages of specialised dyslexic settings, half 

or seven of the parents felt there were no disadvantages and all agreed unanimously 

that there was reduced stress for children. All parents believed that they would 

recommend such a setting to other parents, as children had received appropriate 

support, were happy going to school, had better connection with the teacher, had 

increased confidence, experienced less stress as well as having their talents and 

strengths acknowledged. The following comments substantiate the above discussion:

In my opinion, mainstream does not compare ’ (P)(RC)

7 would recommend a segregated setting if mainstream is not addressing
the problem and in my experience it didn’t ’ (P)(RC)

‘He has thrived since starting a special school ’ (P)(RS)
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‘My child has done so well at the special school ’ (P)(RS).

At the end of the two-three year period in the specialised dyslexic setting, parents 

were asked again if they would still recommend such a setting and the responses 

indicated little change in satisfaction levels (twelve of thirteen parents). When asked 

to rate their satisfaction levels, ten parents stated they were extremely satisfied and 

three, very satisfied with this type of provision. All thirteen parents were at least 

satisfied in the areas of appropriate materials, resources and teaching and learning 

interventions utilised in the specialised dyslexic setting, while eleven parents were 

satisfied or very satisfied with homework. The following table summarises some of 

the characteristics of specialised dyslexic settings as cited by parents.

Table 5.1 Summary of Positive Attributes of Specialised Dyslexic Settings

Advantages Number (N) Percentage %

Increased levels of self-esteem, 
confidence and coping skills

13 100

Less stress for the child 13 100
Increased progress in reading 

junM^jitin^^
13 100

Empathetic'and 
understanding teacher

13 100

Child praised more 12 92
Happier child 12 92
Correct teaching methods 10 77
Increased access to the whole 
curriculum

9 69

More one to one attention 9 69
Enjoyment of school 8 61

Further qualitative comments to substantiate Table 5.1 include the following:

‘My son was given many opportunities to improve his self-confidence, he 
was encouraged in sports, as well as academically, he made great 
progress’ (P)(RC)

‘X has gone from a child who hated school to enjoying it' (P)(RC)

‘Y’s self-esteem has also improved outside of school, he has gone from 
being painfully shy to being very confident in everything he does, which to 
me is a major bonus ’ (P)(RC)
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‘Before attending the segregated setting, my son experienced poor sleep 
patterns in the form of sleep walking. This has not reoccurred since his 
placement in the reading class ’ (P)(RC).

At the end of placement period, parents were asked to re-consider if there were any 

shortcomings in this form of educational provision. Of the thirteen responses, three 

parents felt there were no disadvantages. The principal concern of the other ten 

parents focused on the prospect that children might still be academically behind, on 

return to mainstream. One parent believed that because the specialised dyslexic 

setting was a considerable distance from the child’s home, that this had impacted on 

home life somewhat. This distance impacted on the child socially, where 

maintenance of friendships with local children was affected, as well as not being able 

to bring friends home from school. Table 5.2 summarises some of the issues raised by 

parents in relation to specialised dyslexic settings.

Table 5.2 Parental Concerns regarding Specialised Dyslexic Settings

Concems/Issues Number (No) Percentage (%)

Worries that child may still be 
behind peers on return to 
mainstream

10 77

Fewer friends 5 38

No disadvantages 3 23

Challenged-less academically 3 23

Work pace too slow 1 8

Less work completed 1 8

Even though parents generally spoke highly and favourably of specialised dyslexic 

settings and acknowledged their many attributes and merits, half of the parents 

(seven) made reference to reduced academic expectations of teachers. Three parents 

noted children’s difficulties reintegrating back into the mainstream class in the 

afternoon1^. Of the four parents who discussed this issue, two felt children were 

capable of transferring the learning from the specialised dyslexic setting to work in 

the mainstream class, one parent was unsure and one parent was of the opinion that 

their child had grave difficulty doing so. Five of thirteen parental responses stated 

that children had fewer friends and one parent (one of fourteen) indicated that their

15 Just four children returned to the mainstream class in the afternoon.
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child felt a little isolated in the particular reading class. One parent spoke of the 

relatively long distance the school was from her home in terms of meeting other 

parents, as well as uncertainty regarding how well the child integrated back into the 

mainstream class in the afternoon. However, it was felt that the academic 

achievement in the area of literacy outweighed any disadvantages associated with the 

setting.

Parents were asked to comment on the support received as parents of children with 

dyslexia in mainstream and specialised dyslexic settings. Seven or half of parents had 

received information from the mainstream school in the form of an information 

booklet, had viewed a video on dyslexia, had attended talks organised by the school or 

had received verbal and written information on particular teaching and learning 

techniques. Reading classes were generally established in the school where parents 

were provided with this information. Twelve of the fourteen parents had received 

information from the teacher in the specialised dyslexic setting, including 

demonstrations on how to use particular programmes, how to engage in paired 

reading, and in one school an evening course had been provided for parents. Finally, 

when asked to comment on the responsiveness of mainstream and specialised dyslexic 

settings in supporting children, all fourteen parents believed that the specialised 

dyslexic setting had been more responsive in meeting these needs. With regard to the 

responsiveness of previous mainstream teachers, two of the twelve parental responses 

stated that mainstream teachers had been fairly responsive; five stated they had been 

average in supporting needs and five stated that they had been the least responsive.

Specialised dyslexic setting teachers were asked to examine this setting as a particular 

system model for children experiencing dyslexia. Class size, literacy improvement, 

classroom environment, teaching strategies and realistic comparisons among children 

and their peers were emphasised as characteristic of these settings.

All ten specialised dyslexic teachers interviewed mentioned the smaller and better 

resourced class of 9:1 pupil-teacher ratio, where children who had previously failed 

had an opportunity to succeed. The intensity of literacy, together with children having 

the opportunity to go back to the basics in literacy allowed increased progress. 

Teachers felt that the environment of these settings was particularly suitable for
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meeting the needs of children with dyslexia, as adapted timetables, correct and varied 

teaching strategies, better pace, repetition, ‘no time wasted on impossible tasks,’ 

continuous support from psychologists and in one case, the services of a speech and 

language therapist on site were attributed to children’s success. Teachers recognised 

the importance of children ‘realising that there is nothing wrong with them and also 

understanding that they are not the only ones with difficulties ’ (T)(RS). They also 

discussed the fact that the specialised dyslexic setting gave children ‘time out’ from 

stress they may have previously experienced and no longer compared themselves to 

higher achievers. Once children experienced some success, there was increased effort 

on their part, less school avoidance and more scope and time invested by teachers in 

fostering their individual talents.

5.2.3 Progress
In examining the experiences of children and their progress in specialised dyslexic 

settings, children and parents were asked to discuss progress during the specialised 

dyslexic setting placement. On analysis of children’s responses, three principal areas 

emerged including: progress in school work, homework and self-help strategies. 

Children were also asked to gauge their progress in reading by rating reading ability 

on entry, at the end of one year and on exit from the specialised dyslexic setting. 

Finally, parents discussed children’s progress and gains in academic and socio- 

emotional terms during the two-three year placement.

Children spoke of the relative ease of the curriculum in the specialised dyslexic 

setting, where all children believed that they were good or very good at their school 

work. All twenty children remarked on their reading improvement, while other areas 

mentioned were: writing, spelling, listening skills, handwriting, confidence, improved 

memory, concentration and feeling more intelligent. One child stated that his dad had 

found word sheets from the previous year and that he could now read these words 

independently and proficiently. The majority of children (sixteen) now read every 

day at home and aside from paired reading, regularly read parts of the newspaper, 

magazines, novels and library books. Children’s comments on their reading ability 

are included in the following statements:
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7 am able to sound out words, and split words up into their syllables ’ 
(Cm)(RS)

7 can read big words now ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘My reading in 2nd class wasn 7 very good, in 3ul class I was a lot better’ 
(Cm)(RC)

7 can read as well as the others in my reading class and also the kids in 
the mainstream class ’ (Cf)(RC)

7 get clues from reading when trying to figure out a word I don 7 know ’ 
(Cm)(RS).

Children also spoke about their perceived progress in spelling and these comments are 

reflected in the following:

‘/ find spelling quite easy now and I can write a few sentences on a topic ’ 
(Cm)(RC)

7 now try to spell words / 'm not sure of’ (Cm)(RC)

7 can write a good story with good ideas and I’ll try to spell the word’ 
(Cf)(RC)

7 can now write a paragraph on my own ’, 7 know techniques and tricks 
for learning my spellings, I can now spell seven letter words ’ (Cm)(RS)

‘ We have a free writing copy, it doesn 7 matter about spelling and I learn 
from it ’ (Cm)(RS).

Twelve of the twenty children noted their improvement in maths with many referring 

to their progress in multiplication, division and tables. In relation to homework, 

seventeen children felt confident in their ability to complete most of their homework 

independently. However, in most instances, parents at teachers’ requests engaged in 

paired reading, assisted with spellings and revised sight vocabulary.

Children made reference to progress in their increased use of self-help strategies and 

their determination to work out difficulties encountered with school work. Children 

felt confident to do this, as they knew they were assured of procuring the teacher’s 

help. Children were asked to discuss the strategies previously employed in the 

mainstream classroom when difficulties were encountered in completing work. 

Negative coping strategies were apparent with seven children stating that they
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frequently asked their friends for assistance when they couldn’t complete a task. 

Avoidance of difficult work, bringing same home to complete and seeking the 

assistance of special needs assistants (SNA) where present were tactics employed by 

some children. Frequent trips to the toilet or avoiding eye contact with the teacher 

were other tactics cited. However, some children did attempt work independently and 

others asked the class teacher for help. Some of the comments included by children 

were the following:

7 didn't ask the teacher ’ (Cf)(RC)

7 asked the teacher, but it was hard to understand her and sometimes I
used to be confused by what she was saying ’ (Cf)(R.C)

‘Last year I used to ask the teacher but she didn 7 always help me ’ 
(Cm)(RS)

7 would ask the teacher and she would tell me to sit down ’ (Cm)(RC).

Finally, children were asked to rate their progress in reading on entry, at the end of the 

first year and on exit from the specialised dyslexic setting. A simple rating scale from 

1-10 was given to the children, where 1 indicated very poor reading ability and 10 

indicated excellent ability at reading. Of the twenty children, nineteen children rated 

themselves five or lower on entry to the specialised dyslexic setting. On completion 

of one year, eighteen children rated themselves five or greater on the scale. Four 

children felt they would give themselves at least five and fourteen stated higher. Only 

one child indicated that his progress in reading was less than five.

Table 5.3 Children’s Estimation of Reading Ability on entry to the Specialised Dyslexic Setting

Estimation of Reading Ability on entry to the specialised dyslexic setting (N-=20)

Rating of reading 
ability (Scale 1- 
10)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Number of
children

1 7 3 5 3 1
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Table 5.4 Children’s Estimation of Reading Ability after one year in the Specialised Dyslexic
Setting

Estimation of Reading Ability after one year in the specialised dyslexic setting lN=19)16

Rating of reading 
ability (Scale 1- 
10)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Number of
children

1 4 4 2 5 2 1

Table 5.5 Children’s Estimation of Reading Ability on exit from the Specialised Dyslexic Setting

Estimation of Reading Ability on exit from the specialised dyslexic setting (N=18)''

Rating of reading 
ability (Scale 1- 
10)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Number of
children

1 3 5 5 4

Before exit from the specialised dyslexic setting, children were asked again to rate 

their progress on a scale from 1-10. Seventeen of the eighteen children believed that 

their progress was at least seven or greater and half or nine of the children believed 

their scores were in the 9-10 range. To substantiate these figures, children’s 

perceptions of progress are reflected in these comments:

7 don ’t have any problem with reading now, I understand all I read ’ 
(C)(RC)

7 feel I ’m quite a good reader now but reading is still hard at times ’ 
(Cm)(RS)

‘ Yes I am a good reader now, better than I was but not all problems have 
been solved and I might still get stuck on some words and might have to 
ask a friend or the teacher the word ’ (Cm)(RS)

7 feel I am quite a good reader now but still feel I can’t read as well as 
the other children in the main 4th class, I still have some difficulties with 
the rules of reading ’ (Cf)(RC)

7 am a brilliant reader now but I still have some difficulty with longer 
words and silent letters ’ (Cm)(RC).

16 One child left study due to change of school
17 One child left study due to change of school (as above) and another attended for one year only, hence
N=18
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Parents were also asked to discuss the progress of children after completing one year 

in a specialised dyslexic setting and all (fourteen) indicated that children had 

succeeded academically as well as socio-emotionally. Parents’ observations of 

progress included thirteen parents noting improved reading ability and increased 

happiness, twelve parents observing improvement in spelling and writing, eleven 

parents stating that children had an increased ability to complete homework 

independently and confidently, and ten parents noting greater maths competence and 

higher self-esteem. Other aspects indicated by parents included reduced stress (nine), 

liking school (seven) and increased friendships (three). Other qualitative responses 

included: children attempting to read everything, acceptance of dyslexia itself, a more 

relaxed and positive attitude as well as increased ability to carry out a conversation.

Parents were asked to comment again on children’s progress on exit from the 

specialised dyslexic setting and comment on progress after the two-three year 

attendance period. All parents referred to the academic progress but improved 

confidence levels dominated their responses.

'My child is able to cope well in a normal class ’ (P)(RC)

‘At present my child is more confident with reading e.g. signs in parks: he 
reads aloud and doesn ’t care if he needs to sound out a word ’ (P)(RC)

‘In the past my child was moody but now he is happy ’ (P)(RC)

‘My child is now reading, he can read signs and names on buildings, he is 
confident and he asks about the meanings of words: there also appears to 
be an attitude of encouraging children in the reading class to be involved 
in all other school activities as well, he loves school sports and is very 
confident. ’ ‘My child can read anything now ’ (P)(RC)

‘My child now has confidence in himself because he has confidence in 
reading’ (P)(RS)

‘My child’s confidence in learning has increased which has enabled him 
to self correct habitually and this has a great benefit to his learning. He 
now reads for pleasure and will tackle complex issues knowing he will 
find a way to solve them ’ (P)(RS)

‘X’s reading, spelling and writing have improved greatly, his selfesteem 
has improved, his ability to listen has improved, willing to take on more 
books and writing more ’ (P)(RS)
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‘His confidence is well up and now accepts his dyslexia, his reading and 
writing has come up to a level it would not have had, had he not entered 
the segregated setting ’ (P)(RC)

‘His reading and maths have vastly improved’ (P)(RS)

‘Now able to read everyday signs for example ‘ladies ’ and ‘gents ’, used to 
have to bring his younger brother to read the signs on the toilet, or ‘on ' or 
‘off switch. These everyday signs caused great stress to him as he was 
unable to read same-he now confidently reads all signs ’ (P)(RC)

‘He has made significant progress with reading writing and spelling. His 
confidence and self-esteem has improved greatly, his behaviour at home 
has improved, he is less stressed and is not anxious about going to school, 
and he is a happier, calmer and more outgoing individual ’ (P)(RC).

5.2.4 Supplementary Support
The theme supplementary support emerged from the analysis of data and this is 

discussed in the context of specialised dyslexic and mainstream settings. Support in 

this context refers to the academic help received by children from mainstream class 

teachers, support teachers and specialised dyslexic setting teachers. Anticipation of 

support required on return to mainstream was also referred to by children.

In considering support provided in mainstream, nineteen of the twenty children had 

received supplementary help from a support teacher and in some instances children 

had received literacy help from one support teacher and maths help from another. 

Support in Irish was also offered in two instances. The frequency and length of time 

varied substantially, ranging from once a week to every day. Some children deemed 

the supplementary support received useful for their work in the classroom, while 

others perceived it as having no relevance to their classroom work. In one case, a 

child begrudged the fact that he regularly missed his Art lesson in the mainstream 

classroom due to being with-drawn while other children stated they missed Irish, 

Maths and reading regularly. However, all of the children acknowledged that the 

work done in the support room was relatively easier than that in the classroom.

Support received by children from the mainstream teacher varied substantially. Of the 

sixteen children who referred to support, four children felt they had received a lot of 

support from their teacher, nine felt they had received minimum support and three felt 

the teacher had never assisted them. The principal type of support offered was with
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reading, spelling and maths. One child mentioned that the class teacher had placed 

him in a different group for reading and another child engaged in computer work 

during Irish time. Two of the twenty children stated that they were given assistance 

from a SNA. On probing children about supplementary support, the main issues 

raised were the lack of differentiation of work and reliance on peers to overcome 

difficulties encountered in school work. Some children’s comments are included in 

the following statements:

‘The class teacher did not really help me ’ (Cf)(RC)

‘The girl beside me gave me more help than the teacher’ (Cm)(RC)

‘The class teacher did not help me and she didn't take much notice ’ 
(Cm)(RS)

T got the same reading, spelling as the rest of the class ’ (Cm)(RC).

Children were asked to discuss the differences if any, in the approaches used by 

specialised dyslexic setting teachers and previous class teachers in mainstream school. 

Four principal points were raised including: help received, work pace, difficulty level 

of work and accommodations made in the classroom. All children believed they 

received more help in the specialised dyslexic setting, particularly due to the smaller 

class size, where the teacher could give more individual attention. Children also 

referred to the pace of work with fewer experiences of feeling rushed or under 

pressure. Other aspects mentioned included: not having to study Irish, not having to 

copy from the blackboard, the teacher speaking at a slower rate as well as taking more 

time to explain. One child referred to the specialised dyslexic teacher’s approach to 

correcting work, ‘‘not putting an x beside something that is wrong’ (Cm)(RS). 

Children also mentioned the apparently different method of teaching reading and 

spellings and the relatively longer time spent teaching and learning these aspects of 

literacy.

Parents were also asked their opinions about the support levels for children, 

approaches employed by teachers in previous mainstream settings and suggestions for 

improving educational provision.
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Of the fourteen parental responses, two believed that children had received adequate 

support from their previous mainstream class teacher, while seven were satisfied with 

the supplementary help received from support teachers. Parents raised a number of 

issues regarding the additional help from support teachers in the mainstream setting. 

These included the inadequacy and infrequency of the support, with many children 

missing their regular English lesson due to withdrawal and as a result 'the child ended 

up with less reading, rather than more’ (P)(RC). The issues of children receiving 

more homework as a result of attending supplementary support or having to complete 

work not finished in school were also of concern to parents. Others parents voiced 

their disquiet about children being grouped inappropriately with other children with 

different needs and experiencing embarrassment leaving the classroom for 

supplementary support.

Based on their experiences of support offered to children in the mainstream school, 

parents discussed how this support could be enhanced. Increased time and frequency 

of supplementary help, information provision for parents and children, increased 

mainstream teachers’ awareness of dyslexia and hence improved attitudes towards 

dyslexia and the children experiencing it, were seen as appropriate changes which 

would help children with dyslexia in the mainstream classroom. Parents believed that 

provision of simple accommodations such as photocopied materials could have 

prevented much frustration and stress for the child. They asserted that mainstream 

class teachers should have a more active role in providing supplementary help within 

the mainstream classroom with an increased use of various resources. They were also 

of the opinion that teachers should provide further assistance and advice to parents 

regarding teaching and learning strategies that could be used at home.

At the end of the two - three year placement in the specialised dyslexic setting, 

children were asked to discuss what support they envisaged would be required on 

return to mainstream. Fifteen of the eighteen children felt they would require some 

additional support, two were unsure and one child stated 7 want to stay here’ 

(Cf)(RC). Twelve of the children stated that their preference would be to attend a 

support teacher in a learning support/resource room while one child preferred the idea 

of the support teacher providing supplementary support in the classroom. One child 

stated that he disliked the idea that his friends would know he was receiving help from
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a support teacher at all. In relation to withdrawal, children favoured this form of 

support, to get a break from the intensity of the classroom and to engage in easier 

work. Maths was the subject most cited in terms of predicted difficulty but children 

felt they might also require help in reading, spelling, writing. History and Geography.

5.2.5 Teaching Approaches
In exploring further the techniques employed in specialised dyslexic settings, the 

views of teachers in these settings were determined. The interactive approach to 

teaching and learning as well as the content, teaching strategies and accommodations 

currently utilised in these settings were investigated.

Specialised dyslexic setting teachers were asked to express their opinions about the 

assumption that children’s difficulties in learning can be created or complicated by the 

curriculum and by the way in which schools are organised and managed as opposed to 

within-child characteristics. There was unanimous agreement among all ten teachers 

interviewed that within-child characteristics of dyslexia or behaviours displayed had 

to work in tandem with the teaching and learning environment in creating an 

interactive approach. However, two teachers expressed concern that the current 

primary curriculum is overloaded, that children with dyslexia are overwhelmed by its 

volume and that time does not allow sufficient revision of aspects of it. All of these 

combined features inhibited an interactive approach to teaching and learning, and as 

one teacher remarked ‘'teachers are expected to cover too much and everything is 

diluted as a result’ (T)(RS). Another teacher commented that mainstream class 

teachers do not spend sufficient time doing oral work and are not differentiating 

enough in their classrooms, ‘7 know I didn’t in the past ’ (T)(RS).

The importance of identifying the within-child characteristics of dyslexia was 

highlighted on several occasions in order that correct teaching and learning strategies 

could be selected as well as making adaptations to the learning environment. The 

other aspect highlighted by teachers was the importance of identifying the learning 

styles of children to ensure maximum learning, whether this was done through 

observation, assessment, checklist or psychological report before initiating any 

programme of work.
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In analysing the data, it was apparent that specialised dyslexic teachers focus on three 

principal areas namely: content, strategies and accommodations. While the whole 

curriculum was taught in eight of the ten classes, an emphasis on literacy and teaching 

literacy through all the subjects was mentioned in many cases. Increased time was 

given to literacy aspects such as phonological and phonemic awareness, visual and 

auditory discrimination and perception, orientation and eye and finger tracking, 

phonics, sight vocabulary, oral language, listening skills, reading fluency and 

comprehension, spelling, writing in cursive script as well as sentence construction. 

Other aspects included reinforcing the alphabet, tables, days of the week and months 

of the year, which were all revised frequently. Mathematics was another area of focus 

in all the specialised dyslexic settings and particularly practical maths using concrete 

materials and real life situations.

In relation to strategy usage, these were numerous and varied and many are cited in 

the literature on dyslexia. The term modification was mentioned frequently by 

teachers when referring to the adaptation of instruction, materials, content or 

assessment/evaluation. Teachers referred to the various methodologies employed in 

whole class groups, smaller groups or individually as the need arose. The use of 

discussion, as opposed to reading information when learning was cited as an excellent 

teaching strategy. The need for thorough explanation, small steps, task analysis and 

multi-sensory approaches in the introduction of all new concepts was emphasised as 

were over-learning, repetition, structure, and sequential and cumulative steps. 

Children received strategies for overcoming difficulties with letter reversal, played 

games to leam phonics, used role play and drama to learn about History and diagrams 

were utilised instead of wordy explanations. All children attending specialised 

dyslexic settings engaged in paired reading, stories on tape and in one school children 

participated in peer tutoring with a JCSP (Junior Certificate Schools Programme) 

class from a neighbouring post-primary school. Management of organisational skills 

also played a major role in the everyday life of each child in all schools.

The importance of appropriate material selection parallel with the use of texts with 

lower reading ages was emphasised by all teachers in increasing curriculum access for 

all children. The importance of creating a safe environment was emphasised, which 

was 'calm yet busy, ’ where it wasn’t acceptable for any child to laugh at another, and
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where children were encouraged to be assertive in expressing their difficulties with 

the curriculum. Two teachers mentioned the huge endeavours made in the initial 

weeks in the specialised dyslexic setting to encourage children to participate, as many 

had switched off from learning and had come to accept failure as the norm.

In relation to the accommodations made for improving classroom practice, teachers 

discussed the use of different coloured markers and chalk and limiting the amount of 

work children copied from the black-board. The use of buff paper, coloured overlays, 

larger font size as well as style of font were also mentioned as simple strategies for 

helping the child with dyslexia. Keeping the classroom de-cluttered, easy 

accessibility of materials and books, coloured-coded worksheets, photocopied notes 

and limited copies were all cited as accommodations that could be utilised. Teachers 

also felt that seating arrangements and the need for good eye contact was an essential 

element in improving concentration. One teacher noted the importance of modifying 

‘the way one talks’, ensuring that language is simple, un-complex and easily 

understood by children. Many teachers read a lot to children as a method to help 

children increase their language and vocabulary. The use of mind-maps was 

widespread for the explicit illustration and memory of important information and the 

use of themes and video when teaching particular curriculum subjects in contrast to 

text book teaching and learning. Positive marking was perceived as being imperative 

in fostering risk taking. In addition, teachers asserted the importance of being 

selective about spelling errors when correcting written work, concentrating on one 

type of error and if possible linking this work with the child’s programme and targets 

at the time.

Differentiation featured in all classrooms regardless of whether the class was a single 

year group or multiple year groups. Eight of the ten teachers had individual 

programmes for children. Examples of methods of differentiation included: different 

worksheets for children, longer periods with concrete materials for others, reading 

books at the correct reading age, completing projects which allowed children to work 

at their own level or engaging in the same maths topics but at different levels. Some 

teachers used mixed ability groups as opposed to year groupings where children 

engaged in peer tutoring of one another.
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Characteristics of Good Teachers

Linked with teaching approaches, children and parents were asked to discuss the 

characteristics good teachers displayed when teaching children with dyslexia. The 

purpose of this question was to illuminate some of the basic principles that teachers 

could adopt when teaching children with learning difficulties. Children’s responses 

fell into three main themes including: personality of teachers, teaching strategies and 

accommodations.

Children emphasised the personality of the teacher as a major factor in helping them 

to learn. They suggested that good teachers were nice to kids with learning 

difficulties, had a sense of humour, demonstrated kindness and patience and were 

good listeners. However, they also felt that teachers needed to be firm but not too 

strict. An awareness of dyslexia by teachers was also perceived to be crucial in 

helping children to cope with their difficulties. Comments such as the following 

summarise children’s thoughts of how teachers should comprehend the difficulties 

associated with dyslexia:

We get things wrong and we forget easily. We still might not be able to 
do an exercise after several explanations ’ (Cm)(RS)

‘Be calm when we get things wrong’ (Cm)(RC).

Children also referred to the appropriate teaching approaches for their styles of 

learning. While perhaps not having the terminology to describe the exact teaching 

methods, they referred to some of the key principles as cited in the literature. 

Children stated that it was important that teachers took their time when teaching and 

not to rush when explaining key concepts. Thorough explanation, a step by step 

approach and revision of work were central in enhancing children’s understanding as 

opposed to just giving work. However, children felt it was important that teachers did 

not keep going over work in the same way but used different approaches to ensure 

they had every opportunity to understand what they were learning and at the same 

time preventing boredom. In relation to reading, children commented on the need, to 

be taught techniques for breaking up words and to be taught in a multi-sensory way, 

A teacher who goes over words, puts them on the board, sounds them out are good 

ways to help you remember them' (Cm)(RS). Finally, the correction of children’s
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work by teachers was noted as a useful way of learning from mistakes. One child 

observed the benefits of teachers writing down the correct spelling of a word as 

opposed to just marking it incorrect.

The concluding remarks made by children could be grouped under basic 

accommodations for children with dyslexia. The issue of homework was raised and 

how excess amounts of it were unhelpful in learning as well as homework which was 

not at an appropriate level. Children also urged teachers not to ‘be pushy and not to 

put kids under too much pressure’ (Cm)(RS). Children appreciated teachers who 

were aware of their needs and took the time to approach each child individually when 

completing independent work.

With regard to parents’ opinions, the responses echo much of what children stated. 

Teacher characteristics emphasised included: the need for patience, competence, 

kindness, understanding, encouragement, compassion and genuineness. Teachers 

who listened to children, as well as giving appropriate praise for the child’s efforts 

with regard to school work were highly regarded by parents. The ability to come 

down to the level of the child, using repetition as well as generalisation in learning 

and adding interest through the use of diverse and variant teaching methods and tools 

were alluded to. One parent mentioned the need to be tough in a nice way and to treat 

children like kids,

‘The teacher treats X as if he has not a learning disability yet he learns 
well as part of a class ’. ‘She is understanding and approachable: she is 
always available to discuss anything concerning X’ (P)(RC).

5.2.6 Collaboration and Planning
Based on parent and teacher responses, the issues of collaboration and planning 

evolved as an emergent theme in data analysis. Differences in collaboration levels 

between parents and teachers of mainstream and specialised dyslexic settings as well 

as between teachers of both settings were evidenced and may be attributable to 

children’s experiences in both settings. Specialised dyslexic setting teachers 

discussed methods and purposes of communication which linked with planning 

processes and parental involvement in such.
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In discussing differences in collaboration levels between mainstream and specialised 

dyslexic setting teachers, eight of the fourteen parental responses indicated greater 

frequency of contact with specialised dyslexic setting teachers. Parents felt that this 

contact was of a more positive nature, where teachers were more open to discussing 

children’s difficulties and ways of addressing same. One parent felt there was no 

significant difference in teachers’ openness about discussing her child’s learning 

difficulty and stated, ‘there is no difference as I have had good teachers in general all 

along’ (P)(RS). At the end of the placement period, parents were again asked to 

comment on home-school communications. Eleven of the twelve responses indicated 

either satisfactory or very satisfactory levels of communication. While parents were 

overwhelmingly positive regarding communication levels with teachers in the 

specialised dyslexic setting, it appeared that the same levels of communication may 

not have existed between parents and class teachers of children who returned to the 

mainstream classroom in the afternoon, 7 have only met the class teacher once and I 

don't know how he is doing with the rest of the curriculum but as 1 haven’t been sent 

for, I presume he is ok’ (P)(RC).

Specialised dyslexic setting teachers were asked to comment on how they encouraged 

parents to engage with the school in providing positive educational experiences for 

children. All teachers met with parents at least termly and others met more 

frequently. The main methods of contact were meetings, phone-calls, school-letter or 

homework journal. The purpose of these meetings varied, ranging from the 

discussion of children’s baselines, dialogue concerning IEP targets, programmes of 

work, progress or demonstrating how parents could help children with homework. 

Parents received demonstrations of how to implement paired reading at home and in 

most schools, parents were requested to listen to reading daily, supervise the learning 

of spellings, sight vocabulary and phonics. In other instances, parents were asked to 

engage in discussion with children in ensuring comprehension of certain tasks, 

completion of cloze procedure exercises or assistance in mathematics. All teachers 

were strict about the necessity of parents signing homework journals every night and 

the journal also acted as a point of contact, where parents could detail difficulties 

children encountered at home. In one school, fortnightly reports on progress and 

behaviour were forwarded to parents, which had to be returned signed to the school.
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Many schools were very proactive in fostering partnership with parents. In one 

school, parents came to assist with reading one day per week. In another school, a six 

week course was organised to assist parents in the implementation of different reading 

strategies, grammar, maths, and I.T. to aid learning at home. In many schools, 

evening meetings were held for parents at the beginning of the academic year to 

increase awareness of the work done by associations such as the Dyslexia Association 

of Ireland (DAI) and British Dyslexia Association (BDA), to teach parents how to 

assist children with phonics at home, as well as giving advice on how to choose 

library books and encouraging healthy reading habits at home. Most teachers 

emphasised the need to remove the pressure of homework from children and parents 

alike, hence, having realistic expectations of what could be done in a specific time 

frame, with as little intervention as possible.

Inextricably linked to collaboration was the area of planning. In regard to parental 

involvement in the Individual Education Plan (IEP) or planning procedures, there was 

evidence to suggest that parents were largely uninvolved in this process. Five of the 

fourteen parental responses indicated that they had been involved in planning 

programmes with the class teacher in the mainstream class prior to entry to the 

specialised dyslexic setting. Nine parents indicated increased involvement in the 

planning process during the placement period.

Specialised dyslexic teachers discussed the lEP/programme planning process and in 

most instances (eight of ten) lEPs were completed. In the other two instances, one 

teacher had individual profdes for each of the children and a group plan for each year 

group and in the other instance, group plans with specific targets for particular 

children were designed. Work was differentiated accordingly in these groups. Group 

plans or lEPs were designed and reviewed at least bi-yearly and more frequently in 

most specialised dyslexic settings. Reviews were of a more frequent nature where 

children had increased needs. In some classes, children had a say or created their own 

goals in the IEP as "'they knew what their difficulties were’ (T)(RS). Children who 

didn’t have a direct input in their IEP were given choices regarding the type of 

creative or project work they wanted to undertake, choosing what they would like to 

write, selecting own books for personal reading and setting targets in relation to when 

they would complete work.
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In two reading classes, literacy and numeracy were taught solely with the remainder 

of the curriculum being completed in the mainstream classroom in the afternoon. The 

process of collaboration and planning in conjunction with reading class and 

mainstream class teachers was discussed. One reading class teacher was acutely 

aware of children’s progress in the mainstream classroom, with regular formal 

planning occurring between both teachers as well as discussion regarding appropriate 

strategies, seating arrangements, homework issues and progress. The other reading 

class setting teacher was largely unaware of how children were coping in the 

mainstream classroom. On reflection, this teacher was of the opinion that 

collaboration could be enhanced by meeting formally with the class teacher once a 

term to discuss each child’s progress. In the other six reading classes, children were 

integrated in the mainstream classroom for subjects such as Art, Religion, Music or 

PE which did not require as much collaboration or planning.

5.2.7 Transition
This section discusses the transition process as experienced by children transferring 

from specialised dyslexic settings back to the mainstream classroom. In discussing 

transition, it is important to take cognisance that many children did not return to their 

former mainstream school. As a prelude to understanding this practice, the initial 

process of transfer to the specialised dyslexic setting was examined.

Ten specialised dyslexic settings featured in this study, including eight reading classes 

and two reading schools. All teachers were asked to comment on the correspondence 

between mainstream and specialised dyslexic settings, prior to children’s entry. In 

three instances no contact featured between both settings and information regarding 

the children’s progress, assessment details and baseline were supplied by parents. In 

the other seven cases, contact varied, and ranged from the school report being 

forwarded or dialogue between the specialised dyslexic setting teacher and class 

teacher, support teacher or principal of the previous school. In instances where 

children originated from the school with a reading class, there was much greater 

liaison between mainstream and specialised dyslexic setting teachers. Both reading 

schools had a special enrolment form, where specific details of progress were 

documented by the previous mainstream school attended by the child.
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The discussion on transition is now divided into two sections according to data 

collected from children’s interviews, namely, preference of setting and difficulties 

anticipated on return to the mainstream setting.

At the end of the two-three year period attending the specialised dyslexic setting, 

children were asked to express their feelings regarding the move back to mainstream. 

The views of eighteen children were determined, including twelve returning to either 

their previous school or a new school. Of the eighteen children, seven were looking 

forward to returning to the mainstream setting, eight children were not looking 

forward and three children were unsure. Children mentioned the advantages of the 

current small class, which facilitated greater teacher contact with individual children, 

where children helped each other and an environment which was conducive to 

increased concentration levels. They also commented on the ease of school work and 

homework, the nice teacher as well as the secure environment where children were 

less self-conscious. Children were concerned that the mainstream class teacher might 

not fully understand their difficulties, as well as not experiencing empathy from peers 

on a level similar to what they were presently experiencing. Comments made to 

substantiate the previous points are included in the following statements:

7 am not scared to talk to my friends, I don’t have to act and I can just be 
myself’ (Cm)(RS)

‘At the minute I think this is the best thing that could have happened to 
me’ (Cm)(RS)

7 would love to stay here as I have improved so much and I have made so 
many friends ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘While in mainstream I feel I didn’t make much progress while here I 
have. I am not scared to read here, in mainstream I didn V want to read ’ 
(Cm)(RS)

7 don’t think I am able for mainstream yet ’ (Cf)(RC)

‘If I can’t get the help I might fall back ’ (Cf)(RC)

7 won ’t be getting the support I get here: the school work will be harder, 
but not as hard as it used to be ’ (Cm)(RC).
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The principal reason cited by children for wishing to return to mainstream was due to 

missing friends. However, one child added that "it felt a bit more normal there’ 

(Cm)(RC), while another stated that at least in mainstream he would not be forgotten 

to be called for nice subjects like P.E. or Art’ (Cm)(RC). Relief at not having to 

endure a daily long trip to and from school, as well as a girl stating she was looking 

forward to mixing with other girls again (only girl in a reading class) were other 

positive aspects that children anticipated in mainstream. Finally, two children stated 

that they had enjoyed attending the specialised dyslexic setting (reading class) and 

acknowledged the benefits of learning to read well, but had been teased because of 

their attendance in the class. Coincidentally, both of these children had attended the 

same reading class.

Three of the eighteen children’s responses indicated mixed feelings about returning to 

mainstream. One child discussed the fact, that he had returned to the mainstream 

class a number of times while still attending the reading class and had found the level 

of work quite difficult. Another child mentioned the possibility of losing contact with 

friends from the specialised dyslexic setting, due to children returning to previous or 

new schools. Children’s comments are detailed in the following statements:

7 am a little bit sad leaving the reading unit I really like it there and it is 
fun’ (CO(RC)

7 am a bit anxious about going into the big class and missing my friends 
from the reading class ’ (Cm)(RC)

7 feel a bit nervous and stressed thinking about going back and 
wondering what my friends think of me coming from a reading class’ 
(Cm)(RC).

It is evident that some children were anxious and anticipated some difficulties 

regarding the move back to mainstream class on a full time basis. Children alluded to 

the difficulty level and volume of school and homework. One child mentioned the 

apprehensions about returning to a Gael-scoil as Irish had not been spoken during 

the two year period in a reading school. Difficulty and format of tests and 

assessments were also cited as a concern. In two schools, children had an opportunity

18 School where children are taught through the medium of Irish
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to participate in the mainstream class for increasing periods of time at the end of the 

second year in the reading class. The following comments illustrate some of 

children’s experiences about this phased transition to the mainstream classroom:

We got on fine ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘It was good to have more people in the class ’ (Cm)(RC)

7 found it a hit scary with all these children I didn’t really know ’ 
(Cm)(RC)

‘It was fun ’ (Cm)(RC)

'Teacher can’t talk to all of us though ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘On the first day it was weird going in as I didn’t know anyone, I was shy ’ 
(Cm)(RC).

Parents were also asked to comment on children’s imminent transition back to the 

mainstream classroom. Parents of children going to another school, whether a 

previous or new school, were considerably more anxious about the process. Two 

primary areas were discussed namely, concerns about transition and how transition 

arrangements could be enhanced.

Parents’ principal concern focused on the potential regression that children might 

experience back in the mainstream classroom both in terms of academic achievement 

and confidence. They also expressed apprehension regarding children’s academic 

standard in relation to their peers. Other concerns included the larger class size, 

insufficient support as well as reduced parent-teacher communication. The following 

remark highlights the anxiety anticipated by many parents,

‘Having come from such a supportive and understanding environment, I 
am concerned that the level of communication between me and the staff 
may not be as good ’ (P)(RS).

Questionnaire responses indicated that parents believed that improvements could be 

made in the transition process between specialised dyslexic and mainstream settings. 

Closer links between the two settings was mentioned by ten of the fourteen parents, as 

well as greater participation and involvement by parents in the transition process
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itself. Over half of the parents’ responses (six of eleven) indicated that they had little 

knowledge of the arrangements and preparation regarding children’s transition to 

mainstream. Recommendations included a settling in period for children in the 

mainstream classroom perhaps in the last term before re-entry on a full time basis and 

one parent believed that this process should be initiated early in the second year of the 

special placement. Increased collaboration and communication about children’s 

learning styles, appropriate teaching and learning strategies and volume of work were 

considered by parents as important aspects to be discussed by teachers of both 

settings.

Teachers were asked to consider the transition preparation for children exiting the 

specialised dyslexic settings. The approaches varied from school to school and also 

differed depending on whether children were remaining within the school or attending 

another school. The discussion centred on three predominant aspects including: 

transition arrangements for children remaining in the school or to another school, how 

children themselves were prepared for the process and how practice could be 

enhanced.

Reading class teachers believed that the transition process was facilitated greatly 

when children remained in the school of the reading class and where children had 

experience of integrating with their peers in the mainstream classroom in the 

afternoon. This practice also allowed increased collaboration between teachers. In 

many instances, dialogue between mainstream and reading class teachers focused on 

alternative strategy usage, environmental changes in the classroom, correction of 

work, making allowances in homework practices as well as examining children’s 

progress and achievements. Reading class teachers also felt that children who had 

been integrated in mainstream classrooms in the afternoon were fortunate to have 

mainstream teachers who were more dyslexia aware, due to reading class/es being 

located on the school campus. One reading class teacher mentioned ‘keeping a roving 

eye’ on each child in the subsequent year of attending the reading class. However, 

one reading class teacher criticised the lack of preparation in her school in the absence 

of school policy, in bridging the gap for children leaving the reading class.
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The steps in the transition process for children returning to a previous or new 

mainstream school generally included correspondence in the form of forwarding 

progress reports to the receiving school. Occasionally, mainstream class teachers 

made contact with the specialised dyslexic setting teacher, clarifying children’s 

progress or seeking advice about strategies. However, specialised dyslexic setting 

teachers were generally hesitant or judicious in offering advice to mainstream teachers 

unless specifically asked to do so. In one reading school, an information afternoon 

was held and teachers of the receiving school were invited to attend and this allowed 

an opportunity to discuss children’s assessment scores, programmes, strengths and 

needs. It was estimated that 50% of support teachers from mainstream schools 

attended. However, there was general consensus among specialised dyslexic setting 

teachers that once children left the setting, there was little awareness of children’s 

progress.

Teachers were asked to comment on the preparation of children for transition back to 

the mainstream classroom. Much prior discussion took place with children about the 

imminent transition and particularly what would be expected of them in the 

mainstream classroom. Emphasis on organisational skills, accustoming children to a 

normal level of interaction with the teacher and encouraging children to become more 

independent, ''not having to stand over them taking down their homework’ (T)(RC) 

were considered as priority areas to address. In two of the reading classes, children 

attended the mainstream class for increasing lengths of time towards the end of their 

second year in the specialised dyslexic setting, thus helping in particular children who 

would remain in the school. Many teachers expressed the opinion that many children 

were in fact looking forward to being back in the mainstream classroom and that 

parents were often more anxious and apprehensive about the transition process than 

the children concerned.

In regard to how the transition process could work more efficiently, specialised 

dyslexic setting teachers suggested that increased communication and collaboration 

with the receiver school was paramount. Many specialised dyslexic setting teachers 

also believed that all children should receive a review psychological assessment and 

where possible participate in a phased approach to transition.
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5.2.8 Socio-Emotional Factors
In every setting, mainstream and special, much debate and dialogue concerns the 

academic attainment of children, while progress in the socio-emotional area may 

sometimes be overlooked. This research examined in particular the achievement of 

children with dyslexia in reading but also addressed the socio-emotional aspects of 

progress. A number of key areas were considered including the socio-emotional 

effects of dyslexia on the child as observed by parents. Parents discussed children’s 

preference of setting, mainstream and special and children’s happiness levels in both. 

Informal estimations of self-esteem levels by parents and teachers were determined on 

entry and exit to specialised dyslexic settings and explanations for increased levels 

were explored. Finally, the visual manifestations of raised self-esteem in children 

were investigated to conclude the discussion.

Data furnished by parents, suggested that the majority of children had suffered 

negative socio-emotional consequences in the mainstream class as a direct result of 

their dyslexia. The perceived negative changes in children’s behaviour when formal 

literacy began were alluded to by twelve of the fourteen parents. Self-consciousness 

as a result of their reading difficulty and lack of ability to keep up with their peers 

academically was a prominent difficulty for children. Parents were acutely aware of 

the negative comparisons children made between themselves and their peers. The 

following comments summarise children’s self awareness of their difficulties:

"I am on a different reading scheme to the other children ’ (Cm)(RC)

7 don 7 like going out of the classroom for extra help ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘He used to say the other boys were good at their reading and he didn 7 
know anything ’ (P)(RC)

He used to say he hated being different and wished he was like everyone 
else’ (P)(RS)

7 don 7 like going out of the classroom for extra help. Will I ever be able 
to read, I wish I could read. My child always picked the brightest 
children in class to be his friends, but he would often cry and say 7 wish I 
was like X or Y, they are so lucky, I am always the worst boy in the class ’ 
(P)(RC).
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Fourteen parents also referred to the many other manifestations exhibited by children 

arising from the emotional effects of dyslexia. The most prevalent included: anxiety 

and tendencies to avoid tasks, lack of motivation, and inattentiveness. Other less cited 

manifestations were the display of psychosomatic symptoms, withdrawal and feeling 

subdued. Feeling sick before spelling tests, activities such as sharpening pencils, 

wanting to use the toilet, volunteering to go on messages for the teacher, pretending to 

be tired or hungry were other signs of inability to cope with the manifestations of 

dyslexia in the mainstream classroom. One parent spoke of her child’s reading tactics 

at home.

‘Mam you read this book to yourself and I’ll read a similar book to 
myself. He would turn the page in his book when I turned the page in 
mine. That spurred me into action. I decided if he could learn that trick 
he was bright enough to learn to read ’ (P)(RC).

Parents were asked to indicate the happiness levels of children while attending 

mainstream and specialised dyslexic settings and to discuss children’s preference of 

setting. Increased happiness levels were experienced in specialised dyslexic settings 

and this is displayed in greater detail in Table 5.6.

Table 5.6 Children's Happiness Levels

Mainstream
Prior to September 2005

Very
happy

Happy Fairly
happy

Not happy Very
unhappy

Number of children 1 5 2 6

Specialised dyslexic
setting

Very happy Happy Fairly
happy

Not happy Very
unhappy

Number of children 10 3 1

The prevailing explanation provided by parents for children’s increased happiness 

was due to achievement and progress attained in specialised dyslexic settings, while 

the main cause of mixed feelings was due to missing friends from mainstream. On 

analysis of parents’ responses, friends were the predominant reason why children 

preferred the mainstream class while embarrassment was the most cited explanation 

for unhappiness in mainstream. Children themselves (six of twenty) also mentioned 

that they had been teased regarding their academic work or when asking the teacher
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for assistance in mainstream. Two instances of teasing were mentioned in the 

specialised dyslexic setting.

Both parents and teachers were asked to discuss self-esteem levels of children on 

entry and exit from specialised dyslexic settings. All fourteen parents believed that 

children’s self-esteem had improved since attending the setting due to teacher 

personality and teachers’ ability to empathise with children and understand the 

difficulties presented. The use of appropriate teacher praise, encouragement, a belief 

in children’s abilities as well as having peers who all shared the same learning 

difficulty were perceived as means of raising self-esteem. Eleven of the fourteen 

parents stated that the positive relationship between teachers and children and the 

academic progress of children were important factors in increased self-esteem.

Specialised dyslexic setting teachers also discussed self-esteem levels of children on 

entry and exit from the setting. The specific techniques utilised by teachers to 

increase self-esteem levels as well as investigating the new behaviours displayed by 

children as a result of higher self-esteem were also examined. All specialised 

dyslexic setting teachers believed that children’s self-esteem ranged from fair to poor 

on entry to the setting. In fact, they believed self-esteem was the priority need of 

most of the children and hence, much of the first term was focused on boosting the 

morale of children. In teachers’ experiences, many children had learned to expect 

failure and the first task was to foster an atmosphere of respect and value for each 

child plus promoting positive attitudes towards school and literacy. One teacher 

commented, "Many children are very subdued when they come in at first, then they 

come out of their shell and become more active’ (T)(RS). Teachers spoke of the 

importance of acknowledging dyslexia as a difficulty but that this should not prevent 

children from learning but perhaps doing so differently

At the end of the two-three year placement in the specialised dyslexic setting, parents 

were asked to comment on changes in self-esteem levels. Seven of the thirteen 

parents shared the belief that self-esteem levels had increased: three stated that they 

had remained the same while three felt that levels had decreased. However, on further 

analysis of self-esteem ratings, all parents (fourteen) felt their child’s level was good 

or better on exit in contrast to seven parents who felt that children had fair or low
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levels of self-esteem on entry. Specialised dyslexic setting teachers also commented 

on children’s self-esteem levels, where they estimated that fifteen of the eighteen 

children had increased levels while three had remained static.

Table 5.7 Self-Esteem levels of Children on Entry and Exit to Specialised Dyslexic Settings as
indicated by Teachers and Parents

N=18 Excellent Very good Good Fair Weak
Self-esteem on entry 
to specialised dyslexic 
settings Teachers

3 5 10

Self-esteem on exit 
from specialised
dyslexic settings
Teachers

7 6 4 1

Self-esteem on entry 
to specialised dyslexic 
settings Parents N=T3

3 2 1 2 5

Self-esteem on exit 
from specialised
dyslexic settings
Parents N=13

5 6 2

Rationales for increased levels of self-esteem and approaches to same were discussed 

by specialised dyslexic setting teachers. The most cited method of raising self-esteem 

and which was also imperative in fostering success was appropriate work at the 

correct pace and ability level, ‘their self-esteem can be raised by giving them work 

they can achieve, so giving them a sense of achievement and where they can never 

fail’ (T)(RC). Teachers set children clear achievable targets, academic as well as 

behavioural, with clear outcomes. The use of positive language, constructive praise, 

positive reinforcement, measuring success in small steps and celebrating achievement 

were also cited. In several instances, teachers felt it was crucial that children’s 

abilities and talents were accentuated to allow flexibility and choice in completing 

tasks. Some teachers used credit systems in celebrating success, which were 

converted to stickers, prizes, trophies, and book vouchers. Other forms of self-esteem 

building included notes home to parents and children receiving individualised praise 

from the school principal. One teacher stressed the importance of allowing children 

time to talk with their peers and the teacher, which allowed the teacher an opportunity 

to gauge their emotional state before teaching and learning took place. Teachers also 

referred to the smaller class where children were given more individual attention and 

could make realistic comparisons with their peers with the same difficulties. In this
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safe environment, children could speak freely and confidently without embarrassment 

in front of their peers or teachers. Finally, the importance of teaching children coping 

skills as an important life skill was emphasised as a means for maintaining or raising 

good self-esteem.

The impact of these strategies and the new behaviours observed in children were 

considered by specialised dyslexic setting teachers. Among the behaviours displayed 

by children was their ability to take risks, make mistakes and their raised confidence 

to attempt more exigent work. As a result of trying new challenges, children also 

began to set themselves personal goals. Improved work ethic, improved quality of 

work, greater initiative to engage in more difficult work were evident as children 

experienced less stress and greater happiness. Parents’ comments are detailed below:

‘ They take on extra work, they insist their reading is heard every day, they 
are eager to progress in their reading scheme and want the teacher to 
look at their work ’ (P)(RS)

‘They become proud of themselves and parents comment on their 
happiness at home, the relative ease of completing homework and their 
willingness to go to school ’ (P)(RC).

Improvements in Service Provision

As a conclusion to Part 1 of the findings, consideration is given to potential 

improvements in educational provision for children with dyslexia based on 

examination of mainstream and specialised dyslexic settings. The viewpoints are a 

compilation of parent and teacher responses from the data collected.

Potential improvements in service provision for children with dyslexia were indicated 

by over two thirds of parents (eight of thirteen parents). Greater links between 

settings, homework issues, and expansion of specialised dyslexic setting provision 

and more flexible practices in special education were the predominant topics 

identified by parents. The issue of integration and inclusion was raised and some 

parents emphasised the need for greater links between specialised dyslexic and 

mainstream settings, overcoming the potential difficulty of children being isolated 

from the usual school environment. Increasing amounts of homework towards the 

latter period of children’s placement was considered as preparation for the pending
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transition. Expansion of reading classes and schools within the continuum of special 

education would allow greater educational opportunities and access for children with 

dyslexia and was perceived as a means of ensuring choices and options for parents. 

Many parents (seven of thirteen) were also critical of the restrictive practice of the 

two year placement in specialised dyslexic settings. Increased flexible arrangements 

regarding accessibility to the resources and knowledge of the specialised dyslexic 

setting teacher after children had returned to the mainstream class was also suggested 

by parents. They also highlighted that similar allowances in pupil-teacher ratio were 

not made regardless of the number of children with learning difficulties in the 

mainstream class. This was summed up succinctly by this parent’s comment,

"Greater links could be established between special and mainstream, 
there does not seem to be a current ratio for children with learning 
difficulties, the criteria for admission to a reading class exclude other 
children that could benefit from the additional help. A segregated setting 
could be infiltrated into every mainstream school and would cater for 
children with a variety of educational needs ’ (P)(RC).

Based on their personal experiences of teaching in specialised dyslexic settings, 

teachers had mixed opinions about the current model of reading classes/schools. The 

duration of the placement period, the need for greater inclusive practices as well as 

overcoming some of the misconceptions about the aim of these settings were 

discussed in teacher interviews. Many specialised dyslexic setting teachers felt the 

two year period in this type of setting was sufficient and other underlying difficulties 

other than reading must be present if progress had not been made. Some teachers felt 

the model should be flexible, allowing children attend for shorter or longer periods of 

time. However, the majority of teachers stated that a third year should only be offered 

in exceptional circumstances in order to give other children a chance to attend such a 

setting.

Some specialised dyslexic setting teachers reiterated the need for inclusion and hence 

the need for children to be with their peers academically and socially in a mainstream 

setting. One reading class teacher concluded that reading classes should be eliminated 

and that children should receive instead one hour of resource teaching time daily. The 

explanation for this view was based on the teacher’s experience of having one reading 

class in a school, populated by children ranging from third to sixth class which
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inhibited social interaction and where children had no yard stick to compare their 

progress with other children of the same year group.

One teacher also commented on the fact that there might be a misconception that 

specialised dyslexic settings were grind schools in reading, in preparation for 

mainstream school. Specialised dyslexic setting teachers perceived improved 

confidence and increased self-esteem to be as important as increased progress in 

reading.

5.3 Part 2

Part 2 of the ‘Presentation of Findings’ analyses and documents children’s 

experiences on their return to the mainstream setting. To ensure validity and 

reliability, data were gathered from three sources, namely, children, parents and 

teachers (class and support). The objectives of the data gathering exercise were as 

follows:

Phase 3

Teachers-Determine mainstream teachers’ attitudes regarding dyslexia, explore the 

teaching approaches, methodologies and organisation employed in these settings as 

well as ascertaining how children have settled back in the mainstream classroom. 

Parents-Ascertain satisfaction levels regarding children’s progress academically and 

socio-emotionally in mainstream.

Children-Explore children’s views regarding their progress and happiness back in the 

mainstream classroom, as well as detailing their experiences of the transition process.

For the purpose of presenting findings in phase three of the research, seven broad 

themes emerged from field notes and interview transcripts. These included: 

transition, system model, dyslexia awareness, supplementary support and planning, 

progress, teaching and learning approaches and socio-emotional factors. The 

following discussion examines the experiences of children on their return to 

mainstream through the following seven themes.
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5.3.1 Transition
After one year in attendance in mainstream, children were asked to explore their 

experiences of transition from the specialised dyslexic setting to the mainstream 

classroom. To set the context of this discussion, it is necessary to identify where 

children returned to mainstream schools. Six of the eighteen children commenced 

new mainstream schools which they had not previously attended. Two children 

remained in the mainstream school with the reading class, although they had not 

attended this school prior to entry to the reading class. Six children attended the 

mainstream school with the reading class and which they had already attended. Four 

children returned to the previous mainstream school where they had attended, prior to 

enrolment in the specialised dyslexic setting.

This section on transition discusses four principal findings based on the views of 

children and parents. These include school work, friendships, happiness levels and 

recommendations to facilitate improved transition experiences.

Prior to returning to mainstream, children were asked to express their sentiments 

about the pending transition. Seven of the eighteen children reported looking 

forward, eight were not looking forward and three had mixed feelings. Some of the 

comments regarding children’s thoughts about returning to mainstream are included 

in the following statements:

‘7 had made a lot of friends in the reading unit and none of these were 
going to be in the mainstream class ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘It was going to be a much bigger class and more homework’ (Cm)(RC)

7found it strange being in the big class again ’ (Cm)(RC)

7 used to go back to the big class in June: I think 1 needed more time back 
in the big class before September ’ (Cm)(RC)

7 preferred the smaller class where the teacher could get around’ 
(Cf)(RC).

From analysing children’s responses on return to mainstream, it is evident that the 

majority of children (fifteen of eighteen) believed that they had settled relatively 

quickly in the mainstream class, regardless of whether they had attended the school or 

not, prior to entry to the specialised dyslexic setting. Initially, most children judged
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that they had experienced some anxiety and had found the first month difficult, 

particularly becoming accustomed to the larger class as well as the complexity and 

volume of school and homework. However, all children stated that the transition was 

much better than anticipated and eight stated that they had not experienced any stress 

in the process. Many children believed that the work was not particularly difficult as 

they had experience of returning to the mainstream classroom regularly while 

attending the reading class. On analysis of responses, there appeared to be no 

significant difference in the difficulty level of school work in mainstream experienced 

by children who had attended the specialised dyslexic setting for the full day and 

those who had spent part of the day there.

Parents’ responses were also examined to investigate if their experiences of children’s 

transition were similar to those expressed by children. Six of the eleven parental 

responses felt children had been anxious about the move back to mainstream. Work 

load and difficulty of it, as well as friendships were the key areas to emerge from 

responses. Parents believed that children were highly anxious about being unable to 

keep up with the curriculum prior to entry to mainstream and felt that this anxiety had 

actually materialised, ‘My child was afraid that the children would he laughing at her 

if she could not keep up’ (P)(RC). Parents mentioned children’s apprehension about 

friendships and how peers would react on their return to mainstream. Some children 

were attending new schools and hence establishing new friendships. However, 

renewal or establishment of new friendships did not pose an issue and social networks 

were readily made on return to mainstream.

Preparation for the transition process was examined and views of parents and teachers 

were ascertained. Seven of the nine parental responses felt children had been 

prepared adequately for the transition, one parent stated there was inadequate 

preparation and one parent was unsure. Of the eleven parental responses, nine had 

met with the specialised dyslexic setting teacher but only two parents had met with 

the receiving class teacher to discuss transition. However, in five instances parents 

were aware of collaboration between the specialised dyslexic teacher, the mainstream 

class teacher and the support teacher. Two principal recommendations were made by 

parents regarding their experiences of transition, namely, the importance of meeting
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the class teacher beforehand and a phased transition to mainstream. The following 

comments summarise these recommendations:

I find the X N.S. excellent in many ways. I do however believe that they 
have some way yet to go in learning to understand how traumatic the 
transition back is for the child. I feel they could lessen this very 
significantly by letting the child be aware of the children and the class 
they will be returning to in the September before the summer holidays 
begin. For Y this occupied most of his summer days prior to starting back 
in September. I suppose you could call it a fear of the unknown. I do 
believe had he known what class and teacher he would have would have 
helped him greatly’ (P)(RC)

‘A ‘weaning off process from the reading class would be beneficial to 
make the child more independent especially going from a high level to a 
low level of support ’ (P)(RC).

Teachers’ views were also ascertained regarding the transition process. Three main 

issues arose from interviews conducted, namely, preparation for the transition process, 

difficulties encountered by children and recommendations for better transition 

practices.

The most common task associated with the preparation of children transferring back 

to mainstream was the receipt by mainstream class teachers and support teachers of 

reports, samples of work and assessment records. In relation to face to face contact, 

all reading class teachers, class teachers and support teachers collaborated where 

children remained in the school. Two instances were recorded where liaison between 

teachers of a receiving external school and a specialised dyslexic setting teacher took 

place.

In this research, the whole curriculum was generally taught in six reading classes but 

only one of these classes had engaged in a phased transition process. The policy in 

the other two schools with reading classes stated that children would attend the 

reading class for maths and literacy only: hence children were accustomed to 

returning to mainstream daily for the remainder of the curriculum. However, class 

teachers and specialised dyslexic setting teachers of reading classes believed that 

children who remained in the school with the reading class had a shorter settling in 

period as opposed to a longer period for children transferring to different schools.
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This was an assumption made by teachers rather than on any evidence provided. 

Transition plans did not feature for any children.

Teachers exposed some of the difficulties experienced by children as a result of 

transition. These difficulties included stress and reduced academic performance 

perhaps as a result of ‘being cocooned’ in the reading class as suggested by one 

support teacher. Teachers’ comments are included in the following quotations:

‘X put himself under a lot of stress and pressure at the beginning of the 
year, he was a bit overwhelmed ’ (CT)

‘Academic performance fell initially, but self-esteem remained high ’ (CT)

‘X had difficulty with our class rides especially coming from a smaller 
class where they had an opportunity to perhaps speak out more in class ’
(CT).

Receiving mainstream class teachers made a number of suggestions regarding the 

transition process. Phased transition was the most cited recommendation, where 

children would return to mainstream class for increasing periods of time. However, 

this might be more difficult to implement in reading schools where mainstream 

classes are not attached to such schools. Increased communication especially between 

class and specialised dyslexic setting teachers was emphasised and especially in 

instances where children were returning to different schools. Liaison between present 

and past children of the reading class was perceived to be a good way for children to 

share their experiences, as well as helping children to anticipate what life might be 

like back in the mainstream classroom. Finally, release time for specialised dyslexic 

setting teachers was suggested as a means of enhancing the transition process, 

whereby children would still have access to the teacher as well as sharing advice and 

resources with mainstream teachers.

5.3.2 System Model
This section examines the experiences of children, as experienced by themselves, their 

parents and their teachers in the mainstream setting. Children discussed their 

preferred model of educational provision and their rationale for such after completing 

one year back in the mainstream classroom. Both parents and teachers explored the 

perceived impact of the specialised dyslexic setting on children on their return to
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mainstream, as well as some of the difficulties that some children continued to 

experience.

Children considered their preference of setting after completing one year back in the 

mainstream classroom. Of the eighteen children, fifteen stated that they had no 

preference, while three preferred the mainstream setting. All children commented on 

the advantages of the specialised dyslexic setting in terms of progress in literacy, their 

increased understanding of school work, while nine stated they had better 

concentration levels in the smaller class. The following quotations illustrate these 

points:

‘When you can ’t read the reading class is brilliant, I learned how to read, 
spell and maths and the teachers teach you how to do a lot ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘In the reading unit I started to understand things better and the teacher 
had time to listen to me and slowed down the work pace for me which was 
good. The class was small and easier to concentrate in it ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘The work in mainstream is a lot harder whereas in the reading class the 
pace is much slower ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘In the reading class the teacher has more time to help us with reading 
and spelling ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘However, you don ‘t get as much attention in mainstream ’ (Cm)(RC).

In examining why the mainstream setting was the preferred choice of three children, 

reference was made to: teasing from peers, some gender imbalance in the specialised 

dyslexic setting and liking the challenges associated with the mainstream class. 

However, all children interviewed felt they had settled well into mainstream class and 

felt they belonged to their schools. The following comments summarise children’s 

preference of setting:

‘You get slagged a lot by older kids or kids in your year when you are in 
the reading class’ (Cf)(RC)

7 was the only girl in the class ’ (Cf)(RC)

7 prefer mainstream because it is a challenge and you get to hang out 
with a lot of people and get to do more activities ’ (Cm)(RS)
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‘ We do drama in mainstream and there is more emphasis on other 
subjects ’ (Cm)(RC).

Parents’ views were ascertained to determine the impact of specialised dyslexic 

settings on children in the mainstream classroom. All eleven parents commented and 

praised class teachers’ efforts to make children feel welcome as well as understanding 

their difficulties in the mainstream classroom and hence making school an enjoyable 

experience for all children. Seven parents felt that children had made good progress 

but were still academically behind their mainstream peers. Negative comparisons 

with peers were still made by some children. Parents felt that class teachers had 

reduced expectations for children, possibly due to the children’s attendance at a 

specialised dyslexic setting. However, two parents noted that children experienced 

increased stress and pressure in the mainstream classroom, found it difficult to cope 

and concentrate in the larger class population, had initial difficulty reintegrating, and 

believed that children had fallen academically, further behind. Some parents were of 

the opinion that an additional year in the specialised dyslexic setting would have been 

helpful (six of eleven) as some children continued to have difficulty in completing 

homework, were unclear about school work, had insufficient time to complete school 

work well and ultimately required further explanation and revision of key concepts.

Finally, parents were asked to express their satisfaction with a number of aspects such 

as use of appropriate resources and materials, interventions, support and finally, 

homework in the mainstream classroom. Ten of the eleven parents’ responses 

indicated overall satisfaction in these areas.

Table 5.8 Parental Satisfaction with Mainstream Settings

N=10 Not satisfactory Satisfactory Very satisfactory

Appropriate materials and 
resources

1 6 3

Interventions/support given in 
school

1 6 3

Appropriate homework with 
realistic amount of time spent on 
it

6 4

Class and support teachers were asked to comment on the perceived impact of 

attending a specialised dyslexic setting when children returned to mainstream. Of
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seventeen class teachers, five stated that children were now more or less able to keep 

up with their peers in the mainstream classroom. A further seven class teachers felt 

children had made good progress academically but were still behind. Teachers felt 

that children were happy, displayed good self-esteem, demonstrated an enjoyment of 

reading and in addition exhibited good organisational skills. One support teacher felt 

there were benefits, if children were returning to the school with the reading class, 

‘having the reading class in the school that the child attends pre and post placement 

is a strong advantage for the pupil ’ (ST).

One class teacher’s response indicated that one child had fallen further behind 

academically as a result of attending a reading class.19 Five of the seventeen 

mainstream class teachers and one support teacher (one of fifteen) mentioned the 

difficulties children had in the initial weeks, as they attempted to readjust to 

mainstream class life again. This concurs with the opinions expressed by parents. 

However, children tended to succeed well once overcoming the initial settling in 

period.

5.3.3 Dyslexia Awareness
The area of dyslexia awareness was explored again in the context of the mainstream 

classroom and children’s experiences of mainstream class teachers’ awareness were 

ascertained. Mainstream class teachers’ views were also examined focusing on the 

implications of having children with dyslexia in their classroom and how this affected 

their approaches to teaching and learning. Their attitudes towards labelling, their 

participation in professional development and the status given to dyslexia in their 

schools were also investigated.

While children appeared very happy in their mainstream classrooms, a number 

expressed the opinion that specialised dyslexic setting teachers had an excellent 

understanding of dyslexia and were empathetic regarding their particular needs. Nine 

of the eighteen children believed that mainstream class teachers were not as aware of 

their difficulties. Teachers discussed the implications of having a child with dyslexia 

in regard to choice of teaching approaches. Sixteen of a total of seventeen teachers 

commented that having a child with dyslexia in their classroom increased their

19 Other factors could have impacted here such as child moving to different schools on three occasions
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awareness of having to alter their teaching and learning approaches. Greater 

awareness of learning styles and the use of books with appropriate reading ability, 

were the next most cited ways of meeting children’s needs. These three areas were 

also cited by thirteen of the fifteen support teachers. Differentiation of work in the 

form of reduced work load and length of time to complete tasks were also reported as 

strategies employed by mainstream teachers to help children with dyslexia. The 

majority of teachers did not use alternative methods of assessment and children’s 

work was examined and graded similar to their peers. Four of the seventeen class 

teachers acknowledged they had different expectations for children with dyslexia, as 

opposed to lower expectations. One teacher stated that taking cognisance of 

children’s dyslexia allowed for increased awareness of children’s stress levels and the 

need for children to experience constant success.

Mainstream teachers had a positive perception of the label dyslexia and observed

receiving exemptions from Irish and an entitlement to supplementary support from a

support teacher as benefits of a label. All children received supplementary support on

return to mainstream. In regard to continuous professional development (CPD) in the

area of dyslexia, five of the seventeen mainstream teachers had attended CPD. One

teacher had completed the post graduate diploma in SEN/LS (Special Educational

Needs/Leaming Support), three others had completed module courses with the DAI

and one other teacher had completed an on-line course. Two thirds (ten) of support

teachers had participated in some CPD in the area, including seven who had

completed the post graduate diploma in SEN/LS, three who had participated in a
21module course offered by the DAI and four who had engaged in on-line courses. 

The need for more CPD in dyslexia was acknowledged by sixteen of the seventeen 

mainstream and all of the fifteen support teachers, with one third of support teachers 

stating that they did not feel competent teaching children with dyslexia.

20 One mainstream class teacher had completed the Post Graduate Diploma in SEN/LS and the modular 
course offered by the Dyslexia Association of Ireland.
21 Some support teachers had completed more than one professional development course. One teacher 
had completed Graduate Diploma in SEN/LS, the modular course run by the Dyslexia Association of 
Ireland and an on-line course in Dyslexia. Two teachers had completed the Graduate Diploma in 
SEN/LS and an on-line course in Dyslexia. One teacher had completed the modular course run by the 
Dyslexia Association of Ireland and an on-line course in Dyslexia. Finally one teacher had completed 
Graduate Diploma in SEN/LS and the modular course run by the Dyslexia Association of Ireland.
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The status given to dyslexia by mainstream schools was considered and all seventeen 

mainstream teachers were of the opinion that dyslexia was given some status. The 

principal mode of doing this was by giving children supplementary support from a 

support teacher (sixteen of seventeen instances). Schools with a reading class(es) 

tended to give dyslexia greater emphasis, with mainstream class and support teachers 

liaising frequently with the reading class teacher about appropriate strategies and 

resources as well as purchasing materials for children with dyslexia in mind. In seven 

of the seventeen schools, dyslexia was discussed regularly at staff meetings and 

included in a specific section of the school plan: on closer analysis this occurred only 

in schools with reading class(es). Two schools had attended whole school in-service 

in the area and no school had utilised the services of the Special Education Support 

Service (SESS).

5.3.4 Supplementary Support and Planning
The themes of supplementary support and planning emerged from data collected from 

children, parents and teachers in mainstream settings. The organisation of 

supplementary support, the content and adequacy of same were discussed by the 

various parties. Simultaneously, planning for special education and particularly for 

children with dyslexia and some of the issues surrounding collaborative planning were 

explored. To conclude, concerns about children’s ability to transfer learning from the 

support room to the classroom were raised. This together with issues mentioned 

above, form the basis of this section.

Supplementary support was referred to by children in two contexts, namely, that 

provided by the mainstream class teacher and the support teacher. Eleven of the 

eighteen children stated that they received extra help when necessary from the class 

teacher, while six were of the opinion that they received no further help compared to 

their peers. Further explanation of concepts by mainstream teachers was the form of 

help cited by children.

All the children in this study received supplementary support from a support teacher 

on return to mainstream, which ranged from a minimum time of one hundred minutes 

to fifteen hours weekly. One child received help for one term only as it was deemed 

he had made excellent progress. Support was of a withdrawal nature in every school
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with the exception of one child who received in-class support for maths from the 

support teacher. All children were exempt from Irish and hence in many instances 

supplementary support occurred during Irish time. Some received supplementary 

support from the support teacher during this time while others completed different 

reading schemes and workbooks in their mainstream classroom under the supervision 

of their class teacher. In two instances, children covered most of the English 

curriculum with the support teacher while one child completed the entire maths 

curriculum with the support teacher. In another school with multiple classes of the 

same year, children were banded for maths according to their ability, hence high, 

middle and low maths ability groups existed. All children received help in literacy, in 

addition, five also received help in maths and one child received help in the area of 

pastoral care from a support teacher. In examining responses, seventeen of the 

eighteen children were satisfied with the current level of help received in mainstream 

school.

Planning of work appeared to be an important aspect in curriculum provision by 

mainstream class teachers. Sixteen of the seventeen mainstream teachers utilised a 

group programme, which they adapted for any child with dyslexia in their class. One 

teacher had designed an individual programme for the child with dyslexia who had 

previously attended the specialised dyslexic setting. All support teachers (fifteen 

teachers) with the exception of one also designed programmes, group and individual 

for children with dyslexia. In six instances, support teachers formulated individual 

lEPs for children with dyslexia, with particular emphasis on comprehension and 

written work.

Collaborative planning between mainstream and support teachers appeared to occur 

informally, with seven of the seventeen mainstream teachers acknowledging 

awareness of what teaching and learning took place in the support room. Four 

mainstream teachers were unaware if the support teacher had an IEP for the child in 

question. Collaborative IEP target setting between mainstream teachers, support 

teachers and parents was indicated in four instances (four of eight), two mainstream 

teachers stated that the support teacher designed the targets while two other 

mainstream teachers were unfamiliar with the personnel involved in target setting. 

Children’s views were not ascertained in drawing up targets but cognisance was taken
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of their interests. One support teacher stated that children in her caseload had their 

own individual targets to meet. In exploring mainstream and support teachers’ 

collaborative planning, one mainstream and support teacher discussed in advance the 

work to be completed each week. Two mainstream teachers stated that the support 

teacher often revised work completed in the mainstream classroom and in another 

instance a support teacher prepared the child for the class reader in advance of the 

lesson in the mainstream classroom to promote inclusive practices. With regard to

parents’ experiences of the planning processes, three of the eleven parents were
22unsure if children had an IEP while two parents had been involved in the process.

The issue of transfer of learning and how work in the support room related to work in 

the mainstream class was discussed by children, parents and mainstream class and 

support teachers. Half or nine of the children stated that the work in the support room 

linked well to learning in the mainstream classroom while nine felt it was unrelated. 

These findings were supported by parents’ comments, with six of ten responses 

indicating that work in the mainstream classroom was complemented well by 

supplementary support in the support room. Mixed feelings about the transfer of 

learning was also expressed by nine class teachers (of seventeen) and seven support 

teachers(of thirteen) who believed that the work completed in the support room 

related well to work in the mainstream classroom.

5.3.5 Progress
Progress was examined during the duration of this study. While the researcher’s 

focus was predominantly on the qualitative comments made by children, teachers and 

parents, progress measured by standardised scores was also utilised. This aspect will 

be considered further in discussing teachers’ comments on children’s progress.

Children were asked to comment initially on the progress attained particularly in 

literacy, their perceived improvement in reading, ability to complete homework 

independently as well as initiation of self help strategies as a result of attending a 

specialised dyslexic setting. Of the eighteen remaining children in the study,

22 Although only two parents who responded, indicated they were involved in the IEP process, four 
mainstream teachers stated that there had been consultation with parents. However, as teachers’ 
responses were not aligned to parents’ responses, it is possible that parents who had been involved in 
the design of targets did not respond to the questionnaire.
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seventeen believed that the placement period in the specialised dyslexic setting was 

sufficient in terms of their progress, particularly in their improved ability in reading, 

spelling and writing. All eighteen children felt they were doing well in school and 

coping well with the curriculum on a daily basis. Less cited areas of improvement 

included dictation, memory work and maths. Children’s comments are illustrated as 

follows:

‘Before I went to the reading class, I couldn't read that well, now I am
able to read and spell pretty well ’ (Cm)(RC)

‘lam much better at my work as a result of the reading class ’ (Cm)(RC).

Children were asked to discuss their reading ability back in the mainstream class. 

Seventeen of the eighteen children believed that they were now good readers and had 

made more progress in reading since returning to the mainstream class. Children 

appeared realistic about their ability to read in class with only four children stating 

that they could read as well as their peers. In rating themselves out of ten for reading, 

one referring to poor ability and ten referring to excellent ability in reading; the 

following is a composite view of their ratings.

Of the eighteen children remaining in the study, nine children rated themselves eight, 

two children stated nine and one child stated ten. Four children felt they were still 

only average at reading, rating themselves six and two children rated themselves four. 

This is displayed in tabular form in Table 5.9. On closer analysis of ratings, thirteen 

children believed that their reading ability had decreased in mainstream, four believed 

it had remained constant and one felt it had increased. A possible explanation for 

these decreased ratings might be the more realistic estimation of their reading ability 

in comparison to their mainstream peers in contrast to children in the specialised 

dyslexic setting.
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Table 5.9 Children’s Estimation of Reading Ability on return to Mainstream

Estimation of Reading Ability on retiim to M;iinstream (N=18)23

Rating of reading 
ability (Scale 1- 
10) '

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Number of
children

2 4 9 2 1

Fifteen of the eighteen children commented on their enjoyment of reading, while one 

child stated she enjoyed reading only when she wasn’t asked to read aloud in class. 

Two children stated that they still disliked reading. Fifteen children stated that they 

read at home regularly and recognised the importance of it for reading signs, menus, 

newspapers, recognising labels in supermarkets, as well as one child stating the 

importance of reading for teaching oneself how to learn. All eighteen children felt 

they could write sentences or even a paragraph independently although eight felt 

spelling still posed a difficulty.

In relation to homework, most children were of the opinion that they could complete 

their homework independently with minimal help while one child had the support of a 

homework club. Children cited spelling as a constant difficulty with parents helping 

and checking spellings in written work, while four children stated they needed help 

with maths homework. All the children felt more confident in their ability to attempt 

difficult work in class by rereading the problem/section, using their dictionary and 

spelling book before asking for the assistance of the teacher.

Ten parents also discussed the progress of children on return to mainstream. In terms 

of satisfaction levels, one parent was extremely satisfied with the progress in 

mainstream, two stated very satisfied, five stated somewhat satisfied and one parent 

expressed dissatisfaction. Four parents felt that children were coping well in the 

mainstream class. Of the nine parental responses, all stated that children still had 

literacy needs, six mentioned maths needs, four parents cited needs in organisational 

skills, three cited confidence and self-esteem and two referred to the need to become 

more independent. In referring to children’s ability with the class reader, three

2j One child left study due to change of school (as above) and another attended for one year only, hence 
N=18
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parents believed that children were good or very good, while the remainder felt 

children were fair or poor. However, five parents believed that children now enjoyed 

reading and had overcome prior negative attitudes towards it. Comments from 

parents regarding progress in mainstream were generally positive and are included as 

follows:

‘He is much happier now that he is back in mainstream: he doesn't need 
as much help now with homework ’ (P)(RS)

‘X has made huge progress in reading and maths. I do feel that a child 
with dyslexia will always find daily working in school a challenge’ 
(P)(RS)

‘Average progress' (P)(RC)

‘None ’ (P)(RC)

He has made a lot ofprogress in maths, he is making friends ’ (P)(RC)

‘Is much better at doing school work at home, reading has improved 
greatly as has confidence ’ (P)(RS)

‘Now learning History and Geography, writing has improved, reading 
continues to improve’ (P)(RC).

However, as anticipated at the beginning of the study, the whole area of standardised 

assessment was problematic, as different forms of assessments were utilised and at 

varying times in the school year. The majority of mainstream teachers did not use 

standardised tests as a tool to identify baselines of children when planning work and 

in many instances formal assessment in literacy and maths was not conducted until the 

following summer term, when children had completed a year in mainstream. Hence, 

many teachers were not fully aware of children’s reading and spelling ability on entry 

to the mainstream classroom.

Based on assessment information collected from specialised dyslexic and mainstream 

schools, progress was examined broadly in the form of scores. Using standardised 

scores information, all twenty children in this study made progress in reading while 

attending specialised dyslexic settings. In fifteen instances, the gap between 

chronological and reading age narrowed and in some cases significantly. Three 

instances were recorded, where the gap widened after the period in the specialised
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dyslexic setting. In another case, notable progress was made and the child succeeded 

in closing the gap between chronological and reading age completely while another 

child attended the reading class for one year only, due to substantial progress. Based 

on the standardised scores exiting the specialised dyslexic setting, ten children were 

deemed eligible to receive supplementary help in the form of learning support as their 

scores were at or below the 10th percentile. However, all children made progress 

considering that some had entered the specialised dyslexic setting with exceptionally 

low baselines and where standardised scores were unobtainable from raw scores. For 

example, children who were two years behind in terms of their reading age on entry 

and still two years behind on exit still made progress as the gap had remained constant 

as opposed to widening. Further results indicated that seven children made significant 

progress in reading on return to mainstream while three children’s scores decreased 

marginally. Of the ten children who were entitled to learning support on re-entry to 

mainstream, just three were eligible for supplementary support after attending 

mainstream for a year.

Seventeen mainstream teachers discussed the progress of children in the mainstream 

classroom. Fourteen mainstream teachers believed that children’s priority needs were 

still in the area of literacy, twelve felt maths, while six teachers stated confidence 

building and self-esteem. A number of teachers noted that children were initially 

overwhelmed by the volume of work in the mainstream classroom as opposed to the 

difficulty level. One child attending a Gael-scoil had very different priority needs on 

his return to mainstream, where the focus was to increase his ability to engage in 

spoken Irish and learn the vocabulary for the various subjects.

In the absence of standardised test results, teachers were asked to state how the child 

compared in their academic achievement with their peers at the beginning of the year. 

Four of the seventeen teachers felt children were good or very good: eight teachers 

felt children were average while five felt children were poor or very poor in 

comparison with their peers. In examining the children’s ability with their peers after 

seven to nine months attending mainstream, six teachers felt children were good or 

very good, six felt children were average and four were of the opinion that children 

were still poor or very poor. In terms of the class reader, fifteen children engaged in 

the class reader or novel. Four of the fifteen mainstream teachers’ responses indicated
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that children were good or very good at reading it, while eleven stated fair or poor. 

Poor reading comprehension ability as opposed to reading accuracy or fluency was 

cited by teachers as children’s principal difficulty. One explanation identified by a 

teacher for this particular difficulty was due to the problematic nature of withdrawal 

for supplementary support and as a result children missed reading the class reader or 

novel during English lessons.

Support teachers also discussed children’s ability to participate in the curriculum 

relative to their peers. Responses indicated that three of the thirteen support teachers 

felt children were coping well, seven felt fair and three teachers didn’t know. In 

relation to children’s ability with the class reader, nine support teachers felt children 

were fair at reading it, while two felt they were good. Two support teachers were 

unaware of the child’s ability to read the class reader. The most notable other areas of 

improvement by children cited by six support teachers were in the areas of self-esteem 

and confidence.

5.3.6 Teaching and Learning Approaches
Teaching and learning approaches were considered in the context that all mainstream 

class and support teachers believed children’s learning difficulties arising from 

dyslexia were as a result of the combination of within-child characteristics and the 

learning environment. This section examines the approaches employed by 

mainstream class and support teachers including: differentiation techniques, 

assessment procedures utilised, learning styles identification, and I.T. usage.

Data from interview field notes and transcripts indicated that approximately one third 

of mainstream class teachers (six) made a conscious effort to alter their teaching 

practices as a result of having a child with dyslexia in their classroom. Five teachers 

felt they changed their style somewhat and six stated they made no additional 

changes. However, mainstream teachers indicated that they had different expectations 

of what could be achieved with children experiencing dyslexia. Greater emphasis on 

reinforcing concepts, repeating explanations and greater involvement of the child 

through questioning were the predominant forms of support given by mainstream 

teachers. One to one individual teaching was also cited in a number of cases as well 

as seeking the support teacher’s advice where necessary. Differentiation appeared as
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a feature in all mainstream classes in this study with all teachers reporting its use. The 

predominant forms included making allowances when correcting work, more time to 

complete tasks, decreasing volume of work, concessions with homework and level of 

questioning.

Support teachers also discussed strategy usage for children with dyslexia. Their 

emphasis included using reading schemes with appropriate reading ages, increased 

use of comprehension strategies, mind mapping as well as using suitable levels of 

questioning. When support teachers deemed that insufficient progress was being 

attained, new resources were researched, teaching strategies and materials were 

evaluated, activities were repeated and over-learned, as well as giving children other 

incentives to learn.

Standardised testing, teacher designed tests and observation were the prevailing 

methods of monitoring progress by mainstream class and support teachers. One 

mainstream teacher cited using the Drumcondra Profiles (Shiel and Murphy, 2000) as 

an alternative method of measuring progress. In addition, support teachers mentioned 

weekly records and children’s folders as other options for monitoring progress.

It is apparent from the data gathered, that mainstream and support teachers have some 

awareness of children’s learning styles but do not appear to be consciously using it to 

facilitate learning. Eight of the fourteen mainstream teachers stated they were aware 

of children’s particular learning styles, four felt they were unsure and two teachers 

were unaware. Support teachers appeared to have a greater awareness of learning 

styles with eleven of fifteen teachers acknowledging familiarity of same. Learning 

styles were generally determined through observation, while one teacher had reviewed 

the psychological report. One support teacher had used a learning styles questionnaire 

from the ALPS book (Smith and Call, 2000). A comment to summarise the under

usage of learning styles as an approach to learning was made by one support teacher,

7 don’t think we allow for individual learning styles, most of the 
academic work entails reading/written work particularly in assessment 
and children work mostly at their desks. The cooking/baking we do, allow 
for a varied approach and had good outcomes in many subject areas, e.g.
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Maths, real life/practical application of learning, social skills, 
responsibility co-ordination and they ’re not motivated to do it ’ (ST).

I.T. was a feature of mainstream classrooms in the majority of schools as indicated in 

twelve of the fifteen mainstream teachers’ responses and was also used by ten of the 

fifteen support teachers. However, word processing and use of the internet dominated 

computer usage. Two mainstream teachers used I.T. as a teaching tool in the form of 

power-point and the interactive white board. One child in the study had access to a 

laptop on a full time basis, which he used for all his written work. This had 

accidentally rather than intentionally led to massive gains in his spelling ability. The 

main software packages in use were Maths Circus, Word Shark, Maths Shark, 

Reading for Literacy, Creative Writer and one child engaged in a typing skills 

programme. Other packages used by support teachers in addition to above were Units 

of Sound, Text-Ease, Star-spell, Lexia, Pen-friends, and Clicker 4.

5.3.7 Socio-Emotional Factors
One of the primary objectives of this study was to determine children’s socio- 

emotional levels in the various types of educational setting. This section exposes 

these factors as directly experienced by children themselves, as well as experiences of 

parents and teachers of same. Simultaneously, aspects including friendships, anxiety 

about school work, making comparisons with peers, locus of control and learned 

helplessness were also explored in the context of socio-emotional factors Both 

parents and mainstream teachers discussed their perceptions of children’s self-esteem 

and teachers also detailed methods for raising same.

Children were given a number of statements to consider regarding some of their 

feelings back in the mainstream setting. The majority of children were very happy 

with peer relationships and signified that they were happier with their peers in the 

mainstream class. Items A, B, C, D and H (Table 5.10) confirm this satisfaction with 

friends as well as feeling popular amongst them.

Anxiety levels while existing to some degree did not appear to overwhelm children 

greatly. Fourteen of the eighteen children’s responses stated that they didn’t get 

unduly upset when they got work incorrect at school. However, fifteen children were 

intimidated when asked to speak in front of their peers for fear of making mistakes
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while ten children were still fearful before participating in such. Items E, F and G 

indicate responses regarding the above discussion. However, children appeared to 

have remarkable resilience in overcoming their difficulties caused by dyslexia with 

twelve children (Item I) stating they persevered with hard work (Items I, L, M, O, P 

and Q).

The literature states that children have a tendency to make greater self comparative 

statements with their peers on increasing age. This study demonstrated that children 

were self-conscious of their ability in relation to their peers. Eight children stated 

they often compared their academic ability with their peers. Even though some 

children didn’t usually make self comparisons with their peers, they were still aware 

of their own ability levels in relation to the children in their class. Four children felt 

they were able to complete their work as well as anyone else, seven felt they were 

unable and seven indicated that on occasions, they could accomplish work as well as 

their peers (Items J and K).

Finally, children were asked to attribute the successes and failures they experienced in 

mainstream school. The majority of children (sixteen) believed their success was as a 

consequence of efforts of hard work, practice, concentration, learning well, co

operating with the teacher and putting their minds to the task. Two children (two 

girls) believed it was due to chance and good luck which coincides with their 

responses indicating lack of enjoyment of reading. A summary of the socio-emotional 

aspects are provided in Table 5.10.
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Table 5.10 Statements regarding Friendships, School Work Anxieties, Learned Helplessness,

Comparisons with Peers, Self Efficacy and Locus of Control

N=18 Yes No Sometimes unsure
A The friends I have in mainstream class are more 

supportive/fun than in the reading class
8 5 3 2

B The friends I had in the reading class were more 
supportive/fun than in the mainstream class

3 12 3

C My class mates tease me this year 2 16
D Sometimes I feel lonely at school 1 13 4
E I get upset when I get things wrong in school 1 14 3
F Sometimes I am worried if I have to speak out in 

class
2 6 10

G Sometimes I worry before I have a test. 6 5 7
H I am popular with my class mates. 12 1 5
I I give up easily if I have difficult work 2 12 3 1
J 1 sometimes compare myself to others in the class. 4 10 4
K I am able to do things as well as most other 

children in the class
4 7 7

L I expect to do very well in this class 14 2 2
M Iff try hard I can achieve as much as 

anyone else.
15 1 1 1

N I think that what I am learning in this class is 
useful for me to know.

17 1

O I know how I can overcome my learning 
difficulties.

12 3 1 2

P I can be good at Maths and English if 1 really 
want to.

9 3 3 3

Q I know I can overcome my dyslexia. 10 3 4 1

Parents were also asked to comment on children’s self-esteem levels on return to 

mainstream. Ten parents responded and seven believed that there had been no change 

in self-esteem levels and that it was at least average. One parent felt self-esteem had 

risen from average to high and three parents felt it had decreased but these decreases 

may not have been entirely school related. Nine parents believed that children were 

happy, very happy or extremely happy in school with only one parent referring to 

unhappiness. The impact of the specialised dyslexic setting on children’s happiness 

and attitude is summarised succinctly by one parent,

‘X loved the reading class and enjoyed his two years there. He sees it as 
a very positive experience as he can now read and says he would never 
have read only that he went there. He is now very happy and has an 
extremely positive attitude to mainstream because of his peers and his 
new learning experiences’ (P)(RC).
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Mainstream class teachers were also asked to comment on children’s self-esteem 

levels over the course of one year back in the mainstream classroom. On entry to 

mainstream, five of the seventeen teachers felt that five children had low self-esteem, 

seven had average self-esteem, three children had high self-esteem and one child had 

very high self-esteem. After completing one year back in mainstream, teachers felt 

that ten children’s self-esteem had risen with six children displaying average self

esteem, eight with high and three with very high self-esteem.

The main methods used by mainstream class teachers in raising self-esteem were the 

use of positive language, praise, encouragement and motivators. These were also the 

most cited by support teachers. Some teachers mentioned that they used more praise 

and encouragement with younger children and discussed strategies with older 

children. Other forms included points systems, being selective when correcting 

spelling errors, using humour, respecting the child and respecting differences, 

opportunity for children to talk and to experience success. Rewards were the least 

cited form used by mainstream or support teachers. Support teachers also stressed 

using books of appropriate reading age as well as emphasising the positive aspects of 

dyslexia: for example, the use of children’s lateral thinking skills, 3D spatial skills, 

their oral language ability and sometimes their good interpersonal skills. Other 

aspects included empathising and showing understanding when children felt they are 

unable to cope, setting smaller targets and increasing children’s awareness that hard 

work would ultimately lead to success. One support teacher found music therapy an 

excellent way to allow children to give opinions and allow for free expression. The 

importance of a relaxed environment for children with dyslexia was highlighted by 

teachers and this is reflected in the following comments:

'Making sure that I do not demonstrate any kind of frustration, the child
has enough frustration without having to deal with others ’ (CT)

Creating an environment where the child feels at ease that she can make
mistakes and not feel stupid when she does ’ (CT).

Finally, in discussing children’s levels of happiness in school, all class and support 

teachers believed that children were at least happy in school.
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5.4 Conclusion

Parts 1 and 2 of the ‘Presentation of Findings’ chapter have detailed a comprehensive 

account of teacher, parent and child perspectives of experiences in both specialised 

dyslexic and mainstream settings. Part 1 addressed the findings from the first 

research question namely: What are children’s feelings/views about participating in 

specialised dyslexic settings? Part 2 presented the findings based on the second 

research question: What are children’s experiences back in the mainstream class? A 

number of themes were explored in each part including dyslexia awareness, system 

model, progress, teaching approaches, transition, collaboration, supplementary 

support and socio-emotional aspects. Chapter Six now explores and searches for 

explanations and interpretations regarding the findings using three categories: 

contextual, diagnostic and evaluative.
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Chapter 6 Discussion and Interpretation of Findings

6.1 Introduction

This chapter analyses and interprets further the findings of this research Children with 

Dyslexia-Their Experiences in Specialised Dyslexic and Mainstream Settings, and 

moves from description in the content and thematic analysis of the last chapter, to 

explanation and theory generation in this chapter. According to Hatch (2002) 

interpretation is about giving meaning to data. LeCompte and Schensul (1999) 

develop this further by stating that interpretation involves the researcher as an active 

player in making inferences, developing insights, attaching significance, refining 

understandings, drawing conclusions and extrapolating lessons. Essentially the role 

of the researcher is to produce meaning that makes sense of the phenomena that are 

being studied.

Throughout the analysis and interpretation process, consideration of reliability and 

trustworthiness was given prominence. As the data were in permanent form 

(questionnaire responses, interview field notes/transcripts and assessment results) 

verification through reanalysis and replication was possible. At all stages, cognisance 

was taken that validity would be influenced by the quality and rigour of analysis and 

interpretation. According to Mason (2003) validity of interpretation in qualitative 

research is contingent upon the ‘end product’ and is inclusive of a demonstration of 

how the interpretation was reached and taking responsibility for it through reflexivity, 

where the researcher critically reflects on the influences on the research process and 

through repetitive checks on the interpretations reached. Employment of triangulation 

techniques through person and multiple methods, instruments’ triangulation and 

prolonged engagement with participants and some members’ checking also increased 

the reliability and trustworthiness of this process.

This research asked two principal questions namely:

1. What are children’s feelings/views about participating in specialised dyslexic 

settings?

2. What are children’s experiences back in the mainstream class?

183



For readability and clarity purposes, each section of this chapter follows a three stage 

process in addressing these questions. The three parts represent three of the four 

stages in an analytical approach to qualitative research known as ‘Framework’ (Social 

and Community Planning Research Institute (SCPR, Ritchie and Spencer, 1994)) 

which include ‘Contextual’, ‘Diagnostic’, ‘Evaluative’ and ‘Strategic’. The first part 

termed ‘Contextual’ essentially identifies the form and nature of what exists or in this 

study, the children’s experiences of various educational settings. This has been 

completed thoroughly in the last chapter and is summarised in an initial discussion in 

this chapter. The second and third parts are ‘Diagnostic’ and ‘Evaluative’ 

respectively where explanations are sought for these experiences as well as appraising 

the effectiveness of provision and identifying good practice. Part 1 of this discussion 

focuses on the contextual aspect of the findings while Part 2 addresses the diagnostic 

and evaluative elements of the following themes: dyslexia awareness, teaching and 

learning approaches, progress and assessment, socio-emotional factors, 

supplementary support, collaboration, transition, and system model.

6.2 Part 1 Contextual

The focus of this longitudinal case study research was to determine the experiences of 

children with dyslexia in specialised dyslexic settings over a two-three year period 

and for a year on their return to the mainstream setting. However, data generated 

from children’s interviews and parents’ questionnaires also provided an insight into 

children’s experiences in mainstream prior to entry to specialised dyslexic settings. 

These are discussed briefly here, as they afford some interesting insights between 

education received prior to entry to specialised dyslexic settings and subsequent 

education in mainstream school. Part 1 ‘Contextual’ is organised in three elements, 

namely: experiences in mainstream school prior to entry to specialised dyslexic 

settings, experiences in specialised dyslexic settings and finally experiences on return 

to mainstream schools.
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6.2.1 Children’s Initial Mainstream School Experiences prior to Entry to 
Specialised Dyslexic Settings

This discussion focuses on children’s academic and social-emotional difficulties and 

the support received from mainstream class teachers.

The difficulties reported by children were wide ranging but focused predominantly on 

particular subject difficulties, pace of the curriculum, homework completion 

difficulties as well as self-consciousness. In addition, parents cited other difficulties 

including the complexity of assessment used in schools, poor maths ability, studying 

the Irish language, remembering facts/tables, copying from the blackboard, 

disorganisation, reluctance to work, poor behaviour, being teased by class peers and 

low self-esteem.

Children discussed some of the strategies employed in the face of difficulties 

encountered. Assistance from peers and SNAs were tactics utilised to counteract 

these difficulties while others engaged in a variety of avoidance tactics. In an effort to 

surmount these issues, many parents initiated discussion with mainstream class 

teachers regarding the perceived difficulties experienced by children and in some 

instances met with resistance from same. Parents opted for specialised dyslexic 

settings due to the difficulty level of school and homework, children’s inability to 

read well or at all, inattentiveness of children in class, avoidance of curriculum related 

tasks, inadequate school support, rapid pace of work and lack of teacher 

understanding regarding children’s difficulties.

However, parents were more concerned about the emotional effects of dyslexia on 

children in terms of anxiety, lack of motivation, psycho-matic symptoms, withdrawal 

and feeling subdued. The most cited explanation for children’s unhappiness in 

mainstream stemmed from embarrassment in front of their peers particularly when 

reading. Children had a poor estimation of their own reading capabilities with 

nineteen of the twenty children perceiving themselves, at most fair.

Children referred to the support received from class and support teachers in 

mainstream school. Few children or parents believed the support from class teachers 

to be adequate; however, views of levels of support from support teachers were more
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favourable despite some inadequacies and shortcomings with the withdrawal system 

of support. Figure 6.1 summarises the academic and socio-emotional experiences of 

children in their previous mainstream settings.
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6.2.2 Children’s Experiences in Specialised Dyslexic Settings

Children had favourable attitudes towards specialised dyslexic settings and the 

majority expressed a preference for this setting while in attendance. The principal 

explanation for this was due to the classroom environment experienced, the teaching 

instruction received, teacher personality and progress attained (See Figure 6.2). 

Teachers and parents also noted progress in academic and socio-emotional areas and 

in particular, parents noted improved confidence and reduced stress levels. Despite 

overall satisfaction, parents continued to have concerns before children transferred 

back to mainstream settings, in terms of being academically behind their peers, being 

less academically challenged and experiencing difficulties settling back on a social 

level. While children enjoyed positive experiences in specialised dyslexic setting, a 

number looked forward to the return to mainstream due to friendships, not having to 

endure a long daily trip to and from school and mainstream school feeling ‘a bit more 

normal.’
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6.2.3 Children’s Subsequent Experiences of Mainstream School

Three main areas emerged regarding children’s experiences on their return to the 

mainstream setting. These included children’s initial experiences on return to 

mainstream, support received and levels of academic and socio-emotional progress.

Many children experienced some initial stress and anxiety on return to mainstream 

however, this was short-lived with two thirds (twelve) settling in relatively quickly. 

Adapting to life in a busier classroom with a higher pupil-teacher ratio, and the 

complexity and volume of school and homework were the predominant concerns in 

the first month. However, the majority of children felt the transition between settings 

was better than expected and one third of children (six) stated that they felt no stress 

at all. It also appeared that there were no significant differences in work level 

difficulty among children who had attended the specialised dyslexic setting on a full 

or part time basis. Parents also discussed children’s transition to mainstream and 

more than half stated that children had been anxious about the move. However, all 

parents felt that children enjoyed school and had made good progress, despite being 

academically behind and making negative academic comparisons with their peers.

Supplementary support from class and support teachers was discussed in the context 

of the mainstream setting. All children received support from a support teacher, all on 

a withdrawal basis with the amount varying substantially between schools. Eleven 

children received in-class support from the class teacher which took the form of 

further explanations of concepts and in one case an alternative reading scheme. The 

majority of children were satisfied with the support levels received in the mainstream 

setting but many found it difficult to transfer learning between the mainstream 

classroom and the support room.

Progress of an academic and emotional nature was discussed on completion of one 

year in the mainstream setting. All eighteen children were of the opinion that they 

were doing well academically at school and were coping well with the curriculum. 

Seventeen children believed they were good readers and had continued to make 

progress in mainstream. However, despite their perceived progress, children were 

realistic about their reading abilities, with few children (four) deeming their ability to
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be as good as their peers. Mixed opinions and mixed satisfaction dominated parents’ 

responses regarding children’s progress in mainstream with all nine responses 

indicating that children still required help in literacy and six responses indicating 

support in maths.

Teachers also commented on children’s academic and socio-emotional progress. Of 

fourteen teachers, five thought children were able to participate fully and keep up with 

the curriculum. However, all teachers believed that children were happy attending 

school, displayed good levels of self-esteem, demonstrated an enjoyment of reading 

and had good organisational skills. Children were very happy with peer relationships 

and enjoyed being in the larger class with a greater number of friends. In regard to 

the day to day challenges of classroom life, children had remarkable resilience in 

overcoming the difficulties presented by dyslexia, with many demonstrating 

perseverance in overcoming curriculum obstacles.

In conclusion, it appears that the placement period in specialised dyslexic settings was 

of a positive nature and benefited children, particularly in the socio-emotional area but 

also in reading and other academic areas on their return to mainstream. Children’s 

perception of their abilities particularly in reading were positive, however, they also 

had realistic expectations of themselves in relation to their peers. Their perceptions of 

progress appeared higher than either teachers’ or parents’ estimation of same. While 

they tended to prefer specialised dyslexic settings while in attendance, they stated no 

particular preference for either setting on return to mainstream. Friendships were the 

most cited reason for wanting to return to mainstream. Overall, children’s 

experiences on return to mainstream were happier than those encountered in 

mainstream prior to entry to the specialised dyslexic setting.

Part 2 now examines explanations for these experiences based on the data gathered 

and highlights some of the issues that emerged from the analysis under eight 

categories: dyslexia awareness, teaching and learning approaches, progress and 

assessment, socio-emotional factors, supplementary support, collaboration, 

transition, and system model.
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6.3 Part 2 Diagnostic And Evaluative Interpretations of 
Experiences

6.3.1 Dyslexia Awareness 
Diagnostic and Evaluative

In exploring and illuminating children’s experiences in mainstream and specialised 

dyslexic settings, the issue of dyslexia awareness was discussed by teachers, parents 

and children. The discussion in section 6.2 addressed the contextual aspect of 

dyslexia awareness, while this section examines the diagnostic and evaluative 

elements of it. Three principal areas are discussed, namely: identification, awareness 

of dyslexia and finally CPD.

In congruence with previous research (Norwich et al, 2005; Roll-Pettersson and 

Mattsson, 2007), the central importance of understanding the needs of children 

experiencing dyslexia as well as identification is reinforced in this study. Research 

has established that one of the predominant grievances of parents is often the lack of 

timely acknowledgments of children’s problems in schools (Crombie, 2002). 

MacKay (2005), Connor (1997) and Shevlin et al. (2008) believe the key element in 

establishing parental trust is the pace with which a school responds to concerns raised 

and the thoroughness with which dialogue is initiated and maintained. The findings in 

this study demonstrated that over two thirds of parents believed that mainstream 

schools were slow to identify dyslexia as a possible explanation for children’s 

difficulties in literacy and their resulting decline in self-esteem. Many parents 

believed they had taken the first step in addressing children’s difficulties and had 

initiated contact with the child’s class teacher and the support teacher in other 

instances. Parents as a result were vocal about their frustrations and dissatisfaction at 

having to ‘lead professional educators in identifying the problem’ and essentially 

becoming the principal advocate for their child. The lack of pro-active identification 

by some mainstream schools may be indicative of the ‘wait and see’ paradigm 

described as being pervasive in schools (Lake and Billingsley, 2000; Myrberg et al, 

2006; Heimdahl Mattson & Roll-Pettersson, 2007).
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Griffiths et al. (2004) also refer to the concern of parents and how these concerns may 

be perceived by teachers as an over-reaction even though Allan (2003) insists that 

parents are key authorities on their children’s needs. According to Allan (2003) many 

parents have at best been kept at arm’s length and at worst have been patronised and 

ignored by educational professionals who think they know best. Griffiths et al. also 

discuss the fact that many parents begin to lose faith in the school, especially when 

children show little progress. It is at this stage that parents begin to escalate their 

efforts and look elsewhere for information about possible explanations and/or more 

effective teaching materials, as well as having concerns about children’s emotional 

well-being deteriorating. This may be a possible explanation for parents’ choice of 

placement, i.e. specialised dyslexic setting, as indicated in this study.

Parents were adamant of the necessity of identification and a formal label, which 

coincides with findings from other research (Norwich et al., 2005; Roll-Pettersson and 

Mattsson, 2007). This was to ensure that children received adequate support, praise 

and encouragement, that difficulties were alleviated, reduced stress was experienced 

and finally that children themselves appreciated an explanation for their difficulties. 

Delays in identification and therefore the absence of adequate and appropriate support 

were considered by all parents to have serious repercussions in terms of the negative 

impact on children’s self-esteem, work rate and ability to keep up with their peers. 

These findings concur with those of Reid and Wearmouth (2002). Reid (2003) also 

identifies the merits of a label for the child in developing an understanding of the 

difficulties experienced in learning. Riddick (2001) states that labels are considered 

important for disabilities that are not perhaps manifested visibly, in that they can 

mediate between the individual and their cultural context and explain certain 

difficulties that they have and thus help to prevent inaccurate or negative attributions.

The findings demonstrated increased and understandably greater levels of dyslexia 

awareness among teachers in specialised dyslexic settings and resultantly children 

believed that teachers were more empathetic in meeting their needs academically and 

emotionally. Children also commented on teachers’ acknowledgement that they were 

intelligent and the need for teachers to present their work to reflect this. Wearmouth 

and Reid (2002) emphasise this aspect and state that although children’s written 

literacy may be poor, information must be given at the appropriate intellectual level.
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Teachers in these settings remarked that once they were aware of the identification 

outcome and the difficulties encountered by children, cognisance of the approaches 

required, the correct pace and volume of school and homework were adjusted. These 

findings concur with Reid (2003) where teacher awareness of the nature of the 

difficulties experienced by children with dyslexia is imperative for a full, in-depth 

understanding of how pedagogic principles can be utilised with children.

While mainstream teachers stated that they had an increased awareness of adapting 

teaching and learning approaches for children with dyslexia, one third stated they 

made a conscious effort to alter teaching techniques and assessment procedures. 

Differentiation methods employed by mainstream teachers consisted predominantly of 

reduced volume of work and increased time to complete same in the classroom. In 

children’s initial experiences of mainstream, some parental responses intimated that 

some mainstream teachers lacked awareness of dyslexia. Comments such as 7 found 

his class teacher much uninformed about dyslexia ’ or 7felt the teachers would rather 

not know so there wouldn’t be an onus on them to address the problem ’ indicated this 

lack of awareness. This concurs with Kerr’s study (2001) which notes attitudes 

towards and beliefs about dyslexia amongst teachers indicate doubt, uncertainty and 

confusion and a marked degree of learned helplessness when faced with a student 

with dyslexia. Lacey et al. (2007) also note that many teachers are less enthusiastic 

about the inclusion of children with SEN compared to parents and children and 

express fear that they do not have the skills, knowledge or support to become more 

inclusive. Lambe and Bones (2008) state that negative professional attitudes towards 

inclusion are often based on perceptions on a lack of personal efficacy (Avramidis et 

al, 2000) or the belief that the education of many learners with SEN should be the 

responsibility of the ‘specialist’ (Booth et al., 2000).

Evidence from long-term studies of the effects of teacher characteristics on pupil 

achievement show strong effects for qualifications, experience, and expertise 

(Darling-Hammond and Ball, 1997). The area of CPD was discussed and half of 

teachers in specialised dyslexic settings indicated that they had completed the 

postgraduate diploma in SEN/LS funded by the DES. In mainstream settings, one 

class teacher (of seventeen) and seven support teachers (of fifteen) had completed this 

course. These findings are in line with Eivers et al. (2005) who note that almost half
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of teachers in SEN positions have not completed the recognised one year course in 

SEN/LS. All teachers in specialised dyslexic settings rated themselves at least 

competent in teaching children with dyslexia, while up to a third of support teachers 

felt incompetent. All mainstream teachers admitted needing more CPD in the area.

Several researchers note the importance of teacher preparation programmes, preparing 

educators who have positive attitudes about including children with SEN in general 

education settings (Winter, 2006; Mintz, 2007; King Sears, 2008). Spooner et al. 

(2007) note in their studies that teachers in graduate courses who received a brief 

introduction about universal design for learning (UDL) designed lesson plans 

accessible for diverse students, with greater modifications, alternatives for 

communication, and activities that involved students. Moreover, the teachers who 

received UDL professional development pre-planned for differentiation and effective 

use of instructional time rather than creating modifications after ‘traditional’ 

instruction had not worked. The National Reading Panel (US, 2000) also advocates 

that the most promising avenue for change concerns the training of pre-service 

teachers to teach in the most effective manner. According to the OECD (2005) 

teacher quality is the most important school variable that influences the achievement 

and progress of children and hence it is worth focusing on the quality of teacher 

education programmes and examining, at a policy level, factors that are likely to 

influence teacher quality.

Finally, in relation to up-skilling teaching staff in schools, few schools in this research 

had undertaken a whole school approach in tackling this issue. Of fourteen 

mainstream schools, two had engaged in whole school in-service training in dyslexia, 

while no schools had availed of professional development from the SESS. MacKay 

(2005) asserts that whole staff training is imperative as teachers and particularly 

mainstream teachers are at the front line in delivering education to children with 

dyslexia.
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6.3.2 Teaching and Learning Approaches
Diagnostic and Evaluative

The teaching and learning approaches of specialised dyslexic setting, mainstream and 

support teachers were examined diagnostically and evaluated rigorously. This 

discussion analyses three aspects to illuminate children’s experiences in both 

specialised dyslexic and mainstream settings. These include curriculum content, 

teaching and learning strategies and the classroom environment. These link with King 

Sear’s (2008) approach - ‘Universal design for learning’ (UDL). This approach was 

formulated in the belief that children with learning difficulties are capable of learning 

grade level content in the mainstream classroom, provided variety and flexibility is 

built into instructional design (curriculum content), delivery (teaching and learning 

strategies and environment) and assessment.

The principles of the interactive approach (Frith and Morton, 1995) as discussed in 

the literature review suggest that dyslexia can be explained by incorporating three 

levels of an individual’s functioning, behavioural, cognitive and biological, together 

with a consideration of relevant environmental factors which play an overarching role 

in mediating all three aspects. The literature also identified ‘pathognomonic’ and 

‘interventionist’ perspectives (Stanovich, 1997) where the former is a belief that a 

learning difficulty is inherent in the child while the latter acknowledges the 

difficulties as an interaction between the child and environmental factors such as 

curricula, teaching methods, materials, classroom environment, rapport with peers and 

teachers and so forth. These aspects are important when considering and 

understanding the pertinent teaching and learning approaches adopted in each setting.

Curriculum Content

The findings suggested that children attending mainstream primary schools 

encountered many difficulties with curriculum content. All children had encountered 

difficulties in reading, writing and spelling in the year prior to entry to the specialised 

dyslexic setting and nineteen children identified their reading ability as fair or poor. 

Explanations for these difficulties are complex and may involve both within-child and 

environmental aspects. Some of these issues are now addressed focusing on the
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micro-system factors of the classroom, including the content of the Primary 

Curriculum in English (1999), other subject difficulties, pace and volume of same.

While there was an increased focus in literacy in specialised dyslexic settings, a 

considerable proportion of daily class time is spent on the English Curriculum (1999) 

in mainstream classrooms. Eivers et al. (2005) in detailing reading standards in Irish 

schools identified the average daily instruction time as being 50 minutes but perhaps 

the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of reading skills as opposed to ‘how long’ it is taught requires 

examination. According to the NCCA (2005) less than half of inspectors believe that 

mainstream class teachers have a comprehensive knowledge of methods for teaching 

English while one third believe that teachers have a very limited understanding of the 

English curriculum. This study revealed the predominant use of basal readers in 

mainstream classrooms as opposed to the use of texts with appropriate reading ages 

used in specialised settings. This concurs with the findings of Eivers et al. (2005) 

where almost all children in first class use published reading schemes daily with 

limited use of other types of material. In fifth class, up to two thirds of children 

continue to use reading schemes, while over a quarter use children’s literature. 

According to that study, other features that characterise up to two thirds of Irish 

mainstream classrooms are reading aloud to the class or to small groups, while silent 

reading is a daily feature of approximately half of English lessons. Department 

inspectors have also raised their concerns at the over-usage of workbooks, with just 

22%-26% of inspectors believing it is an effective strategy for teaching English in 

first and fifth classes respectively resulting in unchallenging and repetitive tasks 

(NCCA, 2005).

In relation to the focus on literacy and literacy content in specialised dyslexic settings, 

teachers reported using reading schemes with appropriate reading ages for individual 

children. Guthrie et al. ’s study (2000) on instructional materials asserts that schools 

adopting reading programmes that emphasise the use of diverse books, resources and 

a much reduced use of basal readers have increased reading achievement. While 

many teachers used various programmes which are designed for children with 

dyslexia, it was evident that the teaching of reading was learner-based as opposed to 

programme-based, in contrast to that found in mainstream classrooms. Linked with 

this is King Sears (2008) ‘UDL’ paradigm where there is a change in thinking from a
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‘one size fits all’ mindset, to ensure that variety and flexibility for diverse learners 

including children with SEN are built into instructional design, delivery and 

assessment. These aspects are considered further later in this section.

Other literacy emphasis in specialised dyslexic settings included engagement in 

phonological programmes, oral language and comprehension techniques. Foorman 

and Torgesen (2001) and Juel and Minden-Cupp (2000) believe that these areas in a 

balanced literacy programme embedded in a literature based approach have been 

found to be effective for reading instruction. Rack (2005) states that there is strong 

evidence that children with dyslexia can improve their literacy skills when given 

teaching that is appropriate to their balance of decoding and text based strategies. 

Brooks (2002) also affirms that the greatest gains in reading are where phonological 

activities and reading experience are linked explicitly.

Children also encountered difficulty in other curricular areas within mainstream 

including subjects such as History, Geography and Irish. Skarbrevik (2005) states 

that as children advance through the grade levels, subjects get more advanced and 

specialised and as a result this creates more need for assistance for children with 

learning difficulties. According to Burston (1963) History more than any other school 

subject depends on exceptional levels of literacy in pupils as a prerequisite to success 

and increased literacy is perhaps its most important by product. The children in this 

study found they had difficulty comprehending or enjoying History in mainstream, 

due to the high reading level ability of the texts, together with unfamiliarity with the 

terminology. In contrast, teachers in specialised dyslexic settings chose History 

textbooks containing content with a lower reading age and less content to enable 

children enjoy the subject. Teachers in specialised dyslexic settings perceived 

subjects such as History and Geography as facilitating the teaching of literacy or 

teaching literacy cross-curricular24. This is emphasised by Dargie (2003) who 

believes that that the very dependence in History upon literacy which has previously 

been perceived as a barrier to the progress of lower attaining children, is now

24 Cross-curricular approaches suggest that all personnel should be involved in meeting the needs of 
children with dyslexia and is not perceived as the responsibility of one particular teacher and/or 
specialist teacher. Cross-curricular also suggests that literacy can be taught in other subjects other than 
English.
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endorsed as the key benefit which the subject can offer to children in addressing 

literacy needs.

Children experienced difficulties in most aspects of school and homework in 

mainstream due to curriculum overload and volume of work. The findings indicate 

that children do not necessarily find curriculum content/concepts difficult in 

mainstream, but the rapid pace of delivery, suggests that the current curriculum may 

be overloaded for children with SEN, and hence non-inclusive. Reid (2003) 

highlights this aspect and states that rather than producing a special programme that 

supposedly represents a ‘dyslexia formula’ for intervention, perhaps the solution lies 

in the nature of the pace of learning and the need for more time, more individual 

attention and more repetition. Lewis and Norwich (1999) also refer to the fact that 

‘specialist approaches’ have much in common with teaching literacy to any child but 

differences include the degree of structure, detail, continuous assessment, record 

keeping and over-leaming. King Sears (2008) believes that some teachers may 

perceive that children with learning difficulties should be learning at the same pace as 

the other children in general education or mainstream classrooms and may feel under 

pressure to cover the curriculum and exposure to the curriculum even if some children 

are not learning the content. Many children could experience success with grade-level 

content if they received instruction on background knowledge, skills and strategies for 

the curriculum instead of the pressure to commence at the curriculum’s starting point 

and move at the same pace through the curriculum in order to finish textbooks (King 

Sears, 2008). According to King Sears (2008) the current practice of assessing 

progress from entry level of a specific grade should be reviewed, and replaced with 

the idea that progress should be measured from children’s entry level of knowledge 

and skills.

This discussion on pace and volume of work is also relevant to homework practices. 

Findings in this study indicated that children in mainstream settings were 

overwhelmed by the sheer volume and difficulty level of homework, signifying that 

mainstream teachers are not adhering to the principal function of homework as a 

revision exercise. Roll Pettersson and Mattson (2007) highlight the dualistic role of 

homework, which is important in order to help children keep on par with their peers 

but also ensuring proficiency for the content covered. As homework becomes
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increasingly difficult and also more time consuming, there may be a greater risk of 

conflict between parent and child as the child’s need for independence increases. This 

aspect was mentioned by one specialised dyslexic teacher who felt that homework 

should not lead parents into a teacher role and should concentrate instead on being 

used solely as a revision exercise. Epstein et al. (1993) accentuate the need for 

specific, evidence-based guidelines regarding homework especially for children with 

learning difficulties. In this scenario, children are not given homework designed to 

attain academic acquisition, but to improve proficiency in previously learnt areas.

Linked with pace of work for children with dyslexia is that of over-learning and 

mastery of key concepts and skills. The data evidenced that much of the focus in 

specialised dyslexic settings emphasises acquiring and mastering literacy skills 

through in-depth learning or ‘deep approaches’ where meaning is sought from the 

material being studied, relating it to personally meaningful contexts or to existing 

prior knowledge. This contrasts with the ‘surface exposure’ to the curriculum (Biggs, 

1995; Entwistle, 1987; Polychroni et al., 2006) which is characterised by rote learning 

and material being studied through routine procedures and which equates well with 

the overdependence on workbook activities as noted by the NCCA (2005) in their 

review of the English Primary Curriculum.

However, King Sears (2008) believes that exposure may not suffice. The conundrum 

is whether exposure to the entire curriculum needs to be examined in terms of whether 

it should be prioritised over mastering essential content in a portion of the curriculum 

or alternatively children may master less content, but learn more because they have 

experienced in-depth learning versus surface exposure to the entire curriculum. This 

aspect was highlighted by a number of children while attending the specialised 

dyslexic setting who believed that the mainstream setting allowed for more variation 

and time at other subjects other than literacy and maths. However, the greater 

emphasis on literacy aspects and gains in same in specialised dyslexic settings might 

ultimately lead to increased access to the other curricular areas (Polychroni et al, 

2006).
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Teaching/Leaming Approaches and Environmental Changes

The areas of teaching/leaming strategies and classroom environment were considered 

and a number of sub-themes emerged to illustrate children’s experiences. Five 

aspects inform this discussion including: classroom atmosphere, teaching and learning 

strategies, the use of differentiation techniques, learning styles and teacher 

personality.

The findings indicate that children enjoyed very positive and happy experiences in 

'the relaxed but busy' classroom environment of the specialised dyslexic setting. 

Children began to experience success in a safe environment and particularly so, in 

reading and increased confidence levels. Decreased stress levels in relation to school 

life, enjoyment of school, fewer or no avoidance tactics employed due to reassurance 

efforts by teachers were other gains made. Both teachers and parents perceived 

differences in children’s work ethic, as well as greater ability to find solutions to 

problems they encountered, in their school and homework.

The findings may suggest that mainstream teachers tend to practise more behaviourist 

style teaching and learning techniques as opposed to more interactive approaches 

perceived in specialised dyslexic settings.

Development of communication 
and sociability with others (and 
the environment)

The
learner
taking
control

The
individual as 
an active 
learner

Development of a ‘thinking’ 
process/cognitive approach

Figure 6.3 Interactive Approach (Collis and Lacey, 1993)
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While there are numerous definitions of interactive approaches, the above figure 

(Figure 6.3) visually represents some of the central themes associated with it. The 

inner circle illustrates predominantly the fundamentals of interactive approaches 

whilst the outer circle demonstrates the two main themes that have resulted. Collis 

and Lacey (1993) believe that children as active learners are modifiers of information 

they receive and do not simply sit and soak up information. Traditional teaching 

approaches can sometimes inhibit children’s ability to take control and rather than 

becoming independent thinkers, they produce a state of Teamed helplessness’ 

(Seligman, 1975). Children may be taught a plethora of isolated skills without the 

development of the thought processes which would enable them to use these 

effectively and when needed. Thus styles of teaching will directly impact on how 

active learning is for children and how confident children are at displaying self- 

regulatory behaviour.

Traditional teaching approaches and the nature of this behaviourist approach has 

resulted in some concerns about its effectiveness. Its reductionist nature leads to 

oversimplification (Bray et ai, 1988), problems with generalisation (Sugden, 1989) 

and learning without understanding (Farrell, 1991). According to Billinge (1988) 

behaviourist styles of teaching emphasise what is leamt or in other words emphasise 

the importance of the product of learning rather than the process itself (Smith et ai, 

1983) and cast the learner into a passive role (Jordan and Powell, 1991). The other 

aspect is that it may be prone to abuse in the sense that it may be used to teach all 

subjects in the same way (Hewett and Nind, 1989). This has already been highlighted 

in relation to the teaching of History and Geography, where children found it difficult 

to access these subjects in the mainstream classroom.

Much of assessment characterising mainstream schools in this study focused on 

terminal assessment with little emphasis on the process of learning (This is discussed 

in more depth later in this chapter). These findings correlate with Fivers et al. (2005) 

who state that assessment in English reading and writing in Irish primary schools 

consists predominantly of assessment of pupils’ class work and teacher made tests and 

symbolises a more traditional model of assessment rather than an interactive one. In 

addition, the very fact that children experienced failure in achieving adequate levels of 

literacy attainment in mainstream prior to entry to specialised dyslexic settings may
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also suggest that learning had been of a passive nature and that the emphasis has not 

been on the process of learning. Parents highlighted the necessity of listening to 

children as teaching and learning occurs and discussing their needs. This approach 

appeared more widespread in its use in specialised dyslexic settings.

Alternatively, interactive approaches have clearly a different focus, with the learning 

needs of the child central to the approach as opposed to programme-based and focus 

on understanding rather than skill acquisition. It is a process based approach in which 

the quality of teaching and learning is important and the teacher should therefore have 

a clear understanding of the process to be undertaken rather than the end to be reached 

(Collis and Lacey, 1993). Children commented on their increased understanding of 

school work in specialised dyslexic settings and discussed what they considered to be 

good teaching, which was closely aligned with the methods used by specialised 

dyslexic setting teachers as well as those cited in the literature. Amongst these were: 

greater explanations of concepts, having more time to complete work successfully, a 

step by step approach and lots of revision. Specialised dyslexic setting teachers 

relayed the techniques used in the process of learning. The techniques included 

modification of instruction, materials, content and assessment. Thorough explanation, 

small sequential steps, task analysis, over-learning, multi-sensory approaches and 

discussion also characterised approaches in specialised dyslexic settings. Specialised 

setting teachers also emphasised the need for parents to engage in discussion when 

completing homework with children and were critical of mainstream teachers who 

underutilised discussion as an excellent strategy for learning. Discussion is a key 

interactive approach in teaching and learning (Lacey and Collis, 1993). Games to 

reinforce concepts as well as implementation of routines were also mentioned by 

specialised dyslexic setting teachers and parents reiterated the importance of both for 

increasing understanding of schoolwork. These two aspects are considered as 

important features of the interactive approach (Lacey and Collis, 1993).

Mainstream teachers gave details of the approaches used in mainstream classrooms. 

Approximately one third of mainstream teachers reported altering their teaching 

practices when a child with dyslexia was present in the classroom. Those who did 

cited emphasis on reinforcing concepts, repeating explanations, altering questioning 

techniques and provision of individual help. According to Lacey et al. (2007) and
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Brooks (2002) ordinary teaching (no intervention) does not enable children with 

literacy difficulties to catch up. Parents discussed children’s experiences on return to 

mainstream and stated that children were often unclear about schoolwork and key 

concepts as they had been insufficiently explained. Many parents were of the opinion 

that mainstream teachers could do more to adopt some of the approaches utilised in 

specialised dyslexic settings. Further explanation of concepts was the only strategy 

observed by children in the mainstream setting.

Differentiation is a principal feature of interactive teaching and learning approaches. 

Differentiation can be defined as ‘teaching things differently according to observed 

difference in learners’ (Westwood, 2003) and personalising instruction to take account 

of children’s current levels of ability, prior knowledge, strengths, weaknesses, 

learning preferences in order to maximise their opportunities to learn (Tomlinson, 

2001). Interview data collected from children suggested limited use of differentiation 

in mainstream classrooms as children felt out of their depth in relation to school w'ork. 

This is also highlighted by the NCCA (2005) which concedes that insufficient 

differentiation transpires in many Irish classrooms. According to King Sears (2008) 

differentiation requires attention to children’s entry levels of instruction as well as 

monitoring progress during instruction.

Differentiation techniques employed in specialised dyslexic settings included: 

adaptation of worksheets, varying amounts of time using concrete materials, reading 

material of appropriate reading age, use of project work and completing maths topics 

but at varying ability levels. Mainstream teachers utilised different methods of 

differentiation focusing on reduced work load, concessions with homework, more 

time to complete tasks and awareness of using books with appropriate reading ages. 

With regard to the latter, few mainstream teachers implemented alternative reading 

schemes or books of correct reading age, with the majority using either basal reading 

schemes or novels.

Specialised dyslexic teachers determined baselines using various types of assessments 

before commencing instruction, and planning work prior to moving on to more 

difficult tasks. However, mainstream teachers did not readily engage in this practice. 

Research indicates that knowledge of children’s baselines is not sufficient and that
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monitoring progress during instruction provides information on how quickly children 

are acquiring skills so that they can move on to more complex skills at an appropriate 

pace (National Association of School Psychologists, 2003). Without this form of 

monitoring and having information that indicates when children have mastered skills, 

teachers will be uncertain when to move children on to the next skill set or when to 

stay for mastery of the current skill set (King Sears, 2008).

Interactive teaching and learning approaches allow for learning through mistakes 

within a safe environment, which leads to social and emotional maturity through the 

development of independent learning and personal autonomy (Lacey and Collis, 

1993). In this study, children attending specialised dyslexic settings appreciated 

feedback on errors made and perceived it as an opportunity for meaningful learning to 

take place. The specialised dyslexic setting environment was also noted as a safe 

place to make errors without feeling embarrassed or humiliated and as a result the 

avoidance tactics evident in mainstream disappeared completely in these settings. 

The infrequent use of pencil and paper tests in specialised settings also ensured that 

children could receive a high mark for understanding and knowledge, rather than 

being marked negatively because of poor spelling and presentation skills. According 

to Wearmouth and Reid (2002) children must realise that although their literacy skills 

may be weak, their thoughts, ideas and knowledge are valued at the same level as 

those of their peers.

Classroom Environment

As already stated, the UDL paradigm (King Sears, 2008) synchronises well with the 

interactive approach or the ecological paradigm (Poole, 2003) and hence the 

environmental context of the classroom should allow for flexibility in the way content 

is presented to children, permit variation in the way children engage in learning 

activities and acknowledge that children can express what they know in different 

ways (King Sears, 2008). Winebrenner (1996) believes that children develop their 

full potential when their physiological, security, social and self acceptance needs are 

met and when this does not occur, teachers must question what curricular and 

environmental modifications might be made. Wearmouth and Reid (2002) also report 

on the influence of Bronfenbrenner’s model (1979) and how the learning environment 

(micro-system of the classroom) can produce barriers to children’s learning.
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The findings suggest that teachers in specialised dyslexic settings have moved 

positively in the direction of examining the classroom environment. The adaptations 

made included the modification of the manner in which teachers speak to children, 

careful use of blackboard work, photocopied notes, seating arrangements, uncluttered 

classrooms, easy accessibility of materials, timetables, reading to children, the use of 

visual mind-maps, styles and sizes of font used as well as increased use of concrete 

materials. These are among the aspects recommended by the Dyslexia Friendly 

Schools Initiative (MacKay, 2005; BDA, 2005) and the Special Education Needs 

Cross Border Professional Exchange Programme on dyslexia (Hunter and O’Murchu, 

2006). Wearmouth and Reid (2002) believe that learning styles must have a dominant 

place in any interactive approach and must be made the starting point for the 

preparation of any work. Cognisance of learning styles by specialised dyslexic and 

mainstream teachers in this research appears to be at an elementary stage and is 

determined informally mainly through observation and sometimes the psychological 

report. While specialised dyslexic teachers utilised learning styles to a greater extent 

than mainstream class teachers, its underuse requires attention. McKay (2005) states 

that if dyslexia is to be accepted as being a specific learning difference, learning styles 

and preferences must be utilised for effective teaching.

Lacey and Collis (1993) state that interactive approaches concentrate on learning 

being contingent upon good personal relationships in the environment of the 

classroom. This aspect was evident where children in specialised dyslexic settings 

referred to the personality of the teacher as being crucial and conducive to their 

learning. Humour, kindness, patience and being willing to listen to children were 

listed as ways to help individual children cope with their learning difficulties. 

Children referred to instances in mainstream where they had declined asking the 

teacher for help or where help was refused, thus demonstrating fraught environments 

and relationships. This concurs with findings from Manchester Metropolitan 

University in partnership with the BDA (McKay, 2005) who found that children 

perceived personal characteristics of teachers as more important than the provision of 

support materials and children appreciated teachers who were clear, concise, and 

pleasant with their classes and were prepared to recognise that not everyone 

understands the first time. Hess et al. (2006) and Kalyanpur et al. (2000) also
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postulate findings in the debate regarding teachers’ relationships versus expertise, 

where parents regard teachers’ perceived caring and openness to communication as 

more important than level of expertise or experience.

Other Factors-Class Size

Class size as a factor conducive to particular selection of teaching and learning 

approaches arose frequently in responses from teachers, parents and children. 

Children acknowledged the advantages pertaining to the small class size of the 

specialised dyslexic setting, including an opportunity to engage in more discussion 

with the teacher, improved concentration due to reduced background noise, increased 

individual attention from the teacher and resultantly increased academic ability. 

Blatchford et al. ’s study (2003) reiterate these findings stating that children in large 

classes are more distracted from work and more often off task especially in the 

passive form of being disengaged from allocated work. While little research has 

examined the effect of class size on children’s educational attainment and experience, 

(Blatchford and Martin, 1998) high pupil-teacher ratios within the Irish education 

primary system may be detrimental to the inclusion process. According to the INTO 

(2006) Ireland has the second highest class sizes in Europe with 14% of classes with 

less than 20 children, 61% of children in classes of 20-29 children and 25% of 

children in classes of thirty or more children.

However, small class size was seen as being socially disadvantageous with some 

children experiencing reduced friendships while attending specialised dyslexic 

settings. This is interesting as research points to smaller classes providing greater 

opportunities for social inclusion than larger classes (Skarbrevik, 2005). However, 

the contexts of the small classes included in this study were of a segregated nature as 

opposed to a smaller mainstream class.
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6.3.3 Progress and Assessment
Diagnostic and Evaluative

Progress as a priori theme was explored in researching the experiences of children in 

specialised dyslexic and mainstream settings. While the focus was the qualitative 

features of progress as perceived by children, parents and teachers, quantitative 

information was also gathered where available. While not underestimating initially 

the intricacies of gathering progress information, this process did uncover some of the 

complexities surrounding attainment and assessment in both specialised dyslexic and 

mainstream settings. These include some of the practical difficulties of administering 

standardised and/or summative assessment, the prominent assessment methods 

utilised in the different settings, the achievement versus standards debate and finally 

progress.

Issues regarding Standardised Assessment

Research evidence suggests that the everyday practice of assessment in classrooms is 

fraught with problems and shortcomings (Russell et al., 1995; Office for Standards in 

Education, 1998) and the findings unveiled the highly complex/multifaceted nature of 
assessing progress.

On entry to specialised dyslexic settings, information regarding children’s progress 

originated principally from parents and psychologists while the transfer of 

information to mainstream schools was undertaken by specialised dyslexic setting 

teachers. In many instances, this information was not utilised by mainstream teachers 

and many were unfamiliar with children’s attainment levels on re-entry to 

mainstream. Many specialised dyslexic setting teachers administered standardised 

assessment on entry to help determine baselines, while others engaged in informal 

testing only, especially in instances where children’s low raw scores would inevitably 

lead to invalid standardised scores.

A multitude of standardised assessments were utilised by schools making individual 

children’s progress difficult to track. Measuring children’s progress for the duration 

of the specialised dyslexic setting placement was sometimes problematic, as in some 

instances, similar pre- and post-intervention tests were not utilised. This aspect is
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highlighted by Florian et al. (2004) who state that one of the primary principles of 

psychometrics is that results from different tests cannot be compared meaningfully. 

Continuance in children’s assessment in mainstream was also problematic. 

Alternative standardised tests to those used in specialised dyslexic settings were 

administered, assessment was completed at varying times in the school year, and in 

some instances were not re-administered (if children were absent), resulting in gaps 

and incomplete progress details.

Assessment Methods Utilised

One of the salient issues regarding assessment is the selection of assessment 

strategies. In discussing progress, it is necessary to take cognisance of the various 

forms of assessment used in mainstream and specialised dyslexic settings and more 

appropriate types suitable for children with dyslexia. A strong body of evidence 

collectively suggests that attending to ongoing assessment in the classroom can 

improve the learning of students (Black and William, 1998). However, teachers need 

to think about assessment as inseparable from their instructional practices (National 

Research Council, 2001).

While standardised and/or summative assessment featured in both settings, 

mainstream teachers did not generally use alternative methods of assessment for 

children with dyslexia. The principal types utilised were teacher designed and 

observation while support teachers reported using weekly records and children’s 

folders. According to the NCCA (2008) standardised testing, teacher designed tests 

and observation are more teacher-led approaches to assessment and Eivers et al. 

(2005) confirm that these are methods commonly used in Irish primary schools, 

particularly in assessing progress in English reading and writing. The latter study 

which was prepared for the Inspectorate (DES, 2005) revealed that four fifths of 

children in fifth class were assessed in these ways at least weekly. Crooks (1988) and 

Black (1993) also contrast the many positive effects of good assessment with 

evidence that classroom evaluation such as standardised assessment and teacher 

designed tests often encourages rote and superficial learning with the grading function 

over emphasised. Assessment in the form of teacher designed tests may lead children 

to attribute their failure to their low ‘ability’, thus decreasing confidence and 

motivation. McCombs (1991) also asserts that formative assessment that attends only
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to the cognitive and subject performance characteristics of a child might be seriously 

inadequate, in that it does not recognise the full information needed to deal with the 

learning difficulties.

Fletcher-Campbell (1994) emphasises that assessment for low-attainers requires a 

‘small steps’ approach and a variety of other formative approaches with the emphasis 

for reward en route, as opposed to standardised measures where children with 

dyslexia will invariably underperform. This was a feature of specialised dyslexic 

settings where teachers used discussion and quizzes to assess in contrast to paper and 

pencil type tests. This assessment is formative in style and is ‘concerned with the 

short term collection and use of evidence for the guidance of learning, mainly in day 

to day classroom practice’ (Black, 1999) and its role is widely recognised in raising 

achievement (Black et al, 2002, 2003). Brown et al. (1992) also stress the 

importance of mediated learning, in which the teacher can guide children as they work 

through dialogue. Traditional undifferentiated assessment may disadvantage the child 

with dyslexia because usually there is a discrepancy between their understanding of a 

topic and how they are able to display that understanding in written form. Dodd and 

Lumsden (2001) take an alternative view and state that the deficit may not lie within 

the child but with an assessment procedure that is unable to accommodate to the 

diversity of learners. King Sears (2008) reiterates this point and asserts that large 

scale assessment aligned with general education curriculum is problematic for 

children with SEN, as without instructional changes in the form, focus and delivery of 

the curriculum, children who are already behind will remain or become further 

behind.

Authentic academic achievement demands an in-depth understanding, integration, 

collaboration and substantive conversation, which rarely feature in most external or 

standardised testing (Black, 1996). The children in this study admitted feeling 

anxious (N=10/18) before assessment in mainstream school, perhaps reflecting 

inappropriate methods used for children with dyslexia and perhaps also a 

misunderstanding of the purposes of assessment. Gaps in understanding between 

children and teachers must give rise to inadequacies in any informal assessment, a 

point exemplified in a report by Perrin (1991) on a study of primary children in the 

Geneva Canton. These children assumed that assessments were for the school’s and
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their parents’ benefit, not for themselves and to make them work harder. Since the 

assessment was not used to tell them how to work differently, they saw it as a source 

of pressure, which made them anxious. As a direct result, the Canton decided to 

decrease its use of summative tests and to enhance the formative role of assessment.

Another aspect mentioned by a child while attending the specialised dyslexic setting 

was the progress to be gained from feedback given by teachers on children’s work: 

‘not putting an x beside something that is wrong. ’ Butler (1987) highlights the 

benefits of this approach and states that marks distract children from deriving any 

learning feedback from their work and teachers should instead provide comments on 

children’s work. In this approach, teachers have to develop the skills of formulating 

comments to indicate the actions children should take to deal with shortcomings or to 

extend their achievements. This follow-up work is achieved by providing classroom 

time to rectify problems in a supported environment, rather than leaving it to 

individual children to find time to correct errors.

The closer an assessment activity can come to the actual activity to which its results 

are to be considered relevant, the more likely it is to satisfy validity criteria. Hence, 

classroom assessment has better chance of success than formal, timed, written tests 

(Lewis, 1996). This is particularly relevant for children with dyslexia who are 

immediately disadvantaged in timed written assessment conditions. Therefore, child- 

led assessment in the form of self-assessment is an excellent example of assessment 

for learning (NCCA, 2008). The evidence from this study suggested that teachers in 

specialised dyslexic settings engaged in this form of assessment, where children were 

actively involved in self-questioning, reflection and problem solving or, in other 

words, metacognition. The use of whole class discussion as well as small group 

situations reflected self-assessment and encouraged children to take greater 

responsibility for their learning as opposed to avoiding tasks they were unable to 

complete.

Achievement versus Standards Debate

Children attend specialised dyslexic settings for a maximum period of two years and 

in exceptional circumstances attend for an additional year. However, other special 

classes or special schools catering for other categories of disability in the Irish
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republic do not operate under these terms of reference. The exit criterion relates to 

time rather than progress to be attained and the rationale for this is unclear.

However, the exit criterion of time in contrast to a standard to be acquired may have 

merits, as measuring performance can be difficult. Florian et al. (2004) state the 

importance of distinguishing between ‘standards’ and ‘achievement.’ Standards refer 

to a set of minimum performance criteria, usually focused on the basic areas of the 

curriculum such as literacy or maths and stipulate what all children should know. 

Ultimately, to view standards in a narrow sense of examining outcome measures only 

might prevent consideration of initial starting points. However, ‘achievement’ is 

concerned with the progress made by learners over time and hence children may have 

achieved well (given their starting point) but may not yet have reached the standard as 

pre-specified by performance criteria. This stance could be argued in this research, as 

many children entered specialised dyslexic settings as this type of provision was 

perceived as a last chance to accessing literacy. Many children who entered with 

exceptionally low abilities in literacy made good progress but in some instances still 

had low literacy levels on exit from these settings.

This study emphasised in its focus, achievement as opposed to standards. Marshall 

(2008) in his role as a UK school inspector discusses the area of standards and 

cautions whether these can be assessed reliably, particularly for children with 

additional needs. For children with learning difficulties including dyslexia, 

ascertaining standards may be an issue, as what might be appropriate for one child 

with a particular learning difficulty is not necessarily so for another with the same 

difficulty. In addition, assessing whether satisfactory progress has been made is 

rarely straightforward and assessing whether children with additional needs have 

reached appropriate standards remains highly complex. Kershner and Chaplain 

(2001) believe that progress particularly for children with SEN must extend beyond 

the academic, which is narrow in focus, and concentrate instead on gains across the 

spectrum of characteristics including social and academic, which might be a more just 

way of evaluating the ‘value-added’ of a child’s education. This research looked at 

the progress of children from a broader base encompassing qualitative remarks made 

by children, parents and teachers as well as other aspects of progress which are more 

difficult to measure, such as happiness and enjoyment of reading.
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Progress

While standardised scores were gathered, limitations in the measures collected arose 

and these have been discussed previously. Scores indicated that all children in the 

specialised dyslexic setting made progress in reading, with most children narrowing 

the gap between chronological and reading age. Three instances were recorded where 

a child’s chronological and reading age widened, while in one instance the gap was 

closed completely. Therefore, by looking at achievement in this manner, these 

measures provide a fairer as well as a more meaningful indication of school 

effectiveness than do measures of absolute standards. Based on standardised 

assessments on exit from the specialised dyslexic setting, ten children were eligible 

for learning support provision in mainstream.

While not dismissing the uses of standardised testing, it must be treated with caution 

as results may be misinterpreted and misused (Wearmouth and Reid, 2002) as well as 

sometimes being exclusionary for children who experience difficulty in learning. 

Summative assessment can dominate classroom work and de-motivate many children. 

As standardised and summative assessment proved problematic in this research, 

qualitative information on progress was collected from children, parents and teachers. 

This also facilitated a different conceptualisation of the function of assessment. 

Hence, rather than using assessment solely to examine progress, it can be used 

beneficially for planning, feedback and motivating children (Hogan, 2007).

Children believed that the specialised dyslexic setting had been beneficial in keeping 

up with school work, completing homework more independently, taking more 

responsibility for their own learning and in addition sixteen children rated their 

reading ability eight or greater on a scale of 1-10. All areas relating to literacy were 

mentioned as well as increased confidence, improved concentration and feeling more 

intelligent. All parents felt that children had made substantial gains in reading and in 

confidence before exiting the specialised dyslexic setting. After completing a year in 

mainstream, all children felt confident about their continued ability to do well in 

mainstream with twelve rating themselves at least eight on a scale of 1-10 at reading. 

Fifteen of the eighteen children reported reading daily and enjoying same. However, 

only four children believed that they could read as well as their peers in mainstream 

indicating a realistic perception of their ability in relation to their peers. Thirteen
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children believed that their reading abilities had decreased in mainstream. Studies by 

Chapman et al. (1984) and Fairhurst and Pumfrey (1992) have found that children 

with reading difficulties score lower on their perception of academic ability compared 

to children without reading difficulties, and while children may be realistic about their 

level of ability in terms of school performance, these beliefs may set up a self- 

fulfilling prophecy of expecting to fail. This may account for children’s perception of 

their decreased reading ability as they made comparisons with peers without reading 

difficulties in contrast to peers who had attended the specialised dyslexic setting.

Mainstream teachers also discussed children’s progress after attending mainstream 

school for one year. Twelve of the seventeen teachers felt children were at least 

average or better than their peers in relation to the curriculum, while approximately 

one third felt children could read the class reader competently, indicating 

comprehension as the primary difficulty. Parents expressed mixed satisfaction with 

children’s progress in mainstream and this correlates well with teachers’ estimation of 

progress rather than children’s perceived progress. All nine parents felt that children 

still required help in literacy, and seven indicated maths. One third of parents (three) 

believed that children still lacked confidence, experienced low self-esteem as well as 

continued difficulties reading the class reader (six). This is an interesting finding as a 

growing number of researchers have noted that individuals with learning disabilities 

appear to possess beliefs that are, in fact over-statements of their ability to carry out a 

future task (Klassen, 2007). Hence, children’s expression of confidence i.e. in rating 

themselves 8 on a scale of 1-10 in reading ability and their perceived ability to cope 

with the curriculum may still represent overestimates of their subsequent academic 

performance. This apparent academic overconfidence may result in inadequate 

preparation for academic challenges, as accurate self-assessments are necessary for 

pupils to take responsibility for their learning (Dunning et al, 2004).

Specialised dyslexic setting teachers reported other forms of progress such as 

children’s ability to take risks and raised confidence in attempting more demanding 

work. As a result of trying new challenges, children set themselves personal goals. 

According to the NCCA (2008) as children’s self-confidence increases, gains in self

security about not always being right and hence self-assessment contribute to a 

positive classroom climate in which making mistakes is considered central to the
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learning process. Both specialised dyslexic teachers and children identified with this 

aspect and discussed the benefits of mistakes for learning. This form of assessment 

hands responsibility for learning to children but must be guided by teacher judgement 

in ensuring that the content and pace of the work is determined by the evidence of 

children’s progress (Harrison, 2005).

The final aspect in considering progress is that of ‘context authenticity.’ Darling- 

Hammond et al. (1995) in their study of assessment in some US schools stated that 

‘context authenticity’ is essential for enabling learning in authentic tasks that link to 

pupils’ experiences. This is an important issue in maximising progress in mainstream 

schools as transfer of learning between what takes place in the learning support room 

and the mainstream classroom appears disjointed and lacking in continuity. Perhaps 

the context of total immersion in the specialised dyslexic setting is more conducive to 

holistic progress in academic and socio-emotional areas.

6.3.4 Socio-Emotional Effects of dyslexia
Diagnostic and Evaluative

According to Torgesen (2001) evidence from longitudinal studies has shown that 

children who fall behind in the development of critical reading skills in junior classes 

do not reach average level reading skills by the end of their primary schooling. 

Failure to acquire proficient reading skills which may be as a consequence of dyslexia 

may affect both the subsequent achievement in school and the socio-emotional aspects 

of children’s lives (Chapman and Tunmer, 2003). Children with learning difficulties 

have been studied extensively in terms of their cognitive characteristics and academic 

performance (Stone and May, 2002) but in the social-emotional realm a variety of 

maladjustment problems including emotional difficulties, negative self-perceptions, 

lower self-esteem, and unsatisfactory peer relationships may also be exhibited 

(Maughan et al., 2003; Wiener, 2004). Kozharskaya and Olson (1999) state that 

information learning takes place in the emotional channels and leads its way from 

emotions to cognition. Hence, teachers should work simultaneously with pupils’ 

emotional manifestations and academic content. Such studies underline the 

importance of exploring the relationship between children’s reading difficulties and 

their socio-emotional perceptions and functioning.
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Burden and Burdett (2007) assert that comparatively few investigations have focused 

on affective factors or on finding ways of enabling those with dyslexia to express their 

own attitudes, thoughts and feelings about these difficulties. This study examined a 

number of social-emotional aspects of dyslexia including friendships, happiness 

levels, anxiety, self-esteem and attributions for success. The research findings 

indicate that teachers in specialised dyslexic settings focus on literacy, confidence and 

self-esteem building concurrently, particularly in the first academic term of the 

placement. This discussion centres on changes in children’s affective characteristics 

in both specialised dyslexic and mainstream settings.

Frederickson and Jacobs (2001) compared the academic self-perceptions and 

attributions for success and failure of children with dyslexia with those who had no 

learning difficulties and found that children with dyslexia displayed significantly 

lower academic self-concepts than their matched peers. Parents in this present study 

referred to children’s low self-esteem in previous mainstream settings and their 

perceived increase at the end of the two-three year placement in the specialised 

dyslexic setting. Parents believed that improvements in self-esteem were directly 

related to good pupil-teacher relationships, empathetic teachers, appropriate praise, 

teachers’ belief in children’s ability and mixing with peers who shared the same 

literacy difficulties. As many of the children had experienced literacy difficulties in 

mainstream prior to the specialised dyslexic placement, it may be possible that pupil- 

teacher relationships were different to that experienced in the specialised dyslexic 

setting.

Brophy (1983) and Salonen et al. (1998) state that it is possible that different pupils, 

based on whether they are high or low achievers, may be treated differently by the 

teacher, creating a self-fulfilling prophecy. Tapola and Niemivirta (2008) also 

suggest that children’s predispositions and the actual events in the classroom interact 

in a reciprocal manner where children observe and experience ‘objectively’ similar 

classroom events as a function of their current motivational outlook. While the 

classroom situation may be the same for all children, the messages and cues 

embedded in the instructional practices are filtered through children’s personal 

orientations. According to motivation researchers, failure and poor performance lead 

to doubts about general intellectual abilities, which in turn lead to reduced effort.
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further failure, and poor academic outcomes (Licht and Kirstner, 1986). A number of 

children referred to their perceived increased intelligence as a direct result of learning 

to read. Applied to this research, this might reflect children’s beliefs of being low 

achievers in mainstream, hence impacting on self-esteem levels.

Ireson and Hallam (2005) believe that relatedness is an important precursor to 

engagement and autonomous learning and hence relationships with teachers are also 

likely to contribute to children’s sense of being valued. Findings in this study 

suggested that children tended to have better connection and relationships with 

teachers in specialised dyslexic settings; felt valued, and experienced increased 

happiness compared to experiences in their previous mainstream school. Ireson and 

Hallam (2005) also believe that children are more likely to feel valued, have better 

academic attitudes and motives if they feel supported by their teachers and their peers 

(Ryan et al., 1994) who are interested in helping them to learn and are able to provide 

a positive learning environment.

Self-Esteem

Estimations of self-esteem levels of children on entry to specialised dyslexic settings 

were judged either fair or poor and this was perceived as a priority need for most 

children, resulting in its emphasis in the first term of the placement. The majority of 

specialised dyslexic setting teachers believed that children’s self-esteem had risen 

over the duration of the placement while all parents felt children’s self-esteem was at 

least good on exit. This differed from parents’ initial estimations of self-esteem prior 

to entry to the placement where more than half estimated children’s self-esteem fair or 

poor. Consistent with social comparison theory (Humphrey, 2002) studies on 

different school settings including mainstream schools and special schools have 

demonstrated that children experiencing dyslexia in special schools typically have 

higher academic self-concept as compared to children in mainstream schools. This 

suggests that learner self-concept is likely to be, at least to a certain extent, context 

specific, and in this case classroom and school environment mediated.

Various methods of raising self-esteem were adopted by specialised dyslexic setting 

teachers. School work at an appropriate pace and ability level which ensured success 

were the principal techniques used in these settings. Fawcett and Reid (2005) confirm
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that vulnerable learners need to be set up to succeed and allowed to work within their 

‘comfort zone.’ Challenges to move outside this zone can be initiated once children 

are able to respond with confidence because of their platform of previous success, 

hence creating confident, independent learners, developing across the full range of 

ability, socially, emotionally and intellectually. Other strategies indicated by 

specialised dyslexic setting teachers included the use of positive language, 

constructive praise, positive reinforcement, measuring success in small steps and 

celebrating achievement. As a result, children initiated in risk taking, felt safe to 

make mistakes, acquired confidence to take on challenging work as well as having 

improved work quality and work ethic.

On return to mainstream, many teachers were adamant that children’s self-esteem 

levels had remained static or had increased, and all believed that levels were at least 

average or greater. Parents generally felt there were no significant changes in levels 

on return to mainstream. While similar approaches for raising self-esteem were used 

among specialised dyslexic and mainstream teachers, assigning work of an 

appropriate ability and pace to ensure success did not feature in mainstream teachers’ 

responses. Support teachers utilised other methods for raising self-esteem including 

using books of an appropriate reading level, emphasising the positive elements of 

dyslexia, empathising with children, setting smaller targets as well as music therapy 

which facilitated children to speak freely.

Self-Consciousness

The majority of children in this study referred to the self-consciousness experienced 

while attending mainstream school prior to the specialised dyslexic setting placement. 

Nearly half of the children (eight) also believed that their peers were aware of their 

particular difficulties. Embarrassment was widespread as children endured being 

laughed at when unable to read, lost track when reading or when their peers became 

impatient at their lack of fluency. Parents also referred to children’s poor confidence 

in mainstream settings as well as children’s negative comparisons of selves in relation 

to their peers. Anxiety, stress and task avoidance were commonplace as well as lack 

of motivation. Lesser difficulties included withdrawal, feeling subdued as well as 

psycho-matic symptoms. Many of these socio-emotional symptoms dissipated on 

placement in specialised dyslexic settings. Children, parents and teachers in
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specialised settings commented on the reduced stress and anxiety levels in these 

settings which ultimately led to increased concentration, greater academic gains as 

well as happiness and enjoyment of school. Increased confidence was cited by 

parents as the greatest gain in the specialised dyslexic setting placement.

Friendships and School-work Anxieties

The socio-emotional effects of dyslexia and type of setting were explored further on 

children’s return to the mainstream classroom. Children appeared to experience 

greater levels of happiness on return to mainstream in comparison to initial 

experiences of mainstream, especially in relation to peer relationships. However, 

children experienced more anxieties in relation to school work than that experienced 

in the specialised dyslexic setting. While fourteen of the eighteen children stated that 

they didn’t get unduly upset when work was incorrect, fifteen felt intimidated to some 

degree when speaking in front of their peers in class and experienced test anxiety.

Self-Efficacy

Burden (2005) asserts that many research studies in the area of self-concept have 

found that individuals with poor self-concept tend to be lacking in a sense of self- 

efficacy, of learned helplessness and attribute success and failure to outside factors 

out of their immediate control. In relation to self-efficacy, these self-beliefs are 

formed from four sources: mastery experience of previous tasks; vicarious experience 

(modelling, or the observation of others’ performance on similar tasks); verbal 

persuasion; and physiological and emotional reactions (e.g. anxiety) to certain tasks 

(Klassen and Lynch, 2007). The most influential source of self-efficacy information 

is considered to be a person’s past mastery experience, where having been previously 

successful, individuals will be more likely to believe that similar actions will lead to 

success again (Burden, 2005).

At the end of the placement period and on return to mainstream, children were asked 

to comment on their reading ability. Two thirds of children (twelve) believed they 

were good readers rating themselves 8 on a scale from one to ten. This apparent 

manifestation of confidence could be somewhat attributed to children’s mastery 

experiences in specialised dyslexic settings (Klassen and Lynch, 2007) as well as 

verbal persuasion and physiological and emotional reactions.
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On return to mainstream children’s estimation of their reading ability was 

significantly lower than beliefs shared in specialised dyslexic settings. This may be 

due to two factors including children making more realistic comparisons with their 

mainstream peers but also because of vicarious experiences or observation of their 

peers at similar tasks. On return to mainstream, eight of the eighteen children still 

engaged in peer comparison in relation to academic ability and only four children 

believed they were as academically capable as their peers. Schunk (1983) suggests 

that the existence of role or peer models is influential in instilling the self-beliefs that 

influence the course and direction of life. Hence, making comparisons with peer 

models can have a negative effect particularly if it leads children to believe that they 

are less capable than their peers. Chan and Lam (2008) also support this position and 

believe that vicarious learning in competitive classrooms and children’s exposure to 

successful models or peers leads to a decrease in pupils’ self-efficacy and they may 

perceive themselves as failures. A case may be argued that the non-competitive 

environment of the specialised dyslexic setting does not focus on outperforming other 

children but alternatively focuses on the similarities rather than the differences 

between their peers and their performance. As a result, children may have a relatively 

more positive evaluation of their own performance which may constitute mastery 

learning and lead to maintenance or increase in self-efficacy levels (Chan and Lam, 

2008).

While children continued to make progress in literacy, many mainstream class 

teachers did not share children’s reading competence beliefs indicating children’s 

mis-calibrations of self-efficacy. In relation to homework, children generally 

considered themselves capable of completing it independently which is at odds with 

what many parents experienced. These overstatements in relation to ability to carry 

out future tasks have also been found in numerous studies (Fulk et al, 1998; Klassen, 

2002, 2007). While most self-efficacy research demonstrates that individuals with 

learning difficulties rate their self-efficacy beliefs lower than their peers, their 

expressions of confidence still represent overestimates of their subsequent academic 

performance (Klassen and Lynch, 2007). This finding is important as this 

overconfidence may lead to inadequate preparation in school related work as accurate 

self-assessments are necessary for children to take responsibility for their own
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learning by planning more effectively, becoming academically autonomous and 

applying learning efforts appropriately (Dunning et al, 2004).

Attributional Styles, Locus of control and Learned Helplessness 

Linked to self-efficacy is the role of attributional style, locus of control and learned- 

helplessness. Two influential theories of attribution are Weiner’s theory of 

motivation (1986) and Abramson, Seligman and Teasdale’s theory of learned 

helplessness (1978) which can significantly affect children’s future performance of 

academic tasks. While two thirds of children in this present study claimed that they 

persevered with difficult academic tasks on return to mainstream school, others did 

not possess the resilience to persist consistently. Interestingly, two children stated 

that they regularly conceded in relation to difficult school work and also had different 

attributions for their successes and failures compared to the majority of children in the 

study. Most children attributed success to hard work, effort, practice, good 

concentration and listening well to the teacher. However, these two children 

attributed their success predominantly to luck thus indicating an external locus of 

control. Mainstream teachers’ responses indicated that these two children had self

esteem in the average range which was lower than many children. This is in line with 

the findings of Frederickson and Jacobs (2001) where children with strong loci of 

control tend to have higher academic self-concepts than those who see their successes 

and failures as outside their control.

Test Anxiety

From data gathered, assessment anxiety is not a common feature of specialised 

dyslexic settings but remains a feature of mainstream schools for some children. Less 

than one third (N=5) of children believed they never experienced test anxiety. Nicaise 

(1995) defines test anxiety as an individual’s physiological, cognitive and behavioural 

responses that stimulate negative feelings about an evaluation. This finding is 

important for school personnel as test anxious children do not approach a test in a 

positive mindset or expectation of success. Everson et al. (1991) report that test 

anxious children achieve lower standardised achievement scores and that children 

with learning difficulties experience more difficulties including concentration 

difficulties in evaluative situations than their peers without learning difficulties 

(Heiman and Precel, 2003). The other aspect worth highlighting is the fact that worry
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and anxiety may absorb some of the processing capacity of the working memory to 

solve complex problems, in light of the fact that children with dyslexia are already 

compromised in this area of processing (Eysenck, 1992).

Attitude to Leaming/Expectancy Theory

Children had high expectations in relation to their academic ability in their 

mainstream class. Responses indicated that fourteen of the eighteen children had high 

expectations of their ability to do well and to achieve as well as their peers. Children 

also demonstrated excellent attitudes towards their learning and found it useful and 

relevant. Mainstream teachers also believed that children had positive attitudes 

towards school and literacy. Burden (2005) asserts that children with dyslexia have a 

better chance of making progress academically, if their attitude towards schooling in 

general as well as literacy is positive. In relation to expectations Burden and Burdett 

(2007) assert that expectancy theory suggests that if children expect to have positive 

experiences that they will act in ways that will bring them about and vice versa. 

Lazarus and Callahan (2000) also reiterate that high motivation and positive attitudes 

are related to higher reading achievement and ultimately more frequent reading.

6.3.5 Supplementary Support
Diagnostic and Evaluative

Support in the mainstream classroom and supplementary support pre - and post - 

placement are discussed in this section.

Support Prior to Entry to the Specialised Dyslexic Setting

Children discussed the supplementary support received from both mainstream and 

support teachers prior to entry to the specialised dyslexic setting. Few children or 

parents believed support was adequate. Support when offered usually took the form 

of help in reading, spelling, maths and in one instance a child was placed in an 

alternative reading group. Some children engaged in computer work during Irish 

period if exempt from the subject. Lack of differentiation, a reluctance to ask for 

help, a reliance on peers and SNAs for assistance, lack of teacher understanding, 

praise and encouragement were also cited by children as barriers to appropriate 

support in the mainstream classroom. Brooks (2002) states that ordinary teaching (no
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intervention) does not enable children with literacy difficulties to catch up and that 

many children require repetitive and cumulative learning opportunities, well informed 

teachers, professional collaboration and support. However, according to Savage 

(2006), one to one tuition is not a pre-requisite for reading success among poor 

readers and small group instruction which can cater for a number of children with 

reading difficulties can be very effective.

Work by Solity et al. (1999, 2000) have challenged even these assumptions with their 

belief that reading will be best improved using a highly structured and over-learned 

approach in the whole class, with no differentiation or segregation whatsoever. This 

approach is a preventative stance based upon accumulated early reading research 

(ERR). Hence, support for children with reading difficulties can take the form of 

prevention as well as ensuring that programmes are structured and over learned. 

Savage (2006) also supports this premise and states that emerging evidence suggests 

that a ‘heavy and early structured approach’ to early reading intervention centred on 

the alphabetic principle to decode is enough to permit many children to take off into 

reading without further focused support beyond good classroom teaching. The 

preventative early approach is also emphasised by Ehri et al. (2001) citing the 

evidence from the meta-analysis of the National Literacy Strategy (NLS). The BDA 

(2001) suggests that skills and strategies which children with dyslexia need in order to 

learn can be taught and what works for them works for all children in the mainstream 

classroom.

Learning Support prior to Placement

The majority of children in this study received supplementary support from a support 

teacher prior to entry to the specialised dyslexic setting. All had received help in 

literacy, some in maths and two children had received help in Irish. While children 

were relieved to engage in work they were able for, they highlighted issues including 

missing subjects such as English, Maths and Art. While parental satisfaction was 

higher for this type of support, parents raised a number of concerns including the 

infrequency of support received, inappropriate grouping of children, catching up with 

class work, extra homework, embarrassment leaving the classroom and missing their 

regular English class. This latter issue concurs with the findings of Eivers et al. 

(2005) who state that children at risk of reading difficulties should receive a greater
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amount of reading instruction, preferably through a combination of increased English 

lesson time as opposed to less.

While many parents were dissatisfied with the infrequency of supplementary support, 

it may be necessary to redefine what exactly support should offer. Reid (2003) 

suggests that support should not be measured in terms of extra hours of tuition, 

funding for resources or additional personnel. While these aspects may help, they can 

also be wasted and squandered if they are not focusing on the real difficulty and not 

leading to inclusive practices. Savage (2006) also notes that where the ‘pull-out’ or 

‘resource room’ model is provided, this may provide a challenge to the inclusion 

model as children are physically, socially and emotionally distanced from their peers. 

According to Pressley (1998) although children with reading difficulties require 

extensive exposure to early reading skills, the evidence that resource room based 

teaching is the way to achieve this can be disputed. In fact, Bentum and Aaron (2003) 

report the findings of a longitudinal study of the effects of resource room teaching on 

294 children which demonstrate that reading skills do not improve. In addition, 

Savage (2006) reports that briefer and more structured early interventions in 

phonological awareness have proven successful and longer interventions have proven 

no more successful than briefer ones. In summary, ‘what’ and ‘how’ reading skills 

are taught, not for ‘how long it is taught’ should be the focus.

Support in Mainstream Classroom after Placement

On return to the mainstream classroom, children referred to the lack of differentiation 

of school work. While eleven children cited receiving help from the class teacher in 

the form of further explanation of concepts and one child participated in a different 

reading scheme in the classroom, seven children believed they received no extra 

assistance. This raises the concern that mainstream class teachers may perceive 

support as being the sole remit of the support teacher. MacKay (2002) stresses that 

the responsibilities for making children learn lie with all teachers not just support 

teachers and the Learning Support Guidelines (2000) clearly articulate the roles and 

responsibilities of class teachers in supporting children with learning difficulties. 

However, Eivers et al. (2005) state that teachers of almost one in five pupils describe 

themselves as unfamiliar with the Learning Support Guidelines (DES, 2000), while 

slightly less than half have contributed to their school’s policy on the provision of
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learning support. That study also notes that while most learning-support teachers feel 

that class teachers provide sufficient support in implementing learning-support 

programmes, 43% feel that class teachers do not adequately differentiate their 

instruction for pupils in receipt of learning support.

Learning Support Issues

The majority of children indicated they would require supplementary support on 

return to mainstream and most stated their preference would be support on a 

withdrawal basis. This view is supported by Klinger’s findings (1998) which 

investigated student perceptions across eight studies and concluded that in general, 

students prefer to receive assistance in a resource room rather than in a regular class. 

The findings of this study indicated that all children received supplementary support 

on a withdrawal basis not because they requested so but because these were the 

existing models in the schools. This finding parallels with Livers et al. (2005) where 

learning support is generally provided outside of pupils’ classrooms, with 83% of 

support teachers indicating that they never provide it in pupils’ own classrooms. The 

children in this study predicted that this support would be necessary in order to get a 

break from the classroom and an opportunity to engage in easier schoolwork. 

However, children envisaged maths as their greatest difficulty, followed by reading, 

spelling, History and Geography.

Supplementary support in the form of grouping was also discussed. One child 

received maths in a lower ‘setting’ grouping. According to the SOLID (1996) setting 

is assigning pupils to classes for a given subject on the basis of their attainment in the 

subject. However, evidence exists of the disadvantages to those assigned to lower 

sets. Research by Suknandan and Lee (1999) and Boaler et al. (1998) conclude that 

grouping pupils by ability has no influence on their performance but can have a 

negative effect on the attitudes, motivation and self-esteem of pupils in lower sets. 

The vast majority of pupils interviewed in Boaler’s study investigating setting and 

maths wanted either to return to mixed ability teaching or change sets. The pupils 

reported that teaching practices emanating from set arrangements had negatively 

affected both their learning and their attitudes towards the subject. Finally, other 

children received the entire English or Maths curriculum from the support teacher. 

This is contrary to advice given in the Learning Support Guidelines (2000) which
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regards support as additional. One child received supplementary help in Irish due to 

returning to a Gaelscoil mainstream school. This child’s priority needs were in the 

areas of spoken Irish and subject vocabulary.

The issue of transfer of learning remains a difficulty of the withdrawal model. Less 

than half of children, parents and teachers regarded learning in the support room as 

linking and transferring well to learning in the mainstream classroom. This finding is 

supported by Livers et al. (2005) who found that class teachers of well over one- 

quarter of children receiving supplementary support feel, that there is little or no 

integration between a child’s learning in class and in learning support, or do not know 

if there is any integration. In the same report, up to 74% of inspectors are dissatisfied 

with the integration of class work with learning support programmes. Lewis (2001) 

also notes some of the issues surrounding the practice of withdrawal especially when 

the focus is on the teaching of specific skills to pupils where apparent gains made in 

the small group situation cannot be sustained and/or generalised in the context of the 
classroom.

6.3.6 Collaboration
Diagnostic and Evaluative

This section explores collaborative processes between parents and teachers. 

Collaboration is discussed from two perspectives, namely, home-school 

communication and communication between teachers within and between schools. 

Atkin et al. (1988) indicate that research on home-school relationships focuses on 

professional rather than parent perspectives and to some extent, this study endeavours 

to address this gap by ascertaining parental views. Collaboration between teachers is 

not without its flaws and existing research shows that collaboration between teachers 

in schools is scare and difficult to sustain (Huberman, 1993). This study identified the 

current extent of collaboration existing in a sample of mainstream and specialised 

dyslexic settings in illustrating children’s experiences of both.

Collaboration and Parents

Pinkus (2003) underlines the importance of communication between parents and 

teachers and believes it is critical for optimising educational provision for children
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with SEN. The role of parents in children’s education has changed down through the 

years with an increasing emphasis on empowerment and decision making (Hess et al, 

2006; Rogers et al., 2006). Henderson and Berla (1994) believe that despite research 

supporting the positive effects of parental participation on pupil achievement and also 

the role advocated by Irish legislation and policy, many schools still resist parents as 

full partners. Legislative mandates have also placed an increasing emphasis on the 

role of parents in children’s education but at times the interpretation of this 

involvement and practice of same have reflected the minimal amount required by law. 

The Education Act (1998), The EPSEN Act (Ireland, 2004) and the Learning Support 

Guidelines (DES, 2000) underline the role of parents in children’s education including 

their role in the preparation of an education plan. The Report of the Task Force on 

Dyslexia (2001) specifically recommends that schools should involve parents in all 

aspects of their response in meeting the needs of pupils who have difficulties arising 

from dyslexia.

The findings in this study confirm that home-school links in specialised dyslexic 

settings are stronger and of a more frequent nature than in mainstream schools. The 

majority of parents positively acknowledged information received from information 

evenings held by specialised dyslexic settings and demonstrations of strategies for 

aiding children with homework. These findings are in line with those of Hess et al. 

(2006) and O’Connor et al. (2005) who assert that families want to play a role in their 

child’s education but often are unsure how to do so and believe that there is not 

enough communication between themselves and the teacher. Parents in that study 

stated that they required general information and support to order to comprehend fully 

children’s SEN as well as ongoing specific communication around such academic 

matters as homework and strategies to practise at home.

Parents indicated that associations with specialised dyslexic teachers were of a more 

positive nature and more open dialogue existed regarding children’s difficulties and 

ways of addressing same. These findings concur with those of Smith (2000) who 

found that parents of pupils with SEN are often ‘bombarded with negative 

information about their children’. According to Jordan (1994) both teachers and 

parents are hesitant to form a working relationship especially when the child is 

experiencing difficulty. Hornby (2002) identified six models of parent-teacher
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interactions, the optimal one being that of ‘partnership’ in which there is mutual 

respect, expertise sharing, open communication and joint decision making. 

Specialised setting teachers communicated with parents at least once a term or more 

regularly. Discussion varied and included conversation on baselines, IEP targets, 

programmes and demonstrations of techniques to help children at home.

Specialised dyslexic teachers encouraged parents to engage in daily paired reading, 

the supervision of spellings, sight vocabulary, phonics and discussion in aiding 

comprehension. Caimey (2003) asserts that research into the development of 

children’s literacy indicates that learning at home contributes to increased attainment. 

Desforges and Alouchaar (2003) claim in their research on the impact of parental 

involvement on pupil achievement, that its effect on children’s learning in the primary 

age range is greater than differences associated with variations in the quality of 

schools.

The levels of interaction between parents and mainstream teachers were less prevalent 

although parents specified that information was more forthcoming in schools with a 

reading class. Mittler (1995) indicates that mutual respect and a willingness to learn 

are at the core of true partnerships between teachers and parents. O Connor (2008) 

refers to the perceived lack of partnership due to ‘inequitable relationships’ while 

Mittler (1995) suggests that ‘however hard teachers try to break down barriers, that 

some parents may still feel that the power relationship is loaded against them’ (pi59). 

It may also be likely that there is a mismatch between the perceptions of teachers and 

parents and Jordan (1994) identifies that ‘a considerable number of parents believe 

that schools exclude them from important decisions, while educators believe that they 

make great efforts to involve parents’ (p73).

While most children in the specialised dyslexic setting had an IEP, nine of fourteen 

parents had been party to the consultation process regarding same. On return to 

mainstream, three parents were unsure if children had an IEP and in instances where 

children had an IEP, some parents had not been involved in the process, clearly 

ignoring the Guidelines on the Individual Education Plan Process (NCSE, 2006) and 

provision in the EPSEN Act (Ireland, 2004). Winter and Schafer (2005) believe that 

positive collaborative partnership is a prerequisite if children with SEN are to gain
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their full potential in the education system and it is likely that many professionals 

including teachers could benefit from professional development in assisting them in 

adopting appropriate attitudes and skills in genuine partnerships with parents.

Collaboration within Schools

Limited levels of communication occurred between parents and mainstream teachers 

of children (two) who attended the mainstream classroom in the afternoon. 

Communication and collaboration were also issues for specialised and mainstream 

teachers of the same school with one specialised teacher (N=l/2) being fully briefed 

of children’s progress in the mainstream classroom. Day (2005) states that good 

collaboration and communication between teachers creates effective appropriate and 

inclusive educational programmes. In addition, by planning and teaching together, 

teachers participate in one of the most valuable processes of professional development 

because their reflection and learning is embedded in the real experience of their own 

pupils and classrooms. While planning among individual teachers appeared to be a 

feature of both specialised dyslexic and mainstream settings, findings indicated that 

co-operative planning between class and support teachers in mainstream schools was 

largely ad-hoc with just seven of seventeen mainstream teachers being fully aware of 

work executed in the support room. Just four cases of collaborative planning between 

mainstream and support teachers were confirmed. As discussed previously, children’s 

difficulties with transfer of learning from the support room to the mainstream 

classroom provided further evidence of this lack of communication.

Miskel et al. (1983) believe that where collaboration does occur, it generally happens 

in informal contexts and results due to teachers’ personal initiatives, rather than a 

regularised structure. The findings concur with those of Miskel et al. (1983) where 

collaborative planning is executed informally and involves discussion of the child’s 

progress as opposed to curriculum development. Existing work suggests teachers 

often liaise around more proximal, pupil-centred topics related to curriculum 

development (i.e. exchanging resources and lesson planning ), individual pupil needs 

and classroom management (Rogers and Babinski, 2002) in contrast to teacher 

oriented topics, such as methods, objectives, lecturing, questioning, reinforcing,

25 Due to the small numbers of specialised dyslexic teachers involved (N=2), it is difficult to assert 
specific claims about collaboration between specialised dyslexic teachers and mainstream teachers.
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evaluating and room organisation (Zahorik, 1987). According to Stokes (2001) 

formalised collaboration, which happens less frequently, has protocols, guidelines and 

techniques, typically established by the school administration. Hence, the opportunity 

to engage in teaching teams, exchanging classes, co-teaching, peer coaching, are 

limited (Stokes, 2001).

Collaboration between Schools

Lambert (2003) states that maintaining regular and widespread links between special 

and mainstream schools is no easy process. Pressures of the curriculum and 

maintaining educational standards dissipate considerations of more amorphous 

benefits of collaborating with each other. Results from this study demonstrated that 

collaboration between teachers of specialised dyslexic and mainstream schools was 

limited and occurred to a certain degree when children remained in the mainstream 

school with the reading class. However, contact with other mainstream schools 

predominantly took the form of forwarding reports without discussion.

Hargreaves (1994) expresses concerns about expertise entwined with issues of 

ownership and control, with personality clashes and resistance to advice widespread. 

Findings in this study concluded that specialised dyslexic setting teachers resisted 

advising class teachers of other mainstream schools. This could have been an 

opportune time to liaise as collaboration between teachers can create a base of 

pedagogical knowledge that is distributed among teachers within schools as opposed 

to being held by individual teachers (Horn, 2005). Research by Rose and Coles 

(2001) has also examined examples of good practice of pupil transfer between special 

and mainstream schools and their findings assert that successful joint work is built 

upon a number of factors including positive attitudes amongst all staff involved, 

training and support from the special school to enhance understanding and skills of 

mainstream colleagues and flexibility of the special school so that their teachers are 

available to support mainstream teachers. However, Lambert (2003) urges caution 

against presumptions of a one way transfer of expertise and this is an aspect that could 

be overlooked in this study where mainstream class teachers may have much to share 

with specialised dyslexic teachers. Ainscow (1999) has underlined that inclusive 

schools cannot be achieved by transplanting special education thinking and 

importation of special education practices into mainstream contexts as this may
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contribute to difficulties including new forms of segregational practices within the 

mainstream settings.

6.3.7 Transition
Diagnostic and Evaluative

Research globally with children without SEN has identified various features of school 

transitions that are significant or potentially problematic (Maras and Aveling, 2006; 

Ashton, 2008) and Earnest (1995) indicates that such difficulties can be intensified for 

pupils with SEN. Transition in regard to the movement between specialised dyslexic 

and mainstream settings was identified as an issue by children, parents and teachers in 

this particular study. Data gathered revealed that the anticipation of transition was 

mixed, with some children looking forward, others not and some unsure, which is in 

congruence with previous research available on the subject (Anderson et al., 2000; 

Zeedyk et al., 2003; Ashton, 2008). Parental and children’s concerns and anxieties 

about the transition process, increased collaboration and liaison between the education 

partners about the process and transition preparation were among the dominant issues 

indicated. These aspects are discussed diagnostically and appraised in this section.

Children’s concerns about transition were mainly of an academic and social nature. 

Mizelle (1999) highlights that children worry about lower grades and heavier 

workloads on transition. Children’s apprehensions related to volume and difficulty of 

school and homework on return to the mainstream setting. Anxiety about departing 

from the secure environment of the specialised dyslexic setting and decreased levels 

of empathy from both teachers and peers in the mainstream class dominated their 

responses. On a social level, many children looked forward to returning to 

mainstream to re-establish friendships but others indicated disquiet regarding what 

their mainstream friends might think of them on return to mainstream. Bennett and 

Cass (1989) state that an added stress factor is the fact that often these children 

transfer mid phase, often transfer on their own, leaving one peer group and joining a 

completely different often established group and finally transfer from a small special 

setting to a larger school (Jacklin and Lacey, 1993). All of these were factors for the 

majority of children in this study. However, children re-established friendships and 

alliances quickly on return to mainstream and this finding is reiterated by
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Frederickson et al. (2007) who demonstrate that children who transfer from special to 

mainstream schools experience positive social outcomes and no peer rejection.

Parents were particularly anxious about children’s possible regression academically 

and also a possible decrease in confidence levels on return to mainstream. Inability to 

keep up with their peers and insufficient support also dominated parents’ responses. 

On return to mainstream more than half of parental responses indicated that children 

encountered difficulties with the volume and difficulty of work. Many also stated that 

children experienced stress in the initial weeks but that this subsequently abated. Two 

thirds of children (twelve) acknowledged that they had encountered difficulty only in 

the initial month which corresponds with Gillison’s findings (2008). Mainstream 

teachers also concurred with the views of children and parents on this matter.

Collaboration and transfer of information is paramount on transition. On initial 

transition from mainstream to specialised dyslexic settings, many parents were the 

chief conveyers of information to specialised dyslexic setting teachers regarding 

children’s progress and this was particularly the case where children transferred from 

another school. This finding concurs with findings by Roll Pettersson (2007) where 

there is an apparent reliance of professionals on parental involvement as well as 

parents being responsible for informing work groups as well as new teachers about 

their child’s SEN during transition.

Parents also indicated the need to be better informed regarding the transition process. 

Over half admitted that they had little knowledge of the transitions arrangements 

pertaining to their child and the preparation for same. As well as specifying a need 

for a settling in period for children on transition back to mainstream, parents 

emphasised the need for enhanced communication between teachers of mainstream 

and specialised dyslexic settings regarding children’s learning styles, appropriate 

teaching and learning strategies and work volume. The majority of parents liaised 

with specialised dyslexic teachers before children re-entered the mainstream setting 

and two responses indicated correspondence with mainstream teachers.

Considerable shortcomings are apparent in the current transition arrangements for 

children returning to mainstream. Present features include a focus on discussion
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between teachers and children around what will be expected of children on return to 

mainstream, an emphasis on organisational skills and accustoming children to normal 

levels of interaction with the teacher. While all specialised dyslexic setting schools 

forward reports to mainstream schools regarding children’s progress, this is rarely 

discussed cooperatively by teachers of both settings. Two specialised dyslexic 

settings engaged in a phased transition process. In theory this appears logical in 

aiding transition, however, in practice its use proved problematic. A number of 

children from the specialised dyslexic setting were unfamiliar with the children in the 

mainstream class as they had not originated from the school population initially and 

secondly because other children from the specialised dyslexic setting were returning 

to their previous or a new school. Another feature of current transition programmes is 

that they are largely preparation programmes and that the second phase of transition is 

ignored (Anderson et ai, 2000). This might explain children’s stress, anxiety and 

difficulty with school work. Induction work could aid children to adapt to differences 

in teachers’ expectations and learning styles. Hence, liaison between teachers on test 

outcomes and attainment data, in developing a shared understanding of expected 

standards may help receiving teachers pitch work at an appropriate level for incoming 

children as well as focusing on interventions used in the special setting as opposed to 

investing most energy in catch up strategies (Galton et al., 2003).

6.3.8 System Model
Diagnostic and Evaluative

In an era where inclusion is favoured but also highly contested, debates can become 

entangled in arguments about where children should be educated as opposed to the 

quality of education received. Despite inclusion as an essential philosophy of current 

Irish policy, the curriculum as it stands appears to exclude to some extent many 

children with SEN including dyslexia. Children with dyslexia are not homogeneous 

as a group and while inclusive schools may be beneficial for some groups of children, 

special schools and classes may be beneficial for other groups of children. It is likely 

that until inclusion and means of adapting the curriculum are fully realised that 

specialised dyslexic settings for children with dyslexia will always appear as a good 

option for many parents. Practice in both mainstream and specialised dyslexic 

settings must be examined so that environmental factors are given credence and the
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focus is not on deficiencies within the child. By valuing differences in children rather 

than perceiving them as deviant for failing to meet a pre-decided norm it may be 

possible to teach in a way that could support children to remain in mainstream settings 

(Poole, 2003).

Provision in the republic of Ireland for children with dyslexia exists in three forms, 

namely; special reading schools, special reading classes and mainstream with support. 

The role of the special school and special classes has been questioned especially for 

children with higher incidence disabilities such as dyslexia, as there is a belief that 

these settings are ‘over protective and under-demanding of children with SEN’ (pi 15, 

Chappie and Spelman, 2003; Barton, 2004; Hess, 2006). Findings from this study 

suggest that specialised dyslexic settings have more to offer than just progress in 

reading, and gains in socio-emotional aspects are reported by teachers, parents and 

children themselves. Hales (1994) refers to the effects of dyslexia on the self-esteem 

of children and states that the social and emotional consequences of dyslexia may be 

underestimated especially in terms of low levels of motivation and high anxiety 

levels. This section on system model gives voice to parents and children, the service 

users of specialised dyslexic settings and values their voices from experiences of 

segregation which are central in the construction of an education system striving 

towards inclusion (Cook et al, 2001; Rose and Shevlin, 2004; Messiou, 2008). In a 

school context, these voices could be used to challenge teachers and indeed children 

to re-evaluate their own ways of thinking and behaving in order to create more 

inclusive settings (Rose and Shevlin, 2004).

Rationale for Specialised Dyslexic Setting Selection

Many parents of children with SEN play an important role as chief advocates for their 

children in the special education process and sometimes also make decisions 

regarding the most appropriate schools for their child (Hess et al, 2006). Parents’ 

rationale for the selection of specialised dyslexic settings was varied. Difficulty with 

homework and school work, curriculum pace and reading difficulties were widespread 

in mainstream classrooms as well as the challenges of keeping up academically with 

their peers. Parents also believed that children received inadequate support in 

overcoming their dyslexic difficulties as well as their difficulties not being fully 

understood by mainstream teachers. These findings concur those with those of
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Nugent (2006) who expresses concern about mainstream schools’ ability to provide 

appropriate support for children with dyslexia as well as being unsympathetic to 

children’s needs. Nugent (2006) also identifies large numbers of negative comments 

by parents regarding resource teaching 26received by children in mainstream settings.

Half of parents believed that there were no disadvantages attending such a specialised 

dyslexic setting while all parents applauded the placement on the grounds of the 

appropriate help received by children, increased happiness levels, raised confidence, 

reduced stress, children’s talents and strengths being recognised, better relationships 

with teachers and increased liaison between parents and teachers. Smith (2000) 

acknowledges that parents of children with dyslexia in mainstream schools report 

higher levels of child related stress and lower levels of satisfaction regarding their 

children’s education than parents of non-dyslexic children. Teacher characteristics 

are also identified by Green and Shinn (1995) and Lange and Ysseldyke (1998) as a 

rationale for parents’ satisfaction regarding specialised settings. Parents perceive 

teachers as being critical to their child’s success and focus, not on teachers’ level of 

expertise or experience, but on the perceived caring and openness to communication 

that they view as essential.

Crowther et al. (1998) stress the importance of a range of outcomes across a number 

of domains - social, affective and life chance in addition to more academic outcomes 

when evaluating specialist provision. While parents acknowledged children’s reading 

progress, their perceptions of progress were not based on information regarding their 

objective academic performance but on observations at home, such as increased 

motivation, confidence, happiness and self-esteem. Nugent (2006) also reports on 

parents’ observations of children’s increased happiness and improved confidence in 

special reading schools compared to that of mainstream with support. It appears that 

parents are more concerned with their child’s happiness and use this as the principal 

measure of success as opposed to educational outcomes (Yanok and Deruberlis, 

1989).

The role of the Resource Teacher was to provide additional teaching support for children who had been fully integrated into 
mainstream schools and who needed such support. Each child was given a weighting which was determined by the nature and 
degree of disability and the then current pupil-teacher-ratio for that particular disability. For example a child with dyslexia 
disability would count as 1/11th of a teacher post. This individual allocation support for children with dyslexia was withdrawn in 
2003 and replaced with a staged model of support where application for individual resource hours occurs only in exceptional

circumstances.
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On exit, twelve of the thirteen parents believed they would still recommend this type 

of provision to other parents of children experiencing dyslexia and reported high 

levels of satisfaction despite no exit criteria being discussed at the outset of the 

provision. These findings mirror findings of Hishinuma (2000) who found that 

parents were more positive about specialist schools than mainstream schools despite 

some limitations in that particular study. Nugent (2006) also refers to greater 

satisfaction levels among parents of children in specialised settings compared to 

mainstream settings with support. The findings suggest high levels of parental 

satisfaction regarding these services, even when trends are towards inclusive 

practices. Parental preference for specialised dyslexic settings may indicate 

dissatisfaction with mainstream provision as opposed to the proactive nature of 

specialised dyslexic settings (Connor, 1997). The findings in this study infer some of 

the barriers in establishing inclusive education in Irish mainstream setting provision.

Attributes of Specialised Dyslexic Settings

This study ascertained many positive features of current specialised dyslexic settings 

including appropriate provision in the form of teaching strategies, teacher personality, 

and decreased amounts of bullying and teasing, good peer relationships, small classes 

and good teachers. Children generally preferred specialised dyslexic settings while 

attending and enjoyed better concentration and decreased stress levels. Children also 

believed that they made considerably more progress in these settings due to working 

at their ability level. They also referred to teaching instruction in terms of more help; 

greater depth and explanation of concepts, increased time to complete work 

successfully as well as accommodations teachers made for children such as decreased 

blackboard work, etc.

Data gathered from children regarding teaching and learning techniques of specialised 

setting teachers suggested that teachers are not necessarily using different techniques 

to those used by mainstream teachers. Reid (2003) and Norwich and Lewis (2001) 

believe that the difference may lie in the nature of the pace of learning and the need 

for more time, more individual attention and more repetition, rather than production 

of a special programme that represents a ‘dyslexia formula’ for intervention. Lewis 

and Norwich (1999) state that an analysis of their evidence ‘rejects distinctive SEN
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teaching strategies and accepts that there are common pedagogic principles which are 

relevant to the unique differences between all pupils, including those designated as 

having SEN’ (p3). Ofsted (2006) state that the qualities that contribute to good or 

weak teaching for children with learning difficulties are exactly the same as those that 

contribute to good or weak teaching generally. Aaron (1997) also notes that the 

techniques used in special education classes are no more specialised than those used 

by many mainstream teachers. It may be that teachers in specialised dyslexic settings 

are utilising a variety of strategies and are making the curriculum more engaging, 

meaningful and personalised. Strategies like universal design of curriculum (Rose et 

al, 2005) or designing a curriculum to emphasise what children will ultimately 

understand, know and be able to do (Wiggens and McTighe, 2005), combined with 

differentiated instruction (Willis and Mann, 2000; Tomlinson, 2003; Tomlinson and 

McTighe, 2006), will ensure that individual children’s learning can be “personalised” 

to their current abilities as well as their interests.

Characteristics of Good Teachers

Children and parents discussed the attributes and characteristics of specialised 

dyslexic setting teachers which facilitated children’s learning. Personality was 

perceived as crucial in allowing children to learn without fear or experiencing stress 

and as a means of increasing self-esteem. These findings concur with those of Green 

and Shinn (1995) and Connor (1997) where parental satisfaction focuses on individual 

attention by teachers to children, teacher characteristics and increased self-esteem. 

Teacher characteristics emphasised in this study included the need for patience, 

competence, kindness, and understanding of the child, encouragement, compassion 

and genuineness. Teachers who listened to children, as well as giving appropriate 

praise for their efforts with regard to school work were highly regarded by parents. 

Johnson (2005) has noted that personal characteristics may be seen as more important 

than the provision of support materials.

Children also believed that teachers’ knowledge of dyslexia was crucial for teachers’, 

parents’ and children’s understanding of the difficulties arising from it. Children also 

identified the principal teaching and learning strategies and environmental 

accommodations which they felt they required to learn well and suggested that 

specialised dyslexic setting teachers activated these methods better than in
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mainstream schools. It is interesting that the methods identified by children are those 

emphasised in the literature as most suitable for children with dyslexia (MacKay, 

2002; Johnson, 2005). These findings may suggest that many mainstream teachers 

hold pathognomonic (Stanovich, 1997) views of SEN including dyslexia and view 

their responsibilities for the instruction of these pupils as minimal. In contrast 

specialised dyslexic setting teachers may perceive themselves as more responsible for 

intervening in children’s learning by designing instructional accommodations and 

calibrating their instruction to engage children, thus holding more interventionist 

perspectives.

Parents also expressed high levels of satisfaction with current levels of specialised 

dyslexic provision but expressed anxiety regarding children’s return to mainstream. 

In fact, parents recommended an expansion of the current service of specialised 

provision as well as more flexible models that would allow children to have additional 

time in such settings. Green and Shinn (1995) in their study of parental attitudes 

about special education and reintegration identified that 52% of parents expressed 

disinclination to return their child to the regular class for reading instruction. Nugent 

(2006) also claims that parents want more specialist provision and want it locally as 

well as being able to access it for a longer duration. Children identified the 

advantages accrued in being taught in specialised dyslexic settings with peers 

experiencing similar literacy difficulties. Nugent (2006) also acknowledges this 

aspect in data collected from parents and Jacklin’s findings (1998) suggest that pupils 

attending special schools form a completely new peer group who have had similar 

experiences as themselves and which they find to be much friendlier in relation to the 

difficulties they had faced with the pupil groups in mainstream.

Areas for Improvement

While parents and children view specialised settings positively, some issues are 

identified as being problematic. These centre on transfer of learning and social 

networks. Teachers, parents and children voiced concern about attending the 

mainstream classroom in the afternoon and how well reintegration worked, whether 

transfer of learning took place and how children coped with the remainder of the 

curriculum in the mainstream setting. According to Ofsted (2006), findings indicate 

that pupils in units attached to mainstream schools where children spend some of the
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time taught by specialist teachers and some time in mainstream with their peers 

receive more good and outstanding provision than any other form of provision. The 

findings in this study point to a lack of constructive collaboration and planning 

between mainstream and specialised dyslexic setting teachers regarding many 

children’s learning needs, hence suggesting some inefficiencies with this type of 

model.

The renewal of friendships in mainstream was a primary concern of children towards 

the end of the placement period and is the prominent explanation provided for wishing 

to return to the former. These findings correlate well with Nugent’s (2006) where 

many of children’s concerns focus on social aspects, particularly about missing 

friends and the anxiety about the new social situation on return to mainstream. 

Parents acknowledged the long commute between home and the specialised dyslexic 

setting and its impact on the child in terms of friendships and social networks. Jacklin 

(1998) and Sip Jan Fiji (2007) have both indicated that children attending special 

schools with its wide ‘catchment area’ may be very isolated out of school because 

their friends do not live locally.

In summary, this chapter interpreted the findings under the following themes: dyslexia 

awareness, teaching and learning approaches, progress and assessment, socio- 

emotional factors, supplementary support, collaboration, transition, and system 

model using a three part framework. Having contextualised and evaluated the 

findings, the next chapter reflects on this new data in adding to the present theoretical 

body of knowledge.
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Chapter? Concluding Chapter

7.1 Introduction

This chapter concludes the culmination of four and a half years research examining 

children with dyslexia and their experiences of specialised dyslexic and mainstream 

settings. This chapter is divided into three parts to reflect upon this new knowledge, 

namely: a) Contribution to Theory, b) Methodological Critique, Recommendations for 

Policy and Practice and Future Research and finally c) Personal Reflection for 

Practice. The Contribution to Theory section outlines how this research adds to the 

scholarly knowledge in the area of dyslexia and perhaps also extends to other areas of 

SEN. The Methodological Critique, Recommendations for Policy and Practice and 

Future Research section acknowledges some of the limitations of the research, 

examines the implications of the study for policy making and educational practice as 

well as making suggestions for prospective research. The Personal Reflection section 

challenges the researcher to analyse her own personal learning and how this might 

impact in her professional role in third level provision.

240



£
O

’J7i
'> ra
O Xi- CDQl

"(D
to
>*

c Q
o

+-» +-»
ro
u i
3 cT3 (ULU

«+- ■ao
to -£
(U U
a L.o
u
c

Q.

A

c<u
Eco
u-

’>c

J

T3 O

JD
"DOJ(1)
*4—o;
>
uO)
i_u.ou

T3
C
fD
CD

E+_' i/f
■p < sc 0)OJ ^ 
to dj 
CTJ si 
0> tJ

to CD Q. oCDt- toto -C tot_ d
to a: +-J (D o

T3 u CL 4-»03
CD (D aj to
U (D to jC ’c
3
T3 'ro CX3

CD u
03

03
CUDCD E 4-» CD i_

cr to < \— O

CL to

Fi
gu

re
 7.

1 P
ri

nc
ip

le
s o

f E
du

ca
tio

na
l P

ro
vi

sio
n f

or
 C

hi
ld

re
n 

w
ith

 D
ys

le
xi

a (
C

as
se

rl
y,

 20
09

)



7.2 Contribution to Theory

The current study creates a better understanding of the different models of educational 

provision for children with dyslexia. The findings reveal three major areas in which 

this research adds significantly to the existing dyslexia theory, particularly in the Irish 

context. These include the researcher’s belief that the existing segregational practices 

of reading classes and reading schools exhibit more inclusive practices than many 

mainstream schools, that differentiation methods utilised in mainstream schools are at 

an embryonic stage and finally that the socio-emotional aspect of children’s 

development must be emphasised and accentuated to a greater degree in mainstream 

settings. This latter aspect is crucial for academic success.

In the present climate where the concept of inclusion dominates and is being heralded 

as the way forward, many segregated settings including reading classes and schools 

may increasingly feel isolated and marginalised. It is the researcher’s belief that 

many people equate mainstream schools and inclusion as one and that a reciprocal 

relationship exists between the former and the latter. The findings from this study 

expose that many aspects of Irish mainstream provision for children with SEN 

including dyslexia is far from inclusive. While children with dyslexia are taught in 

mainstream schools and policy makers and educationalists may concede that this 

constitutes inclusion, this may not in fact reflect practice. Connor and Ferri (2007) 

have highlighted this aspect of inclusion and special education and believe that 

although children may be present and visible, it cannot be said that interaction or 

inclusion is actually being realised. The principles of inclusion are violated once 

anything short of full and meaningful participation which requires fundamental 

changes in general education occurs (Connor and Ferri, 2007).

In relation to reading, Savage (2006) believes that schools that get it right for 

inclusion also tend to get it right for reading and hence it can be argued that 

specialised dyslexic provision in the form of reading classes and schools is in fact 

more inclusive. It is apparent that the methods and approaches utilised to teach the 

curriculum to children with dyslexia in mainstream are inappropriate and hence, 

many sound educational principles may become ignored or neglected. Resultantly, an 

inclusive model such as Figure 7.1 (Casserly, 2009) could help many mainstream
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schools who are struggling to come to grips with inclusive practice in the academic 

and socio-emotional areas. These practices have been identified by children, parents 

and teachers and compiled by this researcher.

This study revealed the many positive aspects of specialised dyslexic settings which 

can be termed inclusive. The discussion highlighted inclusive teaching approaches, 

alternative assessment techniques, emphasis on confidence and self-esteem building 

that take place there and points to the base skill and expertise which could be used to 

disseminate effective practice. Greater levels of dyslexia awareness, increased levels 

of understanding and empathy displayed by specialised dyslexic teachers enhanced 

the quality of education received but also made for happier and more confident 

children. These experiences may represent true and full inclusion. Perhaps, it is 

timely to examine a more sophisticated model of inclusion that looks beyond 

mainstream as the sole placement for inclusion. Wamock (2005) states explicitly her 

preference for a common curriculum concept of inclusion: ‘including all children in 

the common educational enterprise of learning, wherever they learn best’ (pi4). 

Specialised dyslexic settings will continue to be necessary until mainstream provision 

can provide much of what is included in Figure 7.1.

Linked to this is Norwich and Gray’s ‘flexible interacting continua of provision’ 

(2007) which could be embraced as an alternative to the existing traditional 

continuum of special provision in the current Irish context. In this model, flexible 

options exist under five dimensions including: the positive identification of children 

with disabilities and difficulties, participation, placement, curriculum/teaching and 

finally governance and responsibility of separate settings (Appendix F). This would 

ensure that specialist provision is linked and inter-connected in various ways with 

mainstream provision in facilitating good teaching and increasing inclusive practices. 

Reading classes in mainstream schools could take the lead in this and become much 

more pro-active in promoting inclusionary practices and differentiation for children 

with dyslexia in mainstream schools.

Presently, many mainstream teachers appear to grapple with the differentiation of 

content but even more in the differentiation of teaching and learning approaches. 

Like other research, this study rejects distinctive SEN teaching strategies and concurs
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that there are common pedagogic principles which are also relevant for children with 

dyslexia. While there may be a belief that specialised dyslexic settings produce a 

special programme that represents a dyslexia formula for intervention, this is not the 

case. In fact specialist approaches have much in common with teaching literacy to 

any child but differences include the degree of structure, detail, continuous 

assessment, record keeping and over-learning. Mainstream teachers must take 

cognisance that a ‘one size fits all’ mentality in design, delivery and assessment is not 

acceptable for children experiencing dyslexia.

So the question can be posed, where does mainstream provision go from here if 

common pedagogic principles are similar for children with/without SEN and 

dyslexia? While exclusive SEN teaching strategies are rejected, there are common 

pedagogic principles which are relevant to the unique differences between all pupils, 

including those considered to be designated as having SEN and/or dyslexia. 

Fletcher-Campbell (1994) and NCCA (2008) highlight the need for mainstream 

schools to differentiate more, if children are to be meaningfully involved in the 

curriculum. The researcher shares Brooks et al. ’s view (1998) that ‘normal’ teaching 

needs to be improved rather than radically different approaches developed for ‘slow 

learners’. However, this position is qualified by some recognition of the need for 

more intense and focused teaching for children with dyslexia. There is no reason why 

mainstream provision cannot utilise approaches found in specialised dyslexic settings 

but to do this, they must engage in a new emphasis on active, environment based and 

differentiated learning or the Academic/left hand side of Figure 7.1. Children with 

dyslexia must be provided with additional individual help and personalised learning 

where necessary and in addition simple classroom accommodations. In addition, 

methods of sharing expertise should be explored with options such as dual enrolment 

of children and utilisation of the specialised dyslexic setting as a centre of excellence. 

Sharing resources and knowledge with local mainstream schools would also be 

excellent starting points in executing differentiation practices. By continuing with 

existing practices, many mainstream teachers are impeding constructive advances 

towards inclusion.

Hence, the term ‘continua of teaching approaches’ (Skritic, 1999) is useful as it makes 

it possible to distinguish between the ‘normal adaptations’ in class teaching for most 

children and the greater of adaptations required for children with dyslexia. The notion

244



or concept of continua of teaching or pedagogic approaches implies that there are 

differences of degree, in the various strategies and procedures which make up 

teaching and can be considered in terms of whether they are used more or less in 

practice. All children require suitable combinations of approaches that reflect 

individual strengths, weaknesses and needs. Therefore, teaching which emphasises 

high levels of practice to mastery, further concept examples, increased time to 

complete work, more error free learning, closer monitoring of attainments, corrective 

feedback, more bottom-up phonological approaches to literacy, suitable reading 

schemes of appropriate reading age ability for individual children and a reduced 

emphasis of basal type reading schemes is not qualitatively different from teaching 

which involves less emphasis on these approaches and would make mainstream 

education more accessible for children with dyslexia. These approaches demonstrate 

more interventionist perspectives as opposed to pathognomonic perspectives, 

emphasising the process rather than the product of learning.

While good instruction in how to overcome children’s learning difficulties is crucial 

in creating positive educational experiences, psychological input of a particular kind 

is also imperative. This was an underlying facet of school life for children with 

dyslexia in reading classes and reading schools with confidence and self-esteem levels 

rising in most instances. This demonstrates that there cannot be a narrow emphasis on 

just cognitive and academic areas; consequently, mainstream schools must work on 

socio-emotional aspects in conjunction with reading. In addition, mainstream 

teachers should consider the need for relaxed but busy non-competitive classrooms 

and better informed pupils/peers with greater awareness levels of the needs of 

children with learning differences. The Socio-Emotional aspect of Figure 7.1 

highlights these needs.
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7.3 Methodological Critique, Recommendations for Policy and 
Practice and Future Research

While this study generated a lot of valuable data due to its longitudinal style, it is 

limited by its relatively small sample size. However, this is not uncommon in 

qualitative studies and small samples are less problematic than in quantitative research 

because the intention is to understand the experiences and perspectives of the children 

and not to generalise to the greater population. The children featured in this research 

were selected from either third/fourth class in order that they had at least one 

subsequent year in mainstream. Resultantly, the size of sample was limited to what 

could be realistically utilised. Hence, for example, the impact of specialised dyslexic 

settings on older children could not be determined. While there are many positive 

features of longitudinal studies, one disadvantage is the risk of sample mortality. This 

was reflected in year 3 of the research, in the reduced number of parental responses.

Several limitations are acknowledged when interpreting children’s progress. As 

stated previously, some children had incomplete progress details and others had their 

progress determined by various standardised assessments. The researcher also 

acknowledges that the reliability and validity of findings could be enhanced further by 

recording children’s experiences for an additional year in mainstream. Furthermore, it 

would be interesting to explore parental perspectives more qualitatively based on 

information supplied in the questionnaire.

The findings have many implications for both policy and practice and further 

research. In terms of policy and practice, the following issues should be addressed in 

the short-medium term.

Short Term

• Continuing professional development courses (CPD) must be further 

developed to meet the needs of mainstream teachers catering for a diversity of 

learners in their classrooms and to perhaps alter existing attitudes and personal 

efficacy. Levels of dyslexia awareness and identification are relatively low 

among mainstream teachers and CPD could address same. In addition, 

mainstream teachers must take further responsibility for teaching children with 

SEN as opposed to being the specialist’s role. They require greater
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exemplification of teaching methodologies and interactive learning techniques 

to ensure they execute the principles of differentiation effectively, focusing 

more on the learner rather than the content. Structured programmes of 

Phonological Awareness and paired reading must be implemented in all 

schools and particularly in reception classes. A variety of reading materials 

other than basal readers should be considered by schools as well as the careful 

selection of material appropriate to the reading age of the individual child. 

This should be a DES directive and not left to the discretion of individual 

schools. Simultaneously, mainstream teachers must familiarise themselves 

with the NCCA’s Assessment Guidelines (2008) where alternative methods 

are encouraged and where the focus is on Assessment for Learning as opposed 

to Assessment of Learning. There is also an urgency to draft guidelines and/or 

produce a multi-media package to help teachers engage in meaningful 

differentiation.

• Greater importance and credence should be given to a structured Phased 

Transition from Specialised Dyslexic Settings back to Mainstream and where 

children and mainstream teachers have access to the specialised dyslexic 

teacher for a specific period of time. In addition, increased links must occur 

between mainstream and specialised dyslexic settings, including a mechanism 

to allow the transfer of information between schools regarding children’s 

progress and attainment. Methods of sharing expertise should be explored 

with options such as dual enrolment of children, utilisation of the specialised 

dyslexic setting as a centre of excellence, as well as sharing resources and 

knowledge between schools. This collaboration and liaison would be on a 

reciprocal basis. Mainstream schools must also consider carefully, the initial 

days and weeks for children returning to this setting by supporting children in 

re-establishing new relationships, becoming familiar with classroom routine 

and preparing for academic learning (Ashton, 2008). Galton et al. (1999), in 

research carried out for the DfES titled The Impact of School Transitions and 

Transfers on Pupil Progress and Attainment, identify five main categories or 

‘bridges’ of activity which schools could employ at the point of transfer and 

which could be useful if adopted in the Irish context in transition between 

specialised dyslexic and mainstream settings. These five bridges could form
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the basis of a more structured approach to dealing with school transition in 

contrast to the informal non-structured approach that prevails in Irish schools.

• In examining progress in specialised dyslexic settings, consideration should be 

given to administering similar tests on entry and exit to facilitate discussion of 

progress. However, it is also imperative that all schools assess all forms of 

progress, academic and socio-emotional, and efforts should not concentrate 

solely on standardised and/or summative assessment but rather on value-added 

procedures. Mainstream schools could address this immediately by reading 

recently published guidelines Assessment in the Primary School Curriculum- 

Guidelines for Schools (NCCA, 2008) and implement same through planning 

days approved by the DES. Assessment for learning as opposed to assessment 

of learning must take precedence in mainstream schools. This is an alternative 

view where assessment is formative in style and is used for planning, giving 

feedback and motivating children. If meaningful learning is to take place 

which de-emphasises rote learning, where children do not equate assessment 

with intelligence, where the focus is on the process of learning as opposed to 

cognition and subject performances, children will be less anxious and observe 

the benefits of formative assessment.

• The findings of this study suggest that supplementary support provision in 

mainstream schools is problematic and needs to evolve further if children with 

SEN and dyslexia are to receive appropriate education to meet their needs. 

Firstly, as a matter of urgency, schools must follow through on policy outlined 

in Circular 24/03, ‘Allocation of Resources for Pupils with Special 

Educational Needs in National Schools’ in the implementation of the 

Education Act (1998). This circular outlines the ‘Staged Approach to Special 

Educational Needs’ where both class and support teachers’ roles are detailed, 

in screening, assessing, planning, implementing and reviewing programmes. 

Increased awareness by mainstream class teachers of the Learning Support 

Guidelines (2000) might clarify their roles and responsibilities in relation to 

the teaching and learning of children with SEN.
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• The current model of withdrawal appears problematic in some schools. 

Perhaps a move away from the ‘targeted focusing on the individual’ towards 

approaches aimed at developing appropriate educational strategies to cater for 

a wide range of learners with different aptitudes and achievements at a whole 

school level might be one solution. Other approaches such as team teaching 

could also address such inadequacies in the current provision as an alternative 

to the widespread use of the withdrawal model in Irish classrooms and to 

facilitate increased inclusion. Gerber and Popp (1999) determined in their 

study the views of parents whose children were educated in ‘collaborative 

classrooms’ and found parental satisfaction to be high with the team teaching 

setting with positive impacts such as increased happiness, confidence and 

better learning skills. Perhaps such an approach could be utilised effectively.

• Children with dyslexia can achieve success provided they are afforded good 

instruction in how to overcome their learning difficulties but also 

psychological input of a particular kind. This appears to be a prominent focus 

of specialised dyslexic settings and one that requires further emphasis in 

mainstream schools. Specialised dyslexic setting teachers place great 

emphasis on appropriate pace and ability level and measuring success in small 

steps as means of increasing self-esteem. These aspects did not feature in 

mainstream teachers’ responses. Mainstream schools must also address the 

classroom environment to ensure that these are non-competitive environments 

for children with dyslexia. In these environmental contexts, children with 

dyslexia may have more positive evaluations of their own performance which 

may contribute to mastery learning and raised self-esteem.

• The DBS must define clearly what the concept Inclusion means. Inclusion 

must not be perceived as just being about location, placement or presence but 

must take account of quality of learning. The present policy of a continuum of 

provision for children with SEN must continue until all mainstream schools 

can adequately provide quality learning. Reading classes and schools must be 

preserved until mainstream schools can adequately provide for children with 

dyslexia.
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Medium Term

• The DBS should examine the present time criteria of two years versus 

performance criteria of children and in addition examine the present cap of 

two years duration. Performance and progress should concentrate on ‘added 

on’ progress in all areas of functioning, including socio-emotional progress.

• The NCCA should review the Primary Curriculum (1999) and determine if it 

is non-inclusionary in its present format. All the stakeholders in this research 

suggested curriculum overload, which ultimately resulted in the rushed 

delivery of content and children unable to cope with the workload. Related to 

this is the need for text-book publishing companies to examine text-book 

design to cater for all children’s learning styles. Presently, many texts are 

wordy and require exceptional reading ability in order to master the content.

• The DBS must give consideration to the ratio of children with and without 

SEN in mainstream classrooms in determining pupil-teacher ratio in individual 

schools. While supplementary support is determined by the number of 

children with a particular SEN, this is not reflected in class size. This has 

serious repercussions for individual teachers’ ability to differentiate and meet 

individual children’s needs.

• A whole body of research exists on the affective aspects of learning e.g. the 

construct ‘motivation’. Teachers must acknowledge that for many children 

with SEN including dyslexia, motivation is not the reason for their lack of 

success but rather reluctance to take risks in a new learning situation due to 

prior experiences of lack of success. The main challenge for teachers is to use 

teaching and learning strategies that will lead children to be more successful, 

thus using prevention rather than remedial strategies. This is an area that 

NEPs and/or NCCA could examine in helping children with dyslexia 

overcome their linguistic and reading shortcomings.

Areas for future research are vast but a number of pertinent areas to the Irish context 

are outlined as follows:
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• Further investigation is merited in determining the usefulness of identifying 

learning styles of children with dyslexia and how teachers can match their 

teaching approaches with individual learning styles. It is the researcher’s 

opinion that many teachers do not know how to determine learning styles and 

how to change their teaching approaches as a result.

• The use of Self-Assessment techniques by children to monitor their own 

learning should be examined as a possible motivation and learning tool. 

Children involved in self-assessment and metacognition look at their own 

work in a reflective way, identify aspects of it that are good and that can be 

improved, understand that making mistakes is central to the learning process 

and set personal learning targets for themselves (NCCA, 2008). Irish based 

research evidencing the positive attributes of this form of assessment would be 

worthwhile.

• A study of the current general allocation model for children with dyslexia 

should be undertaken to assess its adequacy in terms of supplementary 

support. In the past, many children with dyslexia were eligible for individual 

resource teaching, whereas presently, the majority of children with dyslexia 

are served by the general allocation model. A review of this model is timely 

as it has been in operation for six years.

• The transfer of learning from the support room to the mainstream classroom 

appears problematic, hence, comparisons of progress between withdrawal and 

in-class support should be investigated. While international research applauds 

the use of team teaching as an alternative to withdrawal, a study of its 

benefits/limitations in Irish classrooms would be useful.

• One of the outcomes of this research demonstrated that many children 

experiencing dyslexia are self conscious of their abilities among their peers 

and that others experienced a degree of teasing/bullying. Children’s attitudes
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and awareness of SEN/disability in regard to their peers with SEN should be 

explored and ways of improving same.

• One of the apparent strengths of specialised dyslexic settings is the focus on 

the socio-emotional area where children’s self-esteem and confidence 

increases. However, this work is implemented in a total immersion context as 

opposed to the withdrawal model of supplementary support in primary 

schools. Further research is justified in determining what impact if any, 

strategies utilised in the support room have in creating positive academic self

esteem in the mainstream classroom.

7.4 Personal Reflection For Own Practice

While the principle aim of this study established the experiences of children attending 

specialised dyslexic and mainstream settings, the researcher has formulated some firm 

conclusions on how the findings impact on her own professional practice in initial 

teacher education and continuing professional development.

Third level institutions must have a central role in providing quality under-and post

graduate programmes in SEN for all teachers. In this researcher’s context, this 

requires review of the existing undergraduate B.Ed degree in Home-Economics to 

ensure sufficient coverage of dyslexia within the four years of that programme but 

also that differentiation is adequately taught in the Teaching Methodology modules. 

In addition, there is a need for closer liaison between general teaching methodology 

modules and SEN modules at undergraduate level to remove any potential anxiety 

among student teachers about teaching children with SEN. The discussion has 

already highlighted that specialist approaches have much in common with teaching 

literacy to any child but with differences in the degree of structure, detail, continuous 

assessment, record keeping and over-learning. At post-graduate level, there is a need 

to update teachers and in particular mainstream teachers in new or revision of 

previous teaching methodologies. It would be an interesting task to survey potential 

interest in the possibility of organising a short course of this nature.
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Presently, the post graduate diploma offered in conjunction with the third level 

colleges and the DES is only open to applicants in special education positions. While 

a modular SEN course has been developed for mainstream teachers in the researchers’ 

institution, it has not run to date due to lack of applications. One pro-active method to 

address this is to offer a one week course in dyslexia and/or differentiation as a DES 

approved teacher’s summer course which could be used subsequently by teachers as 

EPV days.

Dyslexia awareness appears to be relatively low among some mainstream teachers; 

hence, parents desire a formal label so that children’s difficulties are formally 

recognised. This trend is worrying as the necessity of having a label may indicate a 

within - child problem as opposed to environmental. Alternatively, if the 

identification of need was prioritised in contrast to a formal label, intervention could 

focus on differentiation and not on the cognitive difficulties experienced by the child. 

For the existing undergraduate B.Ed degree, further input must concentrate on the 

social and interactive model of disability and greater awareness of the staged 

approach to identification of and intervention to overcome dyslexia. When teacher 

awareness of the nature of the difficulties experienced by children with dyslexia is 

high, then an in-depth understanding of the most appropriate pedagogic principles can 

be utilised. When this is realised, it may be possible for teachers to teach in a way 

that can support children to remain in mainstream settings. In addition, greater 

awareness of dyslexia by mainstream class teachers might lead to greater personal 

efficacy about their capabilities and responsibility of appropriate provision for these 

children.

Finally, the socio-emotional aspects of children’s educational lives must be given 

further consideration at undergraduate and post-graduate teacher courses and in 

particular, the most appropriate methods for increasing self-esteem and confidence of 

children with dyslexia.

In summary, the current study encapsulates the experiences of children in specialised 

dyslexic and mainstream settings and is a step towards a better understanding of the 

educational provision and the factors influencing this provision. It challenges 

children, parents, teachers, teacher educators and those at structural level to re-
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examine a broader concept of inclusion, review teaching principles and primarily 

differentiation and focus concurrently on the academic and socio-emotional areas of 

children’s education.
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APPENDIX A ETHICAL APPROVAL OF RESEARCH

1. Aims/Objectives and Research Questions
a. State the aims/objectives of the project
b. Provide the research question, and /or hypothesis for the research

a. The overall aim of this project is to examine what are the experiences of 
children with dyslexia in special settings, namely in special reading classes 
and classes in special reading schools and secondly what happens once these 
children return to mainstream in terms of academic progress and emotional 
well being.

The broad objectives of this project are the following:

1. Compare and contrast three models of educational practice (Special reading 
school, special reading class and mainstream with support) for children 
experiencing dyslexia in the backdrop of present debates on segregation, 
integration and inclusion

2. Examine the impact of the three models in terms of academic and emotional 
outcomes

3. Examine the impact of segregated provision once children experiencing 
dyslexia exit special schools and special reading classes. How do children 
achieve back in the mainstream setting?

b. A Study to examine the educational experiences of primary school children 
with dyslexia in segregated settings and their subsequent transition to 
mainstream settings. (Since amended)

2. Research Design
a. Describe how the research will be carried out.
b. Provide a description of the processes to be used during the 

research (e.g. Interviews, questionnaires etc.)
c. Tate the period during which the procedures will be carried out, 

how long each will last and the number and frequency of the 
procedures.

d. Where the research involves interviews, questionnaires etc, 
provide appropriate details of instruments(s), interview schedules, 
guides or observation criteria.

e. Where the research involves the collection of information, include 
a description of the information sought and the sources to be used.

f. Describe the design of any interventions to be used.

The data in this research will be collected over a three-year period. Initial data from 
teachers, children and parents will be gathered during the timeframe February 2006- 
May 2006. The main medium of data collection will be interview as well as 
questionnaire. Initial results from criterion-referenced tests prior to intervention may
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also be utilised. Parents of children in project will be forwarded a questionnaire in 
May 2006. The sample size will include 10 class teachers, 20 children and 20 sets of 
parents.

The second phase will take place between February 2007 and May 2007. Teacher and 
child interviews will form the predominant strategies for data collection in February 
and March 2007. Questionnaires will be forwarded to parents in May 2007. Results 
from post intervention criterion-referenced tests may also be utilised. The sample size 
will include 10 class teachers, 20 children and 20 sets of parents.

The final phase of this research will be conducted during the timeframe between 
February 2008- May 2008. The predominant research tool will be a questionnaire for 
teachers, parents and children and perhaps some telephone interviewing for a 
selection of parents. The sample size will include 20 children, 30-40 teachers and 20 
sets of parents.

The main sources/themes researched in this project will identify: the importance of 
defining the term dyslexia as well as the usefulness of the label; Review parents’ and 
children’s views of segregated, integrated and inclusive placements for children with 
dyslexia; adopt an interactive factors framework in reviewing the issues and 
challenges in relation to the teaching and learning for children with dyslexia and 
examine in particular the interaction between the characteristics of the child and what 
is offered through the pedagogy and supporting resources from classroom practice; 
Examine the process of transition between schools for children with dyslexia; identify 
child’s self esteem and happiness in various educational settings.

The Literature review will consist of primary, secondary and tertiary sources in the 
areas of dyslexia, systems of education namely segregation, integration and inclusion, 
conceptualisations of Special Educational Needs, the Interactive framework, 
appropriate teaching strategies, self esteem, and transition. Details of the provisional 
interview schedule and questionnaire are included.

3. Participants
a. Describe who the participants are, and how they will be selected 

(e.g. random, purposive etc).
b. Provide inclusion/exclusion criteria if relevant.
c. Describe any special ethical issues with the proposed sample (e.g. 

children, vulnerable adults).

As stated above the main research participants will be 10 special class teachers, 20 
sets of parents, 20 children, 20 mainstream class teachers and 20 learning support 
teachers if applicable. There are approximately 16 special reading classes in 11 
mainstream schools and 4 special reading schools in the Republic of Ireland. All 15 
schools were contacted, (some schools have more than one special reading class), 2 
refused due to recent research being carried out in the schools, the other classes were 
not suitable as the enrolment of these classes had children of an older age range and 
two were used in piloting the instruments. The children selected in this study had to 
be beginning their first year in a special setting where they would remain for a 
maximum of two years and have at least one year to complete in mainstream primary
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school. Most of the children selected were entering 3rd/4Ih class (8-10 year olds). The 
class teachers were instrumental in selecting two children from their class. The 
criteria used to select the children was simple; a) Children had to be entering the first 
year in a special setting, b) Children had to have at least one year left of primary 
mainstream school after exiting a special setting, c) Children whose parents were 
deemed interested and would participate in the research.

At all stages of the permission/consent process principals, class teachers, parents and 
children have been made aware of the aims, nature and procedures to be followed as 
well as the expected benefits of the research. This has been done verbally as well as in 
written format. All participants have been informed of their right to withdraw from 
the research or to discontinue participation if necessary. The researcher has decided 
to use an interview with the children, as many of these children will have severe 
reading and writing difficulties. Parents will also be given an option of completing a 
written questionnaire or telephone interview taking cognisant of the fact that many 
parents may also have reading or writing difficulties.

4. Recruitment
a. Describe how and by whom, participants will be approached and 

recruited.
b. Provide a statement of the investigator’s relationship, if any, to the 

participants (e.g. teacher, family member)

Teacher participants were selected by the researcher, while children and parents have 
been selected with the assistance of the teacher involved in the research. Initial 
contact was made with class teachers by individual principals, a follow up telephone 
conversation with the researcher and a subsequent written letter forwarded in each 
case.

Initial contact with parents has been through an informal meeting arranged by the 
class teacher and relevant parents. A subsequent letter and consent form outlining the 
aims and purpose of the research were forwarded from the researcher through the 
class teacher. There is no relationship with the researcher and any of the research 
participants.

5. Risks and Benefits
a. List any potential risks and/or benefits to participants.
b. Describe, where appropriate, how any risks will be minimised 

and/or managed.

The researcher will ensure to the best of her ability to avoid/prevent any possible risk 
to all research participants. All children will be interviewed in their classroom and the 
researcher will record their answers. All answers will be read back to children 
involved. Measures will be adopted in consultation with parent and teachers how the 
research with children will progress on the day.
Parents will be given the option of questionnaire or telephone interview to avoid 
problems in relation to reading and writing difficulties that parents may experience.

299



6. Privacy and Confidentiality
a. Describe how privacy, anonymity and confidentiality will be 

protected.
b. Include information on data storage, release of information, access 

to information, use of names or codes, destruction of data on 
completion of the study (e.g. audio or videotapes)

At all stages in the research names of schools, teachers, parents and children will be 
protected in the writing of the dissertation so anonymity will be insured. Of course 
total anonymity when interviewing or administering questionnaires will be difficult to 
achieve but confidentiality will be promised when reporting publicly. ‘Once the data 
have been prepared for analysis, anonymity can be maintained by separating 
identifying infonnation from the research data’ (Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 
1992). All data and transcriptions pertaining to individual research participants’ 
questionnaires or interviews will be available for verification from the researcher. All 
recorded/taped material will be destroyed subsequent to research completion.

7. Compensation
a. Describe any remuneration or compensation that will be provided.

Not applicable in this project.

8. Conflict of interest
a. Describe any potential conflict of interest that could arise for you, 

the researcher
b. The participants, and how that will be addressed.

At this point of the research it is hoped that there will be no serious conflicts of 
interests. However the researcher is aware that teachers/parents may have difficulty, 
informing researcher of results of criterion tests if required. However, the researcher 
feels that these are not critical/dependent in allowing her to conduct her project.

9. Informed Consent
a. Describe how informed consent will be obtained from: 

participants, parents and organisations.
b. For the collection of data: e.g. interviews, questionnaires, 

photographs, artwork etc.
c. To be used for:eg. Assignment, dissertation, journal article, 

presentation etc.
d. Include a copy of the information letter(s) and consent forms.

Details of how consent has been obtained have been mentioned previously. Copy of 
letter and consent forms are included.

10. Additional Ethics Reviews
a. If your research has already been considered by another ethics 

committee, please append a copy.
Not applicable to date.
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APPENDIX B GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Some of the key terms pertaining to this research are defined as follows:

Dyslexia

For the purposes of this research the definition adopted is based on the working 

definition of dyslexia cited in The Taskforce on Dyslexia (2001). It is defined as 

follows:

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

Children with/experiencing dyslexia

Numerous terms have been utilised to describe individual difference in people 

(Meegan and MacPhail, 2006). Presently professionals working with people with 

SEN are vigilant in their use of particular terms as different words have different 

meanings to each individual. According to Meegan and MacPhail (2006) the 

American Guidelines for reporting and writing about people with disabilities 

(Research and Training Centre on Independent Living, 1990) and the publication 

manual of the American Psychological Association (American Psychological 

Association, 2001) propose the use of person-first terminology. This practice 

encourages person first attitudes and recognises that a disability is only part of an 

individual’s constellation or make up (Sherrill, 1998). Therefore, in this research the 

term children with/experiencing dyslexia will be used.

Special Educational Needs (SEN)

The explanation of the term SEN itself will be that taken from the EPSEN Act

(Ireland, 2004) where it is defined as:

In relation to a person, a restriction in the capacity of the person to 
participate in and benefit from education on account of an enduring
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physical, sensory, mental health or learning disability, or any other 
condition which results in a person learning differently from a person 
without that condition (p 6).

Segregation

Segregation can be seen as putting together groups of children who are thought to 

have similar needs.

Integration

Integration is often used synonymously with mainstreaming to encompass efforts to 

move children from segregated classes into the mainstream (Block, 1999).

Inclusion

Inclusion can be defined as being ‘much more than the type of school that children 

attend: it is about the quality of their experience; how they are helped to learn, achieve 

and participate fully in the life of the school’ (DfES, 2004, p25).

Self-esteem

Self-esteem is defined as a measure of how far an individual’s perceived self or self- 

image matches up to their ideal self (Humphrey, 2003).

Special Reading Class/Special Reading School (Specialised dyslexic setting -term 

coined for this research)

A Special reading class (unit) is a class for children with dyslexia in mainstream 

schools catering for children from third to sixth class. A special reading school is a 

school catering for children with dyslexia ranging from third to sixth class.

303



APPENDIX C INSTRUMENTS

Instruments Year 1

Specialised Dyslexic Setting Teachers’ Interview 
Children’s Interview 

Parents’ Questionnaire
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Specialised Dyslexic Setting Teacher’s Interview

Interview Questions Comments

(Prompts in Italics)
Introduction
General Questions
How many children in your class?
What are their age ranges?
How many are in their first year in the specialised 
dyslexic setting?
How many are in their second year of the specialised 
dyslexic setting?
Are children participating in the reading class for the 
whole day or for part of the day?
If for part of the day what is the main focus during the 
time spent in the reading class?

Part A

How does the identification of dyslexia inform your 
teaching? Are your attitudes and expectations 
same/different once you know a child has dyslexia?

Does the label dyslexia in any way advantage or 
disadvantage the child?

Part B

Have you attended in service/professional 
development courses? Which ones?

How do you rate your confidence in teaching a 
child with dyslexia? {Excellent, very competent, 
competent etc)

How often do you collaborate with parents?

How/do you involve parents in their children’s 
learning?
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Is dyslexia given status in the school? {Teachers have 
high expectations, positive attitude of teachers, appropriate 
teaching strategies, modification of instruction, good school 
climate where dyslexia is recognised, accept alternative 
ways of assessing or alternative ways of recording work of 
children)

Part C

What was the overall ability of the two children 
when they started in September?
What were their main needs when they entered 
your class?
How have children changed/progressed since 
September? {Will turn take, will take risks, ask for help, 
will make choices, will initiate self-help strategies, work 
cooperatively on structured task? Read more fluently, try 
some strategies)

How did you find their baselines? {Formal/informal 
assessment)

What assessment do you use to identify the 
strengths and needs of the child and how is this 
information used to inform teaching and learning?

What were the children’s identified priority needs 
and what did you include in their programmes?

What resources and teaching strategies do you use 
with each child? What approaches do you use- 
individualised, support, assisted learning, whole 
school approaches?
(Teaching approaches might include:
Modification of instruction (demonstration of new skills and 
materials, monitoring of pupils understanding) modification 
of assignments (dividing tasks into small steps, lowering 
difficulty levels) modification of instructional materials 
(providing alternative materials or supplementary aids) 
modification of curriculum content (reducing prog, and 
content difficulty) Enhancing students ’ efforts and gains 
(praising and encouraging) Diversifying evaluation devices 
(using diverse measures to access academic difficulties and 
approaches)

What alternative access strategies do children have
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in order to keep pace with academic demands of 
school? {being read to, increased opportunities for oral 
work, discussion, collaborative group work, asking 
questions)

Do you identify each child’s individual learning 
style? If so how do you do so?

What approaches are used to ensure access to the
C U IT i C U1U m?-{metacogn it ion, learning styles, study skills, 
mind-mapping)

When a child fails to leam something, what do you 
put it down to? ( Within child characteristics, 
environment or characteristics and teaching and learning 
environment (interactive approach))

How do you create a dyslexia friendly 
environment? (What accommodations are made in class? 
What classroom practices ensure optimum progress of 
dyslexic pupils? High-lighters, post-its, reading ruler, 
writing frames, cream paper)

Is there more time spent on the learning of literacy 
in this class? What aspects of literacy are given 
priority? (Phonological awareness, sight vocab, phonics 
spelling)

What other aids are provided for the children?
(Laptops photocopying, spell checkers, counselling, other 
therapist)

Much of the literature on dyslexia refers to these 
children as being right brain dominant. Does this 
impact on your teaching in any way? (Does teaching 
emphasise thinking skills, understanding and logical 
analysis as opposed to reading and writing)

There is an assumption that children’s difficulties 
in learning can be created or complicated by the 
curriculum and by the way in which schools are 
organised and managed and are not simply the 
results of with-in child difficulties. What are your 
thoughts? (Do specialised dyslexic settings foster a whole 
school approach more than mainstream?)______________
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What do you do if the child is not making progress?
(review targets, intensity of support etc).

How is progress monitored and recorded?

Do children have an educational plan?

Do you draw up specific targets for each child?

When do you review the IEP?

Are learners’ views taken into account when 
drawing up programmes?

How do you help children develop independence 
and autonomy in their learning?

Does and how does differentiation occur? (How do 
you adapt curriculum so there is a student -curriculum 
match)

Are there any additional pastoral care arrangements 
made for the children? If so what do these include?

Do you use IT to enhance children’s learning? How 
do you use it? What packages do you use?

Do you have contact with the mainstream class 
teacher in school? (Question for Reading class 
teachers only)

What are the advantages of sending a child to a 
specialised dyslexic setting for two years?

Part D

Were reports from mainstream school sent to this 
school?

Was there any contact with mainstream schools 
before the child entered the specialised dyslexic 
setting? If so what form did this take?
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Part E

When children enter specialised dyslexic settings 
how would you rate their self-esteem? {Excellent, 
good, fair, poor)

How do you raise self-esteem and confidence levels 
of children?

How strategies do you use to motivate these 
children?

What behaviours do these children display when 
they begin to experience success?

How do you celebrate children’s progress?

Are children given incentives and rewards to 
achieve? What form does this take?

Is there anything else you would like to add

Thank teacher.

309



Children’s Interview

Questions Comments

1. What sort of things do you like doing at 
home?

2. Do you like school? Yes/No
Why?

Less stress
More friends
Friendly environment 
Having fun in school
Not being 
teased/bullied
Nice teacher
Correct pace of work 
Teacher recognises I 
learn differently
Having other children 
with the same 
problem
No criticism
Teacher praises/ 
encourages
Teacher
helps/explains
Teacher doesn't
shout
Treats me as 
intelligent 
Teacher/children 
understands dyslexia 
Teacher doesn't 
ignore me
Teacher helps me 
learn
Teacher gives me 
more time to get out 
my books
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3. Do you prefer this class or your old 
class? Current class/previous class 
Tell me why.

Didn't like hard 
work
Didn't like reading 
spelling, writing, 
maths
Work pace too fast 
Not being able to 
keep up with other 
children 
Found Irish 
difficult
Copying from the 
blackboard 
Difficulty doing my 
homework 
Learning tables 
Tests
Dictation sentences 
Mental arithmetic 
Reading in front of 
the class 
Extra work

4. Had you any difficulties doing your 
school-work last year? Yes/No

5. If yes what difficulties did you have in 
your class last year?

311



6. Do you think other children noticed the 
difficulties you had? Yes/No/Unsure

7. If somebody asked you what dyslexia 
meant, what would you say?

8. What help did you get with your work in 
your class/school last year? How did 
the teacher help?

Class-teacher
Learning-Support
teacher
Resource teacher 

(How did they 
help?)
Show you how to 
break up words
Show you some tips 
for learning 
spellings
Phonics
Help you to write 
difficult words

9. Are there any subjects you find hard 
this year? What things do you dread?
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10. Do you find it easier to concentrate this 
year? If so why do you think it is 
easier?

Work is easier 
Teacher doesn't 
expect me to do 
work I can't do 
Pace is slower 
Lots more help

11. Are you a good reader? Yes/No/Ok

12. On a scale of 1-10 where 1 is someone 
who can't read at all and 10 is an 
excellent reader where are you?

1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10 

Can't read Excellent

13. Is your schoolwork good?

14. Does the teacher notice when
you work hard? What does she say to 
you?

Complete all your 
work
Good writing 
Do all my maths
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15. What does the teacher do that is 
different to what your teacher did last 
year?

16. Can you do your homework by yourself 
now?

17. If you get stuck on work in class what 
do you do?

Ask a friend 
Ask the teacher 
Try it myself

18. What would you have done last year?

Asked a friend 
Avoided doing the 
work, skipped it, 
put off starting 
Brought it home 
Asked the teacher 
Avoided difficult 
spelling
Put off writing 
Write less 
Go out to the toilet 
Keep my head down 
Try to do it myself
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19. Are your friends more supportive/fun 
this year than the children in your class 
last year?

20. Have your classmates ever teased you 
this year or last year? Yes/No

21. What kinds of things did they say to 
you?

22. What can you do now that you couldn't 
do in September? Give me examples of 
things you have learnt.
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23. Are you looking forward to returning to 
your other class/school the year after 
next?
Why?

Yes, No, Don't know

24. What would you like to be able to do 
when you leave this class the year after 
next?

Read on my own 
Be able to write 
sentences with the 
correct spelling of 
words
Do all my homework 
by myself 
Be able to 
understand 
everything I can read 
Keep up with the 
other children in my 
class

25. Is there anything I've left out that you 
would like to talk about?
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Parents’ Questionnaire

A Study to examine the educational experiences of primary school
children with dyslexia in specialised dyslexic settings and their
subsequent transition to mainstream settings.

The purpose of this questionnaire is to ascertain parents’ views regarding the 
education being provided for their children in primary schools. It is divided up 
into 5 sections namely; dyslexia awareness, system model, teaching 
approaches, self-esteem and progress.

General Instructions

All the instructions In this questionnaire have been written in italics to help you 
distinguish them from the questions.

Time to complete: Approximately 30 minutes

You may also consult a teacher/other parent if it aids in the completion of this 
questionnaire. All answers are voluntary and confidential.

Note
In this questionnaire the terms mainstream school and specialised dyslexic 
setting (reading school/reading class) are utilised. Mainstream refers to the 
school your child attended last year. Specialised dyslexic setting (reading 
school/reading class) refers to your child’s current placement.

When it is completed, please include your name (optional) so a follow up 
questionnaire is not issued to you this year, place in the stamped addressed 
envelope and return to the researcher by 1st June 2006.

Thank you

Ann Marie Casserly

Name of parent(s) (optional):
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DYSLEXIA AWARENESS

1. Who first recognised that your child had some academic difficulties?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Class Teacher

Learning Support/Resource Teacher

Parent (Self)

Other (Please specify)

2. If the parent recognised these difficulties initially, who were these 
concerns discussed with?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

School Principal

Class Teacher

Learning Support/Resource Teacher

Other(P/ease specify

3. What was the response of the individual(s) ticked above?
(Please tick (^[) the relevant box (es))

In agreement

Non-committal

Dismissive

Further Comments
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4. Indicate mainstream school’s pace in identifying your child’s dyslexic 
difficulties.
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box)

Inefficient Pace
Efficient Pace

5. In your opinion what were mainstream teachers’ attitudes towards the 
concept of dyslexia?
Please tick (yj) the relevant box

Negative/Sceptical Attitudes

Positive Attitudes

Further Comments

6. What were teachers’ responses towards your concerns?
(Please tick (yf) the relevant box)

Teachers ignored Parents’ Concerns

Teachers acknowledged Parents’ 
Concerns

Further Comments
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7. Once the child was identified with dyslexia how did this impact in 
terms of the support given in mainstream school?
(Please tick (sj) the relevant box)

Child was given more help by the class 
teacher
The class teacher differentiated work

No further help was given by class 
teacher
Supplementary support was offered

No further help given by support 
teacher

Further Comments

8. Do you think your child received sufficient support in mainstream 
school?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box)

Yes
No

If no what further support would you have liked?

9. How has the identification of dyslexia helped you as a parent?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box (es))

Helped to inform self about dyslexia

Understand the difficulties child 
experiences
Give support to child academically and 
emotionally
Other (Please specify)
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10. How has the identification of dyslexia helped the child?
(Please tick (^J) the relevant box (es))

Explains to the child why they may 
have difficulty with school work
Child experiences less stress

Teacher recognises child learns 
differently

No criticism from class teacher

Teacher encourages/praises child

Teacher gives more help to the child

Child treated as intelligent

Teacher understands dyslexia

Teacher does not ignore child

Other (Please specify)

11. As dyslexia is a hidden disability, which schools were most 
responsive to your child’s needs? (1 being most responsive, 5 least 
responsive)
(Please rate by circling the most appropriate number)

Rating 1 2 3 4 5
Specialised dyslexic 
setting
Mainstream

12. What support did you receive as a parent from the previous 
mainstream school in relation to helping your child?
(Please tick (^J) the relevant box (es))

Parent Evening

Teacher demonstrating strategies to 
be used with child
Information booklet

No support

Other (Please specify)
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13. If you received support as indicated in question 12, were you 
satisfied with the support offered?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box)

Yes
No

14. What impact has dyslexia had on your child?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box (es))

Been teased/bullied

Poor self-esteem

Little confidence

Poor reading, spelling and writing

Poor Maths

Slow work speed

Difficulty copying off black board

Reluctant to work

Poor behaviour

Difficulties in tests

Disorganised

Difficulties remembering facts or tables

Speech and Language difficulties

Dislike of difficult work

Not being able to keep up academically 
with other children
Difficulty learning Irish

Homework difficulties

Other (Please Specify)
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System Model

1. Indicate the reasons for sending your child to a specialised dyslexic 
setting.
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box (es))

Not coping in mainstream classroom

Difficulty with school work in general

Bullied/teased

Child’s difficulties not understood by 
mainstream school
Inadequate support given to child in 
mainstream school
Work pace too fast in mainstream 
school
Child not being able to keep up 
academically with peers
Homework difficulties

Other (Please specify)

2. Where did you obtain information about specialised dyslexic 
settings? (Please tick (yj) the relevant box (es))

Other Parent

Class Teacher

Learning Support/Resource Teacher

Psychologist

Other (Please Specify)

3. Do you personally know of other children who have attended 
specialised dyslexic settings?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box)

Yes
No
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4. If yes have their experiences been positive or negative?
(Please tick (^J) the relevant box)

Positive
Negative

5. What explanations were given to your child regarding their 
participation in a specialised dyslexic setting?

6. Indicate the child’s response regarding their impending participation 
in a specialised dyslexic setting.
(Please tick (sj) the relevant box (es))

Happy
Apprehensive
Miss friends
Other (Please specify)

7. Did the specialised dyslexic setting provide information on dyslexia?
(Please tick (^J) the relevant box)

Yes
No

If yes what form did this take?

8. Specify which setting has been more open to discussing your child’s 
difficulties and what parents can do to help?
(Please tick (^J) the relevant box)

Specialised dyslexic setting
Mainstream
No difference
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9. Specify amount of contact between parent and specialised dyslexic 
setting teacher.
(Please tick (\D the relevant box)

More contact than with 
mainstream teacher
Less contact than with 
mainstream teacher
Same contact as 
mainstream teacher

10. Indicate how parent’s relationship with the specialised dyslexic 
setting teacher is similar or different to the mainstream teacher.

11. Indicate any disadvantages of a specialised dyslexic setting?
(Please tick (^J) the relevant box (es))

Reduced academic expectations

Difficulty reintegrating back into 
mainstream class
Isolation

Fewer friends

Work pace too slow

Other (Please specify)

12. Indicate your child’s present stress levels (if any).
(Please tick (^) the relevant box)

More stress than mainstream
Less stress than mainstream
No difference
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13. Are specialised dyslexic teachers’ and mainstream teachers’ 
expectations different for the child?
{Please tick (^J) the relevant box)

Yes
No
Same

If yes how are these expectations different?

14. Would you recommend a specialised dyslexic setting to another 
parent?
(Please tick (~J) the relevant box)

Yes

No

Why?

The next question is only applicable to parents whose children return to a 
mainstream class for part of the day

15. Does the work the child completes in the reading class transfer to 
learning in the mainstream classroom in the afternoon?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box)

Yes

No

Further comments
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Teaching and Learning Approaches

1. Were iEPs (Individual Educational Plans) designed for your child in 
mainstream?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box)

Yes

No

2. If yes, were you involved in the IEP process?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box)

Yes

No

3. Were IEPs designed for your child in the specialised dyslexic setting?
(Please tick (y/) the relevant box)

Yes

No

4. If yes, were you involved in the IEP process?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box)

Yes

No

5. Are you happy with the levels of support given to your child in the 
specialised dyslexic setting?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box)

Yes

No
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6. Does the specialised dyslexic setting teacher advise how to help your 
child this year?
(Please tick (-J) the relevant box)

Yes

No

7. What type of support do you give the child at home?
(Please tick (^J) the relevant box (es))

Countering negative thoughts the 
child has
Offering encouragement and dwelling 
on the positives
Help with reading, writing, spellings, 
maths

8. How happy are you with the specialised dyslexic setting teacher’s 
ability to address the child’s needs? (5-very happy, 1-unhappy)
(Please circle the appropriate number)

5 4 3 2 1

9. Describe the best/worst teacher your child has had in relation to 
addressing their difficulties? (Please omit names)

Best Teacher

Worst Teacher

10. How does the homework received in the specialised dyslexic setting 
compare with that of mainstream?
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Socio-Emotional Factors

1. Did you notice any negative changes in your child’s behaviour when 
formal literacy began in mainstream school?
(Please tick (^} the relevant box)

Yes

No

2. Was your child conscious of their lack of skill in reading/literacy tasks 
or inability to keep up with peers?
(Please tick (^J) the relevant box)

Yes

No

3. If your child was insufficiently supported in mainstream school what 
effects did this have?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box (es))

Withdrawn

Subdued

Disruptive behaviour

Anxious when faced with literacy tasks 
or avoided tasks
Dreaded spelling or reading aloud

Inattentive

Lacked motivation

Socially isolated

Teased by peers

Displayed psycho-matic problems eg 
head aches etc
Other (Please specify)
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4. Were avoidance tactics employed by your child when work was too 
difficult to complete?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box)

Yes

No

Specify tactics if applicable

5. Did your child make negative comparisons in relation to other more 
competent children in the mainstream class?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box)

Yes

No

5b. If yes, please specify what exactly the child used to say. (E.g. I am 
always last to finish my work, I am on a different reading scheme to the other 
children, I don’t like going out of the classroom for extra help)

6. Indicate your child’s present levels of academic or school based self
esteem and self-esteem outside school? (E.g. Your child may have low 
self-esteem in school in regard to school work but high self-esteem outside of 
school in relation to other activities s/he may be involved in.)
(Please tick (yj) the most appropriate comment)

Academic Very high Fairly high Average Fairly low Very low
Outside
school

Very high Fairly high Average Fairly low Very low
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7. Indicate your child’s present self-esteem levels compared to levels in 
mainstream?
(Please tick (^J) the relevant box)

Better
Worse
No difference

8. If your child’s self-esteem is better, specify why you think this is the 
case.
(Please tick (^) the relevant box (es))

Good relationship with teacher

Knowing that dyslexia is the 
underlying difficulty leads to 
improvement in
Nice teacher who understands child’s 
difficulties and praises, encourages 
and believes in child
Supportive friends

Due to improvement in school work

Other (Please specify)

9. Has your child been teased in relation to their academic difficulties?
(Please tick (~J) the relevant box)

Yes No
This year
Last year

10. Does it help your child that the other children in attendance in the 
specialised dyslexic setting also have dyslexia?
(Please tick (^) the relevant box)

Yes
No
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11. Rate your child’s happiness in both mainstream and specialised 
dyslexic settings. (1 very happy, 5 very unhappy)
(Please rate by circling the appropriate number)

Mainstream
School

1 2 3 4 5

Specialised 
dyslexic setting

1 2 3 4 5

Progress

1. How has the specialised dyslexic setting helped your child?
(Please tick (yj) the relevant box)

Positive Academic outcomes
Negative Academic outcomes
Positive Emotional Outcomes
Negative Emotional Outcomes

2. Please specify further positive outcomes (if any) of specialised 
dyslexic settings.

3. How has your child changed (academically, emotionally, attitudes, 
motivation etc.) since attendance at a specialised dyslexic setting?-
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4. What are your hopes for your child at the end of the specialised 
dyslexic setting placement?
(Please tick (sj) the relevant box (es))

Read Independently

Write independently

Complete homework independently

Good levels of self-esteem

Confident

Ability to take risks when completing 
school-work
Keep up academically in the class

Other (Please specify)

5. Is there anything further that you would like to include?

Thank you for taking time to complete this questionnaire. Please return same 
in the stamped addressed envelope provided by the 1st June 2006.

Ann Marie Casserly
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Instruments Year 2

Specialised Dyslexic Setting Teachers’ Interview 
Children’s Interview 

Parents’ Questionnaire
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Teacher's Interview

Progress
1. What are the names of the two children 

selected?

Comments

2. What class are both children in?

3. Where will the children attend school next 
September?

4. Give your view of both children's overall 
academic attainment (in so far as you can in 
comparison to their peers of that age) on 
entry into the reading class where l=very 
weak and 5=very good

Child A
Child B

5. Give your view of both children's overall 
educational attainment leaving the reading 
unit where l=very weak and 5=very good

Child A
Child B

6. What assessments have you used/will use to 
determine progress over the two year period?

7. How do these results compare with the initial 
assessments done on entry?
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8. Please give your view of each child's progress 
to date. What can s/he do now that they 
could not do on entry? Maths, Reading, 
Writing, Organisational skills, self-esteem etc

Child A 
Child B

9. Are children assessed by NEPs Psychologist 
before leaving reading class/school to 
determine progress?

10. Are children now aware of their learning 
styles and how they best learn? How do they 
use it to help them learn?

Self-esteem
11. How would you rate the academic self-esteem 

of the child on entry to reading class? 1 =very 
low, 2 = low, 3 = average, 4 = high, 5=very high 
Child A
Child B

12. How would you rate the academic self-esteem 
of the child exiting the reading class? l=very 
low, 2 = low, 3 = average, 4 = high, 5=very high 
Child A
Child B

13. If it rises why do you think this happens
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Integration back into mainstream class
14. If children return to their mainstream class 

during the day how are they coping with the 
curriculum in comparison to their peers?

Cross Curricular 
links
Reading
History/Geography

15. Does joint planning take place between 
reading class teacher and class teacher?
What format does this take?

16. Does reading class teacher advise class 
teacher of particular teaching methods 
/interventions /support strategies suitable 
for the child or advise of the learning styles 
of the child? Elaborate on how this happens.

17. How could provision be improved in this area?

Transition
18. How are children prepared for the transition 

back to mainstream?

Conversation/ 
reports/meeting 
Intervention, 
support strategies 
disseminated,

19. What form of contact is made with the 
mainstream teacher?

intervention 
programmes and 
provision of 
guidance on

20.How could transition arrangements be 
enhanced?

suitable learning 
challenges occurs

21. Do you give advice regarding the support the 
children may require next year?
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22.What form does this advice take?

23.The current model presumes that children 
leave the reading class and re-enter 
mainstream class and are supposed to be 
'fixed'.
How do you feel about the two year limit for 
attending a reading class/school?

23b. Do you have any views how this provision 
could be improved?

24.Are you aware of the progress the children 
make when they leave the reading class?

25.What do you feel is the future for special 
reading classes and schools?

Links with 
mainstream/
Resource

26.Any further comments you would like to add.

centres/sharing 
specialist 
knowledge and 
resources
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Children's Interview

Background
1. What class are you in?

Comments

2. What sort of things do you like to do at 
school?

3. This is your second year in the reading 
class/school. What school will you attend 
next September? This school/old 
school/other school.

4. If old/other school, what is the name of it?

System Model
5. How do you feel about leaving the reading 

class and going back to the mainstream 
classroom in September? Looking 
forward/not looking forward

6. Sive me some reasons why you might be 
looking forward to going back to mainstream 
class.

Cope with school work
Be as good as the other kids 
at reading and writing
The bigger class
Miss friends
Relationship with teacher 
Making new friends
Bullying
Will the teacher understand

7. Are there any reasons why you might not be 
looking forward to going back to mainstream 
class? (if applicable)

dyslexia?
Lots of homework
Tests

8. What are the advantages of being in a reading 
class/school?

What do you think life will 
be like back in the 
mainstream classroom?
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9. What are the disadvantages of being in a 
reading class/school?

Progress
10. Can you tell me about all the things you 

learned over the last two years?

11. Are you a good reader now? Can you read as 
well as the other children in your class?

12. What difficulties (if any)do you still have with 
reading?

13. Rate yourself out of 10 (1 being 'not so good' 
and 10 being 'excellent') at reading.

Before entry

Now

14. bo you read on your own at home now? Never, once a week, a few 
times a week, every day

15. If you never read at home why do you never 
read?

16. Can you write sentences on your own now?

What about a story? Are 
the ideas or actually trying 
to spell words the 
difficulty?

Integration back into mainstream class
17. bo you return to mainstream classroom during 

the day? Ves/No

18. If yes do you have difficulties with the work
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and what difficulties do you have?

19. bo the other children in the mainstream class 
ever make any remarks to you?

20.In what way do you learn?

21. bo you feel you may need some extra help 
with your work when you return to the 
mainstream class next September? What 
type of help would you prefer?

22.What do you think makes a good teacher?

23.What advice would you give teachers who 
teach children with dyslexia?

Thank the child.
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Parents’ Questionnaire

A Study to examine the educational experiences of primary school
children with dyslexia in segregated settings and their subsequent
transition to mainstream settings.

The purpose of this questionnaire is to ascertain parents’ views regarding the 
education being provided for their children in primary schools. It is divided up 
into 5 sections namely; system model, progress, teaching approaches, self- 
esteem and transition.

General Instructions

All the Instructions in this questionnaire have been written in italics to help you 
distinguish them from the questions.

Note

In this questionnaire the terms mainstream school and specialised dyslexic 
setting (reading school/reading class) are utilised for readability purposes 
only. Mainstream refers to the school your child will attend in September 
2007 following his/her two year placement in the special setting. Specialised 
dyslexic setting (reading school/reading class) refers to your child’s current 
placement.

Time to complete: Approximately 30 minutes

You may also consult a teacher/other parent if it aids in the completion of this 
questionnaire. All answers are voluntary and confidential.

When it is completed, please include your name (optional) so a follow up 
questionnaire is not issued to you this year, place in the stamped addressed 
envelope and return to the researcher by 1st June 2007.

Thank you

Ann Marie Casserly

Name of parent(s) (Optional):
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SYSTEM MODEL

1. How satisfied are you that your child attended a specialised 
dyslexic setting?
(Please tick one box only)

Not very satisfied Somewhat satisfied Very satisfied Extremely satisfied

2. Your child has nearly completed two years in a specialised 
dyslexic setting. What do you feel now are the advantages of 
such provision?
(Please tick the appropriate box(es))

Increased progress in reading and writing 

Increased access to the whole curriculum 

More 1 to 1 attention

Correct teaching methods ___

Empathetic and understanding teacher ___

Increased levels of self-esteem, confidence and coping skills in the child

Less stress for the child ___

Happier child ___

Child praised more ___

Enjoyment of school ___

Any other advantages you would like to include:
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3. What are the disadvantages of a specialised dyslexic setting?
(Please tick the appropriate box(es))

None

Fewer friends

Less academically challenged 

Work pace too slow

Worries that child may still be behind peers on his/her return to
the mainstream classroom —

Less work completed —

4. Please rate the provision of the following while your child 
attended the specialised dyslexic setting?
(Please tick the appropriate boxes)

Not satisfactory Satisfactory Very satisfactory
Home-school
communication
Appropriate materials and 
resources
Interventions/support 
given in school
Appropriate homework 
with realistic amount of 
time spent on it

5a. In your opinion and experience of educational provision in 
specialised dyslexic settings (last 2 years) do you feel this system 
could be improved?
(Please tick one box only)

r Yes r No

5b. If you answered Yes to question 5a, what recommendations would 
you make?
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6a. Do you feel 2 years is enough time for a child with dyslexia to be 
educated in a specialised dyslexic setting?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Not Sure

6b. If you answered Yes to question 6a, please state reasons.

6c. If you answered No to question 6a, please state reasons.

7. How has the attendance of your child in a specialised dyslexic 
setting affected you as a parent?
(Please tick the appropriate box(es))

More relaxed, relieved that child’s difficulties are being addressed 

Better understanding of my child’s difficulties 

Less stress at home and especially completing homework 

Any other (Please specify):

8. Would you recommend a specialised dyslexic setting to another 
parent?

(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Not Sure
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Progress

1. Please describe the difficulties your child encountered/encounters 
because of his/her dyslexia

In the past;

At present;

2. In your view to what extent has your child’s enrolment in the 
setting been beneficial to his/her school progress?
(Please tick one box only)

Not very beneficial Somewhat beneficial Very beneficial Extremely beneficial

3. Please specify the type of progress that your child has made 
since entering the specialised dyslexic setting.
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Teaching Approaches

1. As a result of your child attending a specialised dyslexic setting 
how competent do you feel you are in specific teaching and 
learning methods when assisting your child with homework?
(Please tick one box only)

Very competent Competent Not competent

2. Are there any particular characteristics of your child’s current 
teacher that makes him/her a good teacher?

3. As a parent of a child with dyslexia please state some advice for 
schools and teachers in terms of catering for the academic and 
emotional needs of children experiencing dyslexia?
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Self-esteem

1. Please indicate how your child feels about returning to 
mainstream school in September.
(Please tick one box only)

Very happy and looking forward to returning

Unsure and mixed feelings about returning _____

Unhappy and anxious about returning _____

2. In your view to what extent was your child’s placement in a 
specialised dyslexic setting helpful to his/her self-esteem?
(Please tick one box only where 5=excellent, 4=very good, 3=good, 
2=fair, 1-poor)

Self-Esteem on entry to specialised dyslexic setting

5 4 3 2 1

Self-Esteem on exiting specialised dyslexic setting

5 4 3 2 1
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Transition

1. Please state the name and address of school your child will return 
to in September. (This is for correspondence with mainstream 
principals/teachers/support teachers for final year of research (2007- 
2008)).

2. Did your child attend this school (school stated in questionl) prior 
to attending the specialised dyslexic setting?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

3. Please specify (if any) concerns you may have about your child 
returning to mainstream class in September 2007.

4a. Have you made contact with the school your child will be 
attending in September 2007?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

4b. If yes have you discussed the support that may/will be necessary 
for your child on his/her return to the mainstream class?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

(If you answered yes to question 4b., please go to question 5, 
otherwise please proceed to question 6a.)
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5. Please state the form of support you feel may be necessary for 
your child in September 2007 from class and support teachers.

6a. Has/will your child be prepared for the transition back into a 
mainstream class?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Not Sure
(If you answered yes to question 6a., please go to question 6b., 
otherwise please proceed to question 7a.)

6b. What procedures have been put in place to facilitate an easy 
transition back to the mainstream class?

7a. In your opinion do you feel that greater links could be made 
between specialised dyslexic settings and mainstream settings to 
improve provision for children with dyslexia?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Not Sure

7b. If yes please give some suggestions how both specialised 
dyslexic and mainstream settings could help each other.
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Any other comments

Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire. Please 
return it in the stamped, addressed envelope provided by 1st June 
2007.

Ann Marie Casserly
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Instruments Year 3

Mainstream Class Teachers’ Questionnaire 
Support Teachers’ Questionnaire 

Children’s Interview 
Parents’ Questionnaire
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Mainstream Class Teachers’ Questionnaire

A Study to examine the educational experiences of primary school
children with dyslexia in specialised dyslexic settings and their
subsequent transition to mainstream settings.

The purpose of this semi structured interview is to ascertain mainstream class 
teachers’ attitudes regarding education for children with dyslexia. It will also 
examine the methods, approaches and organisation employed by mainstream 
class teachers as well as determining the progress of children academically 
and emotionally on their return to mainstream class. It is divided up into 6 
sections namely; dyslexia awareness, progress, teaching approaches, system 
model, transition and self-esteem.

General Instructions

All the instructions in this interview have been written in italics to help you 
distinguish them from the questions.

Time to complete: Approximately 30 minutes

Prior to the interview you may consult a colleague/parent if it aids in the 
completion of this schedule. All answers are voluntary and confidential.

Thank you

Ann Marie Casserly
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Background Information

1. What is the name of the child in your class who attended a reading 
class/school last year?

2. What class is the child in now?

3. How many children in total are in the class?

Part A Dyslexia Awareness

1. How does the identification of dyslexia inform your teaching?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Helps to find baseline
Increased awareness of learning styles
Different teaching and learning approaches
Use of books of appropriate reading ability
Use of alternative methods of assessment
Increased effort to differentiate
Other(Please specify)

2. In your opinion how does the label dyslexia affect the child?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Receive exemptions
Receive extra support
Removes blame from the child
Lowers teachers’ expectations
Child seen as different
An excuse for not making progress
Other (Please specify)

354



3a. Have you attended in service/professional development courses in 
the area of dyslexia?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

(If you answered yes to question 3a. please answer question 3b. Otherwise 
please go to question 3c.)

3b. Which ones?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

SEN/LS Programmes
DSI (Dyslexia Association of Ireland) courses
Online courses
Other (Please specify)

3c. Do you feel you need more in-service/professional development in 
the area of dyslexia?
(Please tick the relevant box)

Yes No

4. How often do you collaborate with parents?
(Please tick the relevant box)

1-2 times a month 1-2 times a term 1-2 times a year Other (specify)
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5. How do you involve parents in their children’s learning?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Discuss IEP targets
Implement paired reading
Helping with homework
Signing homework journals
Demonstrate strategies to parents
Other (Please specify)

6. How is dyslexia given status in your school?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Discussed at staff meetings
Discussed in school plan
Use of services of SESS (Special Education Support Service)
In-service in the area
Purchase of materials/resources for children with dyslexia in mind
Regular contact with reading class teachers re appropriate 
strategies/resources (applicable only to schools which have a special reading 
class)
Children receive supplementary support if necessary
Other (Please specify)

356



Part B Progress

1a. What were the main priority needs of the child when s/he re-entered 
mainstream class?
(Please tick relevant box(es))

Help in maths
Help in literacy areas (reading, (accuracy, speed, fluency) sight vocab, 
spelling, writing, language, comprehension, phonics)
Self-esteem
Organisational Skills
Behaviour
Confidence building
Develop independence
Other (Please specify)

1b. Do you have a programme for this child?
(Please tick appropriate box)

Yes No

(If you answered yes to 1b., please answer question 1c., otherwise proceed to 
question 2a.)

1c. What did you include in his/her programme?

Content of programme:

2a. Give your view of the child’s overall educational attainment (in so far 
as you can in comparison with his/her peers) on entry into the 
mainstream class.
(Please tick one box only)

Very good Good Fair Poor Very poor
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2b. Give your view of the child’s overall educational attainment now in 
his/her class.
(Please tick one box only)

Very good Good Fair Poor Very poor

2c.What was the overall ability of the child in September? (Please state 
assessments used when giving reading age; spelling age; maths age, 
etc.

2d. What progress has the child made since September particularly in 
standardised tests of Maths and literacy? (Formal and informal 
sources)

2e.What progress if any has the child made since September in the 
following areas? Organisational skills, behaviour, self-esteem, 
confidence etc.

358



3. In your opinion how does the child cope with the class reader?
(Please tick one box only)

Very good Good Fair Poor Very poor

4a. What is the child’s attitude towards school in general?
(Please tick one box only)

Very good Good Fair Poor Very poor

4b. What is the child’s attitude towards literacy and numeracy?

(Please tick one box only)

Very good Good Fair Poor Very poor
Literacy
Numeracy

5. Is the child aware of the appropriate strategies to help him/her learn?

(Please tick appropriate box)

Yes No Unsure
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Part C Teaching Approaches

1. Have your teaching practices changed because you have a child with 
dyslexia in your class?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Somewhat

2a. What resources and teaching strategies do you use with the child?

2b. What other accommodations do you make for the child in the 
classroom?

3a. Is the child receiving help from a support teacher?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

(If answer to question 3a. is yes, please go to question 3b., otherwise proceed 
to 4a.)
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3b. Is the learning in the learning support/resource room related to what 
takes place in the classroom?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Somewhat Don’t know

3c. Does joint planning take place between you and the support 
teacher?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

4a. Do you know the child’s learning style?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

4b. If yes how did you determine it?

5. There is an assumption that children’s difficulties in learning can be 
created or complicated by the curriculum and by the way in which 
schools are organised and managed and are not simply the results of 
difficulties within the child. What are your thoughts? When a child fails 
to learn something, what do you put it down to?
(Please tick one box only)

Within child characteristics
Teaching and learning environment
Characteristics plus teaching and learning environment
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6a. What do you do if the child is not making progress?

6b. How is progress monitored and recorded?

7a. Has the child an educational plan?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

(If you answered yes to question la, answer question 7b., 7c., and 7d., 
otherwise proceed to question 8a.)

7b. Who draws up specific targets for the child?
(Please tick one box only)

Self Support teacher Self and Support 
teacher

7c. How often do you review lEP/programmes?
(Please tick one box only)

Monthly 1-2 times a term Twice yearly Other (Please Specify)
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7d. Are learners’ views taken into account when drawing up 
programmes?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Sometimes

8a. Does differentiation occur in the classroom for the child with 
dyslexia?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

8b. If yes, how do you differentiate for the child with dyslexia?

9a. Do you use IT to enhance children’s learning?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

9b. If yes what packages do you use?

Specify packages
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Part D System Model

1. Do you have contact with the reading class teacher in school? 
(Applicable only to mainstream schools with reading classes) If so give 
details of the contact.
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

Details of contact:

2. In your opinion what impact (positive and/or negative) has 
attendance/participation in specialised dyslexic settings had on the 
child with dyslexia on his/her return to mainstream?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Able to keep up in the curriculum with the rest of the class
Child has made good progress but still academically behind his/her peers
Child has fallen further behind, academically
Child under more pressure and stress than before entering the reading class
Child finding it difficult to cope in larger class population
Child appears very happy with good self-esteem
Other-Positive/Negative (Please specify)
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Part E Transition

1a. How was the child prepared for the transition back to mainstream?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Reports, samples of work and assessment records passed on to 
mainstream teacher
Meeting with reading class teacher
Phased transition process
Transition plan
Consultation/collaboration with reading class teacher re strategies, 
methods, resources
Parents and children involved in the process
Other (Please specify)

1b. Give details of any noticeable effects of transition on the child (e.g. 
academic performance, self-perception, stress, self-esteem etc.).

1c. Do you think transition arrangements could be enhanced?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

1d. If yes how could this be achieved?
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Part F Self-Esteem

1a. When the child re-entered mainstream class how would you have 
rated his/her self-esteem?
(Please tick one box only)

Very low Low Average High Very high

1b. How would you rate the self-esteem of the child at the moment?
(Please tick one box only)

Very low Low Average High Very high

2. How do you raise self-esteem and confidence levels of children with 
dyslexia?____________________________________________________

3. What strategies do you use to motivate children with dyslexia?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Rewards
Praise and encouragement
Setting achievable targets
Positive language
Celebrating success
Other (Please specify)

4. In your own opinion, rate the child’s overall happiness in school now.
(Please tick one box only)

Extremely happy Very happy Happy Unhappy Very unhappy

Thank you for your co-operation in completing this interview. 

Ann Marie Casserly

366



Support Teachers’ Questionnaire

A Study to examine the educational experiences of primary school
children with dyslexia in specialised dyslexic settings and their
subsequent transition to mainstream settings.

The purpose of this questionnaire is to ascertain support teachers’ attitudes 
regarding education for children with dyslexia. The questionnaire will also 
examine the methods, approaches and organisation employed by support 
teachers as well as determining the progress of children academically and 
emotionally on their return to mainstream class. It is divided up into sections 
namely; dyslexia awareness, progress, teaching approaches, system model, 
transition and self-esteem.

General Instructions

All the instructions in this questionnaire have been written in italics to help you 
distinguish them from the questions.

Time to Complete: Approximately 30 minutes

You may also consult a colleague/parent if it aids in the completion of this 
questionnaire. All answers are voluntary and confidential.

When it is completed, please return in the stamped addressed envelope or 
keep it until researcher collects it.

Thank you

Ann Marie Casserly



Background Information

1. What is the name of the child in your caseload who attended a reading 
class/school last year?

2. How many children in your caseload?

3. What form of support is available to the child? Eg. Withdrawal/in-class 
support/ Other (Please specify)

4. How many children in the child’s group if the child is with drawn for 
support?

5. How much time per week is the child given supplementary help?
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Part A Dyslexia Awareness

1. How does the identification of dyslexia inform your teaching?
(Please tick the relevant (boxes))

Helps to find baseline
Increased awareness of learning styles
Different teaching and learning approaches
Use of books of appropriate reading ability
Use of alternative methods of assessment
Increased effort to differentiate
Other (Please specify)

2. In your opinion how does the label dyslexia affect the child?
(Please tick the relevant (boxes))

Receive exemptions
Receive extra support
Removes blame from the child
Lowers teachers’ expectations
Child seen as different
An excuse for not making progress
Other (Please specify)

3a. Have you attended in service/professional development courses in 
the area of dyslexia?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No 

(If you answered yes to question 3a., please answer question 3b. Otherwise 
please go to question 3c.)
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3b. Which ones?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

SEN/LS Programmes
DSI (Dyslexia Association of Ireland) courses
Online courses
Other (Please specify)

3c. How do you rate your confidence in teaching a child with dyslexia?
(Please tick the relevant box)

Extremely competent Very competent Competent Not competent

3d. Do you feel you need more in-service/professional development in 
the area of dyslexia?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

4. How often do you collaborate with parents?
(Please tick the relevant box)

1-2 times a month 1-2 times a term 1-2 times a year Other (specify)
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5. How do you involve parents in their children’s learning?
(Please tick the relevant (boxes))

Discuss IEP targets
Implement paired reading
Helping with homework
Signing homework journals
Demonstrate strategies to parents
Other (Please specify)

6. How is dyslexia given status in your school?
(Please tick the relevant (boxes))

Discussed at staff meetings
Discussed in school plan
Use of services of SESS (Special Education Support Service)
In-service in the area
Purchase of materials/resources for children with dyslexia in mind
Regular contact with class teachers re appropriate strategies/resources
Children receive supplementary support if necessary
Other (Please specify)
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Part B Progress

1a. What were the main priority needs when the child re-entered 
mainstream class?
(Please tick relevant box(es))

Help in maths
Help in literacy areas (reading, (accuracy, speed, fluency) sight vocab, 
spelling, writing, language, comprehension, phonics)
Self-esteem
Organisational Skills
Behaviour
Confidence building
Develop independence
Other (Please specify)

1 b. Do you have a programme for this child?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

1c. If yes, what did you include in his/her programme?

Content of programme:

2a. How did you determine baseline of the child? Give details of 
formal/informal assessments.



2b. What was the overall ability of the child when he/she started 
supplementary support? (Please state assessments used when giving 
reading age, spelling age, maths age, etc.

2c. What progress has the child made since September particularly in 
standardised tests of Maths and literacy? (Formal and informal 
sources)

2d. What progress if any has the child made since September in the 
following areas? Organisational skills, behaviour, self-esteem, 
confidence etc.

3a. In your opinion how does the child cope with the class reader?
(Please tick the relevant box)

Very good Good Fair Poor Very poor

3b. In your opinion how is the child coping with the curriculum in 
comparison to his/her peers?
(Please tick the relevant box)

Very good Good Fair Poor Very poor
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Part C Teaching Approaches

1. What resources and teaching strategies do you use with the child?

2. Is the learning in the learning support room related to what takes 
place in the classroom for the child in question?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Somewhat Don’t know

3. Does joint planning take place between you and the class teacher in 
relation to this particular child?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

4a. Do you know the child’s learning style?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

4b. If yes how did you determine it?
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5. There is an assumption that children’s difficulties in learning can be 
created or complicated by the curriculum and by the way in which 
schools are organised and managed and are not simply the results of 
difficulties within the child. What are your thoughts? When a child fails 
to learn something, what do you put it down to?
(Please tick one box only)

Within child characteristics
Teaching and learning environment
Characteristics plus teaching and learning environment

6a. What do you do if the child is not making progress?

6b. How is progress monitored and recorded?

7a. Does child have an educational plan?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

(If you answered yes to question 7a., please answer 7b., 7c., 7d., otherwise 
proceed to 8a.)

7b. Are specific targets drawn up for the child?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No
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7c. How often do you review the child’s lEP/programme?
(Please tick one box only)

Monthly 1-2 times a term Twice yearly Other (Please 
specify)

7d. Are learners’ views taken into account when designing 
programmes?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Sometimes

8a. Do you use IT to enhance children’s learning?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

8b. If yes what packages do you use?

Specify packages
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Part D System Model

1. Do you have contact with the reading class teacher in school? 
(Applicable to mainstream schools with a special reading class only).
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

If yes please specify details of the contact:

2. In your opinion what impact (positive and/or negative) has 
attendance/participation in a reading class had on a child with dyslexia 
on his/her return to mainstream?

(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Able to keep up in the curriculum with the rest of the class
Child has made good progress but still academically behind his/her peers
Child has fallen further behind, academically
Child under even more pressure and stress than before entering the reading 
class
Child finding it difficult to cope in larger class population
Child appears very happy with good self-esteem
Other - Positive/Negative(Please specify)
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Part E Transition

1a. How was the child prepared for the transition back to mainstream 
class in September 2007?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Reports, samples of work and assessment records passed on
Meeting with reading class teacher
Phased transition process
Transition plan
Consultation/collaboration with reading class teacher re strategies, 
methods
Parents and children involved in the process
Other (Please specify)

1b. Do you think transition arrangements could be enhanced?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

1c. If yes how could this be achieved?
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Part F Self-Esteem

1a. When the child re- entered mainstream class how would you have 
rated his/her self-esteem?
(Please tick the relevant box)

Very low Low Average High Very high

1b. How would you rate the self-esteem of the child at the moment?
(Please tick the relevant box)

Very low Low Average High Very high

2. How do you raise self-esteem and confidence levels of children with 
dyslexia?____________________________________________________

3. What strategies do you use to motivate children with dyslexia?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Rewards
Praise and encouragement
Setting achievable targets
Positive language
Celebrating success
Other (Please specify)

4. In your own opinion, rate the child’s overall happiness in school.
(Please tick the relevant box)

Extremely happy Very happy Happy Unhappy Very unhappy

Thank you for your co-operation in completing this questionnaire. Please 
return in the stamped addressed envelope or keep it until it is collected by the 
researcher.

Ann Marie Casserly
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Children's Interview Mainstream Class

Questions Comments

General

What class are you in?

What sort of things do you like to do at school?

Transition

la .How did you feel about leaving the reading 
class and going back to the mainstream classroom 
last September?
Looking forward/not looking forward

lb. Give me some reasons why you were looking 
forward to going back to mainstream class.

1c. Give me some reasons why you were not 
looking forward to going back to mainstream 
class, (if applicable) Did these problems actually 
happen when you started back?

Cope with school work
Be as good as the other kids 
at reading and writing 
Miss/new friends
Buildings
New teacher
Teaching styles
Bigger class

Id. Did you find the move back to mainstream 
stressful or was it a happy experience?

More homework

le. How were you prepared for going back to the 
mainstream class?

What support did you 
receive? Can you think of 
anything that might have 
helped you settle into your

If. What could have helped you to settle better? new class? Prompts: 
shadowing, orientation days, 
portfolio; mentoring-buddy, 
phased approach

Progress
2a. Do you think two years is enough time in a 
reading class/school?

2b. Do you feel you are coping with the work in
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this class as well as you did last year?

2c. Can you tell me about all the things you 
learned in the reading class?

2d. Do you feel you have made progress since 
starting this class?

2e. Are you a good reader now?

2f. Can you read as well as the other children in 
your class?

Have you any difficulties 
with the things you read 
now?

2g. Rate yourself out of 10 (1 being ’not so good' 
and 10 being ’excellent') at reading.

2h. Do you enjoy reading now?

2i. Do you read on your own at home now?
Never, once a week, a few 
times a week, every day

2j. If you never read at home why do you never 
read?

2k. Do you consider it important to be able to 
read well? Why?

21. Can you write sentences on your own now?

2m. Can you do your homework by yourself?

2n. If you get stuck on your work in class what do 
you do?

System model
Reasons for liking school;

3a. Which setting do you prefer and why?
having lots of friends, being 
in a friendly environment, 
being with kind people, doing

3b. What were the advantages of being in a 
reading class?

maths, doing literacy and 
literacy related activities, 
playing sports, pe, doing 
science, working hard, doing

381



3c. What were the disadvantages of being in a 
reading class?

hard work, using computers, 
making things, having fun in 
school, having assemblies, 
playing a musical instrument, 
not being bullied, calling 
teachers by first name.

3d.What do you like about your current 
mainstream class?

Eg. Instruction, pace, 
different books, 
differentiation, different 
ways of recording?

What subjects do you find 
most difficult?

3e. What are the main differences between what 
goes on in mainstream and special class?

3f. Is work easier or harder in mainstream class?

3g. bo you ever feel stressed or under pressure 
in the class?

3h. Are you happier in this class or in the reading 
class?

Mainstream: Rate:
Extremely happy, very 
happy, happy, unhappy, 
extremely unhappy

3i. bo you feel you belong to the school?

Special class: Rate:
Extremely happy, very 
happy, happy, unhappy, 
extremely unhappy

3j. Is it easier or harder to concentrate in the 
mainstream classroom compared to the reading 
class?

Teachinq Approaches

4a. bo you receive some extra help with your 
work now?

4b. bo you feel you are receiving enough help at 
the moment?

4c. How does the class teacher help you?

Help with spelling, gives me 
time, don't have to write as 
much
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4d. Do you receive help from a support teacher?

4e. What could your teacher do to make things 
work for you? (if applicable)

4f. Is the work you do in learning support very 
different to that of the mainstream classroom? 
How is it different? (if applicable)

4g. My teacher in my last class really understood 
my difficulties. Yes No Not sure
My teacher is this class really understands my 
difficulties. Yes No Not sure
The other kids in the class really understand my 
difficulties. Yes No Not sure

4h. What do you think makes a good teacher? More supportive, 
sympathetic, understands 
dyslexia, teaches

4i. What advice would you give teachers who 
teach children with dyslexia?

differently, pace is 
different?

4j. Are teachers' expectations different in the 
mainstream class compared to the reading 
class/school?

4k. How is/ is your teacher different to last 
year?

41. How does the pace of work differ between 
mainstream and reading class/school?

4m. Have you learned tricks to help you learn-i.e. 
learning style? In what way do you learn?

Self Esteem/Self efficacy
5a. The friends I have in mainstream class are 
more supportive/fun than in the reading class Yes/no/sometimes/unsure
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5b. The friends I had in the reading class were 
more supportive/fun than in the mainstream 
class

Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

5c. My class mates tease me this year 
(Physical, verbal, teasing, bullying) Yes/no/some+imes/unsure

5d. Sometimes I feel lonely at school Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

5e. I get upset when I get things wrong in school Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

5f. Sometimes I am worried if I have to speak 
out in class

Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

5g. Sometimes I worry before I have a test. Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

5h. I am popular with my class mates. Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

5i. I give up easily if I have difficult work. Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

5j. I sometimes compare myself to others in the 
class.

Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

5k. I am able to do things as well as most other 
children in the class.

Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

51. I expect to do very well in this class. Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

5m. If I try hard I can achieve as much as 
anyone else.

Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

5n. I think that what I am learning in this class 
is useful for me to know.

Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

5o. I know how I can overcome my learning 
difficulties.

Yes/no/someti mes/unsure

5p. I can be good at Maths and English if I really 
want to.

Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

5q. I know I can overcome my dyslexia. Yes/no/sometimes/unsure

384



When you do well at school what do you attribute 
it to?
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Parents’ Questionnaire

A Study to examine the educational experiences of primary school
children with dyslexia in specialised dyslexic settings and their
subsequent transition to mainstream settings.

The purpose of this questionnaire is to ascertain parents’ views regarding the 
education being provided for their children in primary schools. It is divided up 
into 5 sections namely; teaching approaches, system model, transition, 
progress and self-esteem.

General Instructions

All the instructions in this questionnaire have been written in italics to help you 
distinguish them from the questions.

Time to complete: Approximately 30 minutes

You may also consult a teacher/other parent if it aids in the completion of this 
questionnaire. All answers are voluntary and confidential.

When it is completed, please include your name (optional) so a follow up 
questionnaire is not issued to you this year, place in the stamped addressed 
envelope and return to the researcher by 1st June 2008.

Thank you

Ann Marie Casserly

Name of parent(s) (optional):
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TEACHING APPROACHES

1. Please rate the provision of the following for your child in the 
mainstream setting.
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Not
satisfactory

Satisfactory Very
satisfactory

Home-school
communication
Appropriate materials and 
resources
Interventions/support 
given in school
Appropriate homework 
with realistic amount of 
time spent on it

2a. In your opinion is there more or less contact/collaboration between 
mainstream school and home this year compared to special reading 
class/school last year?
(Please tick one box only)

More contact Less Contact Same Contact

2b. What form of contact if any have you with your child’s current class 
teacher?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Parent teacher meetings

Liaison re appropriate strategies to use with the child at home 
when completing homework

Liaison via homework journal

Other (please specify)
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3a. Is your child receiving help from a learning support/resource 
teacher?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

(If you answered yes to question 3a. please go to question 3b., otherwise 
please proceed to question 4).

3b. What contact have you with the learning support/resource teacher?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Parent teacher meetings

Liaison re appropriate strategies to use with the child at home 
when completing homework

Liaison via homework journal

Other (please specify)

3c. Is the learning in the learning support/resource room related to what 
takes place in the classroom?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Somewhat Don’t know

3d. Could the provision for your child (i.e. support in the form of learning 
support/resource) be improved?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Don’t know

(If you answered yes to question 3d. please go to question 3e., otherwise please 
proceed to question 4).
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3e. If this provision could be improved state how this could be 
achieved?

4. Does your child have an educational plan?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Unsure

5. How are you involved in your child’s learning?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Discuss IEP targets and involved in child’s programme
Helping with reading
Helping with homework
Other (Please specify)
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SYSTEM MODEL

1. What impact (positive and/or negative) has attendance/participation in 
a reading class/school had on your child on his/her return to 
mainstream class?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Able to keep up in the curriculum with the rest of the class
Child has made good progress overall
Child has made good progress but still academically behind 
his/her peers
Child has fallen further behind, academically
Child under more pressure and stress than before entering the 
reading class
Child finding it difficult to cope in larger class population
Child appears very happy with good self-esteem
Child has had difficulty readjusting/reintegrating into the larger 
class
Child has found it more difficult to concentrate in larger class
Class teacher has reduced academic expectations for the child
Child has had difficulty making friends
Child has been teased or bullied back in the mainstream 
classroom
Child is better at organising him/herself
Child enjoys going to school
Child dreads going to school every day
Child makes negative comparisons of him/herself in relation to 
more competent children in the class
Child able to complete most of his/her homework independently
Child is happy and confident in him/herself
Other (Please specify)

2. What have been the biggest challenges for your child back in the 
mainstream class?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Not being clear what to do in relation to school work
Not having sufficient time to complete work well
Work not being explained in depth
Not enough revision/over-learning of key concepts
Quick pace of the work
Re-establishing friendships
Difficulty completing homework
Other (Please specify)

390



3. In your opinion is there enough emphasis on reading practice in the 
mainstream classroom at the child’s reading level?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Unsure

4. Do you feel your child would have benefited from another year in the 
specialised dyslexic setting?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Unsure

5. Does your child feel s/he belongs to his/her current mainstream 
class?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

6. What do you like about the current mainstream school your child 
attends?
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TRANSITION

1a. Had your child any worries/concerns before returning to mainstream 
class?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

(If you answered yes to question 1a. please go to question 1b. and 1c. 
otherwise please proceed to question 2).

1b. Please specify nature of these concerns:

1c. Did these concerns materialise?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

2. How was your child prepared for the transition from the reading 
class/school to the mainstream class?
(Please tick the relevant box(es))

Reports, samples of work and assessment records passed on 
to mainstream teacher/learning support teacher
Parents’ meeting with reading class teacher

Mainstream and/or learning support teacher (of receiving 
school) meeting with reading class teacher
Mainstream and/or learning support teacher (of receiving 
school) meeting with parents/child
Transition plan

Phased transition into mainstream

Other (Please specify)
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3. Do you feel your child was adequately prepared for the transition back 
into a mainstream class?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Unsure

4. In your opinion could transition arrangements have been enhanced 
for your child and if so how?___________________________________

5. Has your child adjusted well to his/her new mainstream class?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No Unsure
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PROGRESS

1. What do you feel were the main priority needs of your child when s/he 
re-entered mainstream class?
(Please tick relevant box(es))

Help in literacy areas eg. reading, (accuracy, speed, fluency) 
sight vocab, phonics, language, comprehension, spelling, 
written work.
Help in maths

Self-esteem

Organisational Skills

Behaviour

Confidence building

Develop independence

Other (Please specify)

2. How satisfied are you with the progress your child is attaining in 
mainstream class?
(Please tick one box only)

Not very 
satisfied

Somewhat
satisfied

Very satisfied Extremely satisfied
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3. Is your child coping with the work in the mainstream class as well as 
in the reading class?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No

4. Please specify the type of progress that your child has made since 
entering the mainstream class on a full time basis.

5. In your opinion how does the child cope with the class reader?
(Please tick one box only)

Very good Good Fair Poor Very poor

6. Does your child enjoy reading now?
(Please tick one box only)

Yes No
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SELF-ESTEEM

1a. When your child re- entered the mainstream class full time how 
would you have rated his/her self-esteem?
(Please tick one box only)

Very low Low Average High Very high

1 b. How would you presently rate the self-esteem of your child?
(Please tick one box only)

Very low Low Average High Very high

2. In your own opinion, rate your child’s overall happiness in school 
now.
(Please tick one box only)

Extremely
happy

Very happy Happy Unhappy Very unhappy

3. Has your child a more positive or negative attitude towards his/her 
current mainstream class compared to the specialised dyslexic setting?
(Please tick one box only)

Positive

Negative
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Other

1. What would the perfect school be like for your child?

Thank you for your co-operation in completing this questionnaire 
Please place the completed document in the stamped addressed envelope 
and return to the researcher by 1st June 2008.

Ann Marie Casserly
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APPENDIX D LETTERS

Specialised Dyslexic Setting Principal’s Initial Letter
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‘Gotthard’ 
Comageeha 
Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo
071 9171614 
086 3745845

15th September 2005

Dear

Thank you very much for taking my call during the week and for your interest 
in my research project. I am writing to all relevant schools to outline details of the 
research involved over the next two academic years. I am hoping that your school can 
assist me as I attempt to follow a group of children with dyslexia.

This research began last year when I visited a number of special reading units. 
Subsequent to the visits 1 became interested in the idea of tracking a number of 
children through their two years in a special setting and following them for one year 
on their return to mainstream. From my school visits and from talking to some class 
teachers, it was suggested that it would be an interesting task to identify how these 
children progressed once they exited a special setting and returned to mainstream 
school.

At this stage the provisional title for this research is as follows; A Study to examine 
the educational experiences of primary school children with dyslexia in
segregated settines and their subsequent transition to mainstream settings. As I
have stated this is a provisional title and may change slightly but essentially the focus 
will remain the same.

As I am well aware of the time and work pressures in the school day I would propose 
that this research would not impinge greatly on teachers’ time. With regard to how 
this research might progress, I envisage that I would contact the class teacher 
personally by phone over the next couple of weeks to help in the selection of two 
children I might work with. This is obviously pending your consent as well as the 
class teacher’s consent. I would then contact the parents of these children and gain 
their consent as well as the children’s consent. We could agree how best this could be 
done. The next stage of the research would involve visiting the class teacher in 
January/February 2006 to conduct an informal interview/discussion. At this stage I 
would also meet the two children and perhaps give them a short questionnaire to 
complete. I would hope that all this could be completed in 1-2 hours.

The second year of the study will follow a similar format, again meeting with the 
class teacher in January/February 2007 for another informal interview/discussion and 
perhaps chat with the children involved. This will take approximately 2 hours in total. 
In May/June 2007 I will either meet with the class teacher or alternatively forward a
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short questionnaire regarding the child’s overall progress before they return to 
mainstream.

At this stage this plan is provisional and may alter slightly if one or more elements do 
not appear to work. I may seek your advice and the class teacher’s advice as I carry 
out the research. In relation to confidentiality, I can assure anonymity with regard to 
the identity of schools, teachers, children and parents.

1 hope the above does not appear too daunting and that the research itself when 
complete can be of benefit to your school and ultimately guide good practice in 
relation to the teaching and learning of children with dyslexia.

Many thanks again for your interest.

Yours sincerely

Ann Marie Casserly
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Specialised Dyslexic Setting Teacher’s Letters
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‘Gotthard’ 
Comageeha 
Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo
071 9171614 
086 3745845

14th September 2005

Dear

Thank you very much for taking my call today and for your interest in my 
research project. As I mentioned I am working in St. Angela’s College, Sligo in the 
area of special educational needs and have begun some initial tentative research in the 
area of dyslexia. I am hoping that you can assist me over the next two years as I 
attempt to follow a group of children with dyslexia.

This research began last year when I visited a number of special reading units. 
Subsequent to the visits I became interested in the idea of tracking a number of 
children through their two years in a special setting and following them for one year 
on their return to mainstream. From my school visits and from talking to some class 
teachers, it was suggested that it would be an interesting task to identify how these 
children progressed once they exited a special setting and returned to mainstream 
school.

At this stage the provisional title for this research is as follows; A Study to examine 
the educational experiences of primary school children with dyslexia in
segreeated settings and their subsequent transition to mainstream settings. As I
have stated this is a provisional title and may change slightly but essentially the focus 
will remain the same.

As I am well aware of the time and work pressures in the school day I propose that 
this research will not impinge greatly on teachers’ time. With regard to how this 
research might progress, I envisage that I will contact you personally by phone over 
the next couple of weeks to help in the selection of two children I might work with. I 
will then contact the parents of these children and gain their consent as well as the 
children’s consent. We could agree how best this could be done. The next stage of 
the research will involve me visiting you in January/February 2006 to conduct an 
informal interview/discussion. At this stage, 1 will also meet the two children and 
perhaps give them a short questionnaire to complete. I would hope that all this could 
be completed in 1 -2 hours.

The second year of the study will follow a similar format, again meeting with you in 
January/February 2007 for another informal interview/discussion and perhaps chat 
with the children involved. This will take approximately 2 hours in total. In 
May/June 2008 I will either meet with you or else forward a short questionnaire 
regarding the child’s overall progress before they return to mainstream.
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At this stage this plan is provisional and may alter slightly if one or more elements do 
not appear to work. I may seek your advice as I carry out the research. In relation to 
confidentiality, I can assure anonymity with regard to the identity of schools, teachers, 
children and parents.

I hope the above does not appear too daunting and that the research itself when 
complete can be of benefit to your school and ultimately guide good practice in 
relation to the teaching and learning of children with dyslexia.

Many thanks again for your interest.

Yours sincerely

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo

S"1 March 2006.

086 3745845 
071 9171614(h)

Dear

It was great to speak with you on the phone last week and hopefully make a 
start on the first part of this study. I completed my pilot on Monday the 6th March 
which has allowed me to edit the original interview schedules, so at least they may be 
more reader friendly.

In the envelope, I have enclosed a copy of the teacher’s interview and two copies of 
the children’s interview schedule. With regard to the teacher’s interview, if there are 
any issues or questions you would rather not answer on the day, this will be perfectly 
acceptable. I am hoping that this will be completed in about 45 minutes.

The children’s interview will probably take about 10-15 minutes each. You can take a 
look at it and again if there are any issues, let me know. I would appreciate if you 
would forward the children’s interview schedule to parents so they are fully aware of 
the questions I am asking on the day. I have asked parents to contact me directly if 
they have difficulty with any aspect of the schedule.

On a final note you might mention to your principal that I will be in your school on 
the date arranged. Many thanks again for your time and interest. Looking forward to 
meeting you on Wednesday, 22ml of March.

Regards

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

21st April 2006.

086 3745845 
071 9171614(h)

Dear

Hope you are keeping well. Thanks once again for allowing me to carry out 
the teacher’s and children’s interview last month. I know it was time-consuming, 
however, I do appreciate the time you gave me. It certainly was a very fulfilling 
experience and I gathered a lot of very interesting information which I will hopefully 
collate in July.

I have just finished designing the parent’s questionnaire, it appears very lengthy but 
most of it consists of tick box answers which should be completed in about 30 
minutes. I have included two questionnaires for the two sets of parents in this 
package. I have given parents the option to post it directly to my home address or to 
return it to you, if you don’t mind receiving it. 1 have included a self addressed 
envelope which you can hold onto should you receive any completed questionnaires. 
I have asked parents if they are returning it to you, to have done so by the 1st June.

I hope you enjoyed the few days break over Easter; it’s certainly great to be at this 
stage of the year. I am keeping well and on the count down to early June.

Many thanks again for all your help.

Regards

Ann Marie Casserly
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Parents’ Letter Year 1
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‘Gotthard’
Comageeha,
Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

071 9171614 
086 3745845

9th November 2005

Dear

Thank you very much for taking time to read this letter. I am writing to you, 
to seek your assistance in a piece of research I am undertaking in relation to children 
with dyslexia. I have worked in special education for the last nine years as a teacher 
and college lecturer and have a particular interest in this topic. I am by no means an 
expert in the area and am aspiring to learn a lot about dyslexia over the next number 
of years. I have a particular interest in the work that special reading schools and 
special reading units are doing and especially the teaching and learning strategies that 
are promoted in these settings.

Last January I began this research and as a result of some initial reading and speaking 
to some teachers working in reading units, I felt it would be an interesting task to 
follow a group of similar aged children attending a special reading school or special 
reading unit and follow them for a year on their return to mainstream class/school.

At this stage I have contacted all of the special reading schools and most of the special 
reading units in the country and have invited them to participate in the research. Any 
school who has expressed an interest in working with me has been asked to select two 
children so I can work with a reasonably big sample to ensure that the findings will be 
as accurate as possible. I propose to follow a sample of children for three years- 
therefore I would have to work with children commencing the special setting in third 
or fourth class, in order to have an opportunity to follow their progress while still 
attending primary school. At this stage the provisional title for this research is as 
follows; A Study to examine the educational experiences of primary school 
children with dyslexia in segregated settings and their subsequent transition to
mainstream settings.

At this point I would like to ask your permission to work with you and your child. 
What I propose to do for this school year is to meet with the class teacher in February 
and also meet the child in the classroom at this point. There are a number of ways 
that I could do this and would like your opinion on the best possible method to do 
such. I could ask your child to fill up a short questionnaire or alternatively I could 
read such to the child. If it was felt that there was too much of a focus on your child, 
the whole class could fill up the questionnaire. However, I would like to send you the 
child’s questionnaire before I visit the school to allow you the opportunity to read 
through it first.
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The next stage of the research would involve sending you a short questionnaire or 
speaking briefly with you by telephone in May 2006 in relation to your child’s 
progress. In February 2007 I intend to conduct an interview with the class teacher and 
give your child a short questionnaire. Again I would forward the questionnaire 
beforehand to ensure you were happy with the content. As before we could discuss 
how best this could be done. In May 2007,1 hope to make contact with you again via 
a questionnaire in relation to your feelings and the child’s feelings regarding the 
transition back to mainstream. The final part of the research would be in the school 
year 2007-2008. At this stage, contact with the relevant class teachers and special 
education teachers in the mainstream school would occur and I would also forward a 
short questionnaire to you in April 2008 in relation to your child’s progress and 
happiness back in the mainstream classroom.

In summary I propose to forward three questionnaires to you over a three year period 
and meet with your child three times over the three year period.

At this stage the plan is provisional and may alter slightly if one or more elements do 
not appear to work. I may seek your advice as I carry out the research. In relation to 
confidentiality I can assure anonymity with regard to the identify of schools, teachers, 
parents and children. If you have any queries in relation to the above please do not 
hesitate to contact me either by phone or letter.

I have included a consent slip with this letter regarding your interest in participating in 
this research. I will fully respect your wishes if you do not wish to partake. 1 hope 
the above does not appear too daunting and that the research itself when complete will 
ultimately guide good practice in relation to the teaching and learning of children with 
dyslexia.

Many thanks again for your interest.

Yours sincerely

Ann Marie Casserly
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Consent Form

__________________________________(parent(s)/guardian(s)name(s)) are
happy/not happy to allow________ (child’s name) to participate in the
research.

__________________________  are happy/not happy to allow the
researcher access to my/our child’s assessment results

__________________________ are happy/not happy to allow my/our
child’s interview to be tape recorded.

Please return this form to the class teacher.

Many thanks

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo

8th March 2006.

086 3745845 
071 9171614(h)

Dear Parents,

Thank you very much for agreeing to take part in this research into special 
reading classes and schools.

I mentioned in my previous letter that I would be visiting your child’s school as part 
of my study. 1 now propose to visit XXXXXX N.S. on the 22nd of March and carry 
out the teacher’s and children’s interview on that day.

In my previous letter I stated that 1 would give children a questionnaire which I would 
read to them on the day. I have now decided to call this questionnaire an interview as 
I will both read the questions to the children and write their answers. However, I 
would prefer to use the term ‘chat’ when I am discussing it with the children. This 
interview will be about 10-15 minutes duration. I am including the interview 
schedule for you to read and if you have any issues with it, please do not hesitate to 
ring me and I will return your call.

Many thanks again for your interest and support in my study.

Yours truly.

Ann Marie Casserly
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Letters to Specialised Dyslexic Setting Teacher (Year 2)
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‘Gotthard’ 
Comageeha 
Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo
071 9171614 
087 7919027 
28th February 2007

Dear

Thank you very much for agreeing to take part in the second phase of my 
research A Study to examine the educational experiences of primary school 
children with dyslexia in segregated settings and their subsequent transition to
mainstream settings. This is the final year that I will seek your participation and 
next year the focus will be on mainstream class teachers and support teachers to 
identify how the selected children progress once they exit a special setting and return 
to mainstream school.

I hope to visit you March/April time as 1 did last year to conduct a shorter semi- 
structured interview than previously and also to interview the same children again. I 
will contact you by phone to convene a meeting at your convenience and also forward 
the piloted interview schedule for you to glance at beforehand. I also intend 
forwarding a letter to parents regarding this year’s research and their child’s 
involvement in it as they need to be given an option to continue or withdraw from the 
study. Parents will also be sent the children’s interview schedule in advance which, 
they can discuss with their child prior to my visit to the school. In the parents’ letter I 
will be asking their consent to have access to their children’s assessment results which 
I have stated previously would not be used to identify children, teachers or schools. 
The final part of the research involves teachers completing a short questionnaire at the 
end of the year (June 2007) to give details of children’s overall progress before they 
re-enter mainstream classrooms.

In relation to the teacher’s interview. I’m wondering on the day whether it would be 
possible for you to speak with me in a quiet area where I could tape record our 
dialogue. My supervisors have recommended this for ensuring reliability and validity 
of the findings and ensuring that no bias occurs. Once the research is submitted the 
recordings will not be used for any other purpose and will be destroyed. In relation to 
confidentiality, I can assure anonymity with regard to the identity of schools, teachers, 
children and parents.

Finally I am including the parents’ letters and consent forms which I would appreciate 
you would send home with the children as well as collecting same when they return.

Many thanks again for all your help and interest regarding this research.

Yours sincerely

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

071 9171614 (Home) 
087 7919027

Dear

Thanks for agreeing to do the teacher’s interview on Thursday the 22nd of 
March. I will also conduct the two children’s interviews on that day.

I am enclosing the teacher’s interview schedule for you to look at beforehand if you 
wish to do so, as well as the children’s interview for parents to look at to ensure that 
everyone knows the format.

If you don’t mind, I might try to use a dictaphone on the day to ensure accuracy 
throughout. If this poses a problem, I will take notes only.

Many thanks again for all your help.

Regards.

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

3rd May 2007.

087 7919027 
071 9171614(h)

Dear

Hope you are keeping well. Thank you once again for allowing me to carry 
out the teacher’s and children’s interview after Easter. As with last year I received 
great information which I will hopefully collate in May.

I am now sending on the parent’s questionnaire which, I would appreciate you would 
send home with the relevant child/children. You are welcome to look at it if you 
wish. It consists of tick box answers which should be completed in about 20-30 
minutes. I have included my home address for correspondence with parents as I think 
this is easier all round and will avoid you having to collect it. It will be interesting to 
see if the response rate is greater or less doing it this way.

Many thanks again for all your help.

Regards

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo

25th May 2007

Dear

Many thanks for distributing a previous letter to parents with a questionnaire 
included. Some of these completed questionnaires have been returned to me but there 
are still a number outstanding which I would like to follow up on, so I can gather a 
wide representation of views.

Enclosed with this letter, I have included another parents’ letter and questionnaire 
which I would appreciate you would give to the relevant child/ren. As previously, I 
have requested parents send this directly to me.

Many thanks again for all your help and support in this research.

Yours sincerely

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo

25th May 2007

Dear

Many thanks for distributing the parents’ letter with consent forms for next 
year’s research. Some of these have been returned to me but there are still a number 
outstanding. I would appreciate if you could ask the children to remind parents to 
return the consent form to you as soon as possible. I have also included a copy of the 
letter and consent again, in case children or parents have mislaid it. I appreciate your 
time in doing this for me at this stage of the year.

Over the next few weeks I will forward another letter regarding collecting test scores 
over the last two years. 1 know most schools carry out some form of assessment 
around this time of year.

Many thanks again for all your support.

Yours sincerely

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

071 9171614(h) 
087 7919027

11th June 2007

Dear

Many thanks again for your contribution to my study A Study to examine the 
educational experiences of primary school children with dyslexia in segregated
settings and their subsequent transition to mainstream settings. For many of the 
teachers in the research, this is my last correspondence as many of the children are 
moving back into mainstream in September. In mainstream I will be making contact 
with the children and their parents again as well as surveying their new class teachers 
and support teachers to see how the children are getting on. However, there are a 
number of children who are taking a third year in the special reading class/school so I 
will collect further information from the relevant teachers, children and parents next 
year.

The last task for this year involves collecting standardised scores where available for 
the children involved in the study. Essentially I am looking for scores on entry into 
the reading class/school (these could also be from the mainstream school children 
attended before entry e.g. May/June standardised scores) and scores exiting same or 
scores at the end of this academic year. All the parents gave their consent to access 
these in my correspondence with them. The scores will not be used in the actual study 
but it is helpful for me where there were substantial gains made to allude generally to 
this form of progress (ie not scores) along with the statements you, the children and 
parents have made in helping to promote the work that you do. I have included a 
stamped addressed envelope to return these to me whenever you have them.

You are probably wondering when this research will be completed. Being optimistic I 
hope to have it nearly completed by June 2009, I think realistically with some of the 
children staying for another year in the reading class/school and with only 20 children 
in the study, I will have to wait until they have completed a year back in mainstream 
which will end in June 2009. I will begin analysing some of my findings in February 
2008 and add information as it emerges. I will let you know when it is finally 
completed, where it can be accessed and also forward you a summary report if you 
wish to have a copy.

Many thanks again for all your support and help in this mission and hopefully we will 
keep in contact.
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Yours sincerely

Ann Marie Casserly
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Letters to Parents year 2
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‘Gotthard’ 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

071 9171614 
087 7919027

20th April 2007

Dear Parent(s)/Guardian(s),

Thank you very much for taking the time to read this letter and for returning 
the completed questionnaire to me last summer. The information gathered was very 
interesting and is helping me to understand better, parents’ views of the education 
provided for children with dyslexia.

1 am writing once again, to seek your permission to continue on the research that I 
initiated last year with the assistance of you and your child. The title of the research
is A Study to examine the educational experiences of primary school children
with dyslexia in segregated settings and their subsequent transition to
mainstream settings. As I stated last year I have a particular interest in the work that 
special reading schools/units are doing and especially the teaching and learning 
strategies that are promoted in these settings.

The commitment this year involves interviewing your child as I did last year for about 
10-15 minutes. I will forward in advance at a later date, the children’s interview 
schedule that I will use on the day to ensure that you are happy with the content. If 
you wish you may discuss the content with your child prior to my visit to the school. 
My supervisors have recommended that I would record the interview this time to 
ensure reliability and validity in the findings and also to ensure that no bias occurs. 
However, if you prefer that this would not be done you can let me know. Once the 
research is submitted to the university the recordings will not be used for any other 
purpose and will be destroyed.

I am also asking your permission to look at your child’s assessment results before 
they leave the special reading class/school. Again these results would not be used to 
identify any person or school. The purpose of this would be to look at progress at the 
end of the two year placement.

Towards the end of the year (May-June 2007), I will forward you a questionnaire 
regarding your overall satisfaction with your child’s education in the special reading 
class/school and in relation to you and your child’s feelings regarding the transition 
back to mainstream class/school.
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The final part of the research will take place in the school year 2007-2008. At this 
stage, I will be making contact with the relevant class teachers and special 
education/support teachers in your child’s mainstream school and will hopefully 
speak to your child regarding their experiences over the three years. I also hope to 
forward a short questionnaire to you in April 2008 in relation to your child’s progress 
and happiness back in the mainstream classroom. At that stage the research will be 
complete and I will begin writing up the findings of the three years.

At this stage the plan is provisional and may alter slightly if one or more elements do 
not appear to work. In relation to confidentiality I can assure anonymity with regard, 
to the identity of schools, teachers, parents and children. If you have any queries in 
relation to the above, please do not hesitate to contact me either by phone or letter.

I have included consent slips with this letter regarding permission in allowing your 
child to participate in this year’s research, looking at assessment results and also for 
tape recording your child. I will fully respect your wishes if you do not wish for any 
of the above to occur.

Many thanks again for your help and interest in my study.

Yours faithfully

Ann Marie Casserly
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Consent Form

_______________________________ (parent(s)/guardian(s)name(s)) are
happy/not happy to allow_________(child’s name) to participate in the
research.

__________________________  are happy/not happy to allow the
researcher access to my/our child’s assessment results

__________________________ are happy/not happy to allow my/our
child’s interview to be tape recorded.

Name of child: __________________________

Name and address of school your child will attend in September 2007:

Please return this form to the class teacher. 

Many thanks

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo

20/4/ 2007

(071)9171614 
(087)7919027

Dear Parent(s)/Guardian(s),

Thank you very much for allowing your child to participate in my 
interview. Please find enclosed as promised the interview I will use with your child 
which you might like to read or even discuss with your child. If there is any aspect of 
the interview you are not happy about, please contact me and I will return your call.

I propose to visit the school over the next couple of weeks on a date to be agreed with 
the class teacher. The interview will take about 10-15 minutes in total.

Many thanks again for your interest and co-operation.

Yours faithfully

Ann Marie Casserly



‘Gotthard’ 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

071 9171614 
087 7919027

23rd May 2007

Dear Parent(s),

Thank you once again for assisting me in this research and for allowing me to 
interview your child again this year. Over the last number of weeks and continuing 
again after Easter, I have been interviewing class teachers and children and 
simultaneously have just begun the process of determining parents’ views in relation 
to their children’s current educational provision.

In a previous letter I mentioned that I would forward parents three questionnaires in 
total over a three year period, the purpose being to determine parents’ satisfaction 
with their child’s special educational placement in the first and second years of that 
placement and finally seek views on the child’s progress and happiness once s/he 
returns to the mainstream class or school on a full time basis in 2008.

I have included the questionnaire for this academic year with this letter. It is shorter 
than last year and consists mainly of tick box answers. There are a number of 
questions where I would appreciate your personal views. If there are any items you 
wish not to answer, then you may just omit them. In the event where you would 
prefer to discuss the answers through a phone call, I will be pleased to return your 
call. If you choose to complete it, I would appreciate if you could return it to me by 
5th June 2007.

Again I wish to assure you that any information that could be used to identify the 
children, teachers, school or parents will not be disclosed at any stage. Participation is 
voluntary and you and your child are free to withdraw from the research at any time. 
If you have any queries in relation to the above please do not hesitate to contact me 
either by phone or letter.

I hope you may find the questionnaire thought provoking and not too detailed to 
complete. I am certainly looking forwarding to ascertaining your viewpoints as 
parents in relation to special educational provision for children experiencing dyslexia.

Many thanks again for your interest.

Yours faithfully

Ann Marie Casserly
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Letter to Mainstream Principals Year 3
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‘Gotthard’ 
Comageeha 
Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo
071 9171614 
087 7919027

15th September 2007

Dear

Thank you very much for taking my call during the week and for your interest 
in my research project. I am writing to all relevant schools to outline details of the 
research involved over this academic year. I am hoping that your school can assist me 
as I attempt to follow a group of children with dyslexia.

This research began three years ago when I visited a number of special reading units. 
Subsequent to the visits, I became interested in the idea of tracking a number of 
children through their two years in a special setting (reading class/reading school) and 
following them for one year on their return to mainstream. From my school visits and 
from talking to some class teachers it was suggested that it would be an interesting 
task to identify how these children progress once they exit a special setting and return 
to mainstream school.

At this stage the provisional title for this research is as follows; A Study to examine 
the educational experiences of primary school children with dyslexia in
segregated settings and their subsequent transition to mainstream settings. As I
have stated this is a provisional title and may change slightly but essentially the focus 
will remain the same.

As I am well aware of the time and work pressures in the school day I would propose 
that this research would not impinge greatly on teachers’ time. With regard to how 
this research might progress, I envisage that I would contact the class teacher 
personally by phone over the next couple of weeks to outline how s/he can assist me. 
This is obviously pending your consent as well as the class teacher’s consent. I 
gained parental consent in June 2007 to work with children again for this academic 
year. This is the third year that these children have been involved in this research. 
The next stage of the research will involve me visiting the class teacher and the 
support teacher if necessary in January/February 2008 to conduct either an informal 
interview/discussion or administer a questionnaire. At this stage I will also interview 
the selected child where parents and teachers will be aware of the interview content 
beforehand. The child’s interview usually takes about fifteen minutes. I would 
envisage that the total time involved for this work would be approximately 1-2 hours.

At this stage the plan is provisional and may alter slightly if one or more elements do 
not appear to work. 1 may seek your advice and the class teacher’s advice as I carry 
out the research. In relation to confidentiality, I can assure anonymity with regard to 
the identity of schools, teachers, children and parents.
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I hope the above does not appear too daunting and that the research itself when 
complete can be of benefit to your school and ultimately guide good practice in 
relation to the teaching and learning of children with dyslexia.

Many thanks again for your interest.

Yours sincerely

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

Dear

071 9171614 (Home) 
087 7919027

4th February 2008

Thank you very much for agreeing to take part in the third phase of my 
research A Study to examine the educational experiences of primary school 
children with dyslexia in segregated settings and their subsequent transition to
mainstream settings. This is the final stage of my research which this year focuses 
on mainstream class teachers and support teachers to identify how the selected 
children progress once they exit a special setting and return to mainstream school.

I hope to visit you in March/April time to conduct a short semi structured interview
and also to interview _____ again. I will contact you by phone in February to
convene a meeting at your convenience. I have decided at this point to forward the 
piloted interview schedule as promised for you to glance at beforehand. There is no 
need to fill in any responses as we will do that on the day.

I am unsure whether_____is currently attending a support teacher. If he is, I would
appreciate if you could ask the support teacher to fill in the enclosed questionnaire 
which can be posted back to me in the included stamped addressed envelope. 
Otherwise the questionnaire can be discarded with. I am also enclosing the children’s 
interview and cover letter for parents to look at, to ensure that everyone is aware of 
the content and proposed conversation on the day. I hope you don’t mind sending this
information home with _____. I have a copy of the parental consent here if you
should require it.

In relation to the teacher’s interview, I’m wondering on the day whether it would be
possible for you to speak with me in a quiet area where I could tape record our
dialogue. My supervisors have recommended this for ensuring reliability and validity 
of the findings and ensuring that no bias occurs. Once the research is submitted the 
recordings would not be used for any other purpose and would be destroyed. In 
relation to confidentiality, I can assure anonymity with regard to the identity of
schools, teachers, children and parents. If this is not possible I will completely
understand and take notes instead.

Many thanks again for all your help and interest regarding this research.

Yours sincerely 

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

29th January 2009

087 7919027 
071 9171614(h)

Dear

Thank you for allowing me to conduct my research in February/March 2008. I
am writing to ask you to forward another letter and questionnaire to _________
parents regarding his two year placement in the reading unit in______. I know I sent
a questionnaire in October but I didn’t receive a response so hence this reminder. I 
would appreciate if you could post it home to ensure they receive it. 1 did not ask 
parents for home addresses so I would be grateful if you could write it on the stamped 
envelope.

Many thanks again for all your help and looking forward to meeting with you in the 
spring.

Yours sincerely

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

071 9171614 (Home) 
087 7919027

26th February 2008

Dear

Thank you for agreeing to do the teacher’s interview on Monday the 14th of
April 2008 at approximately 9.45am. I also hope to interview_____on that day. I
have already forwarded the interview schedule which we can complete together when 
I visit your school.

Many thanks again for your support and help.

Regards

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

11th March 2008.

087 7919027 
071 9171614(h)

Dear

Hope you are keeping well. Thank you once again for assisting me in my doctoral 
research. I hope to have collected most of the data by the end of June 2008 and at that 
stage I will begin writing up my findings which will hopefully be completed by July 
2009.

I have just finished designing the parent’s questionnaire which I would appreciate you
would send home with________. There is no need to collect this questionnaire as I
have enclosed a stamped addressed envelope.

Many thanks again for all your help. 

Regards

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo

16th April 2008

(071)9171614 
(087)7919027

Dear

Many thanks for distributing a previous letter to parents with a questionnaire 
included. Some of these completed questionnaires have been returned to me but there 
are still a number outstanding which 1 would like to follow up on to enable the 
gathering of a wide representation of views.

Please find enclosed another parents’ letter and questionnaire which I would
appreciate you would send home with_______. Again, 1 have requested parents send
the completed questionnaire directly to me.

Many thanks again for all your help and support in this research.

Yours sincerely

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo

11th June 2008

071 9171614(H) 
087 7919027

Dear

I hope you are keeping well and looking forward to your summer break which 
will be well deserved. Many thanks again for your contribution to my research A
Study to examine the educational experiences of primary school children with
dyslexia in segregated settines and their subsequent transition to mainstream
settings and for allowing me to conduct the teacher’s interview during the term.

I have collected data over the last three years, so thankfully I am nearly finished this 
task. However, I still have some standardised scores to collect where available of 
children involved in the study. I would appreciate if you would forward any test 
results you have e.g. Micra T, Drumcondra Primary Reading Test and spelling tests if
administered this term or during this month for_____________ . I am aware that
some schools do not conduct standardised assessment until the autumn term in school. 
If this is the case, I would appreciate if you could send back the enclosed ‘Test 
Results’ sheet stating so and include the child’s date of birth which would be useful 
for filling in gaps of scores I have collected already. All the parents gave their 
consent to access these in my correspondence with them. You are welcome to a copy 
of the consent if you do not already have it.

The scores will not be used in the actual write up of the study but it is helpful for me 
where there have been substantial gains made to allude generally to this form of 
progress (i.e. not scores) along with the statements you, the children and parents have 
made. I may include some scores in the appendices pending the advice of my 
supervisors but I can assure that under no circumstances will the identity of schools, 
teachers or children be ascertained from the method presented. I have included a 
stamped addressed envelope to return this information.

1 am hoping to submit my work in either June or September 2009; obviously June will 
be the target. I will let you know when it is finally completed, where it can be 
accessed and will also forward you a summary report if you wish to have a copy.

Many thanks again for all your support and help in this mission and hopefully we will 
keep in contact.

Yours sincerely

Ann Marie Casserly
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Letter to Support Teacher Year 3
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‘Gotthard’ 
Comageeha 
Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

071 9171614 
087 7919027

28th March 2008

Dear Support Teacher,

Thank you very much for taking the time to read this letter. I am writing to 
seek your assistance in a piece of research I am undertaking in relation to children 
with dyslexia. I have worked in special education for the last ten years as a primary 
teacher and college lecturer and have a particular interest in this topic. I have been in 
contact with your school principal and relevant class teacher at the beginning of the 
school year who agreed to assist me in my work.

This research began four years ago when I visited a number of special reading units. 
Subsequent to the visits I became interested in the idea of tracking a number of 
children through their two years in a special setting (reading class/reading school) and 
following them for one year on their return to mainstream. From my school visits and 
from talking to some class teachers it was suggested that it would be an interesting 
task to identify how these children progressed once they exited a special setting and 
returned to mainstream school.

The title of this research is A Study to examine the educational experiences of 
primary school children with dyslexia in segregated settings and their
subsequent transition to mainstream settings. At this stage I am currently at the 
final phase of the research and have followed twenty children who have spent two 
years in a reading unit or reading school and I am now tracking these children on their 
return to mainstream class. I will be visiting your school on the 15th April 2008 to
interview the class teacher,_____and the child involved in this research,_____ as
well as sending the child’s parents a questionnaire later in the year. However, I feel 
the research will be incomplete if support teachers’ views are not ascertained.

As I am well aware of the time and work pressures in the school day I would propose 
that this research would not impinge greatly on your time. However, I would be 
appreciative if you would fill in the enclosed questionnaire. I would also appreciate if 
you could give me details of any assessments results you might have in the 
questionnaire. I have gained parental consent for these which I have a copy of if you 
should require such. It is important to state that individual assessment results will not 
be used in the writing up of the research and will not be used to identify the child, 
teachers or school.
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If you have any queries in relation to the enclosed questionnaire, please contact me 
and I will return your call. Alternatively, I will be delighted to meet with you when 1 
visit the school.

Many thanks again for all your help and interest regarding this research.

Yours sincerely

Ann Marie Casserly
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Letter to Parents Year 3
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‘Gotthard’ 
Comageeha, 
Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

071 9171614 
087 7919027

5th November 2008

Dear Parent(s)/Guardian(s),

Thank you very much for taking the time to read this letter and for your 
interest in this doctoral research A Study to examine the educational experiences of 
primary school children with dyslexia in segregated settings and their
subsequent transition to mainstream settings.

I am aware that in my initial correspondence three years ago, that you gave me
permission to work with_____for the duration of the study. However, I decided to
look for permission in each year of the study, to allow you or_____to withdraw at
any stage. As the sample in the study contains only 20 children in total and their 
parents, I would appreciate if you would participate if possible until the end so that 1 
have a comprehensive range of both children’s and parents’ views collected. My 
intention is to submit an initial draft of my thesis to Queens’ University Belfast in 
February 2009. Hence, my collection of data is nearly complete.

The commitment this year involves, interviewing___ for about 10-15 minutes about
his experiences of life back in a mainstream setting. As in previous years, I will 
forward in advance the children’s interview schedule that I will use on the day so that 
you can glance through it, to ensure that you are happy with the content. My 
supervisors have recommended that I would tape record some of the interviews to 
ensure reliability and validity in the findings and also to prevent bias occurring. The 
consent form will allow you to choose whether you feel this is appropriate or not. I
would also obtain_____permission to do this and if he felt uncomfortable about the
recording, I would respect his wishes. Once the research is submitted to the 
university the recordings will not be used for any other purpose and will be destroyed.

Similarly to last year, I am also asking your permission to look at your child’s 
assessment results at the end of next year before I finish carrying out the research. 
Again these results would not be used to identify anyone in the study with the purpose 
being to look at progress over a three year period.

Later next year (January-February 2009) I will forward you a questionnaire regarding 
your overall satisfaction with your child’s education, progress and happiness over the 
three year period in the reading class and back in mainstream class.
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At this stage the plan is provisional and may alter slightly if one or more elements do 
not appear to work. In relation to confidentiality 1 can assure anonymity with regard, 
to the identity of schools, teachers, parents and children. If you have any queries in 
relation to the above please do not hesitate to contact me either by phone or letter.

I have included consent slips with this letter regarding permission in allowing your 
child to participate in this year’s research, looking at assessment results and also for 
tape recording your child. I will fully respect your wishes if you do not wish for any 
of the above to occur.

Many thanks again for your help and interest in my study.

Yours faithfully

Ann Marie Casserly
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Consent Form

_______________________________ (parent(s)/guardian(s)name(s)) are
happy/not happy to allow________ (child’s name) to participate in the
research.

__________________________  are happy/not happy to allow the
researcher access to my/our child’s assessment results

__________________________ are happy/not happy to allow my/our
child’s interview to be tape recorded.

Please return this form to the class teacher.

Many thanks

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

11th February 2008

(071)9171614 
(087)7919027

Dear Parent(s)/Guardian(s),

Thank you very much for allowing your child to participate in the final 
phase of my doctoral research this year. Please find enclosed as promised the 
interview I will use with your child which you might like to read or even discuss with 
your child. If there is any aspect of the interview you are unhappy about, please 
contact me and I will return your call.

1 propose to visit the school over the next couple of weeks on a date to be agreed with 
the class teacher. The interview will take about 20 minutes in total.

Many thanks again for your interest and co-operation.

Yours faithfully

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

26th February 2008

071 9171614 
087 7019027

Dear Parents,

Thank you for allowing me to interview____again this year. I wish to inform
you that I will be visiting____ N.S. on 14th of April 2008 and will hopefully get to
meet him again.

1 hope you received the interview schedule I propose to use with____ on the day and
if there are any issues regarding same, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Many thanks again for your help in my research.

Yours faithfully

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’ 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

071 9171614 
087 7919027

11th March 2008

Dear Parent(s),

Thank you once again for assisting me in my doctoral research and for 
allowing me to interview your child again this year. Over the last number of weeks 
and continuing again after Easter, I have been interviewing class teachers and children 
and simultaneously have just begun the process of determining parents’ views in 
relation to their children’s current educational provision.

In a previous letter I mentioned that I would forward parents three questionnaires in 
total over a three year period, the purpose being to determine parents’ satisfaction 
with their child’s special educational placement in the first and second years of that 
placement and finally seek views on the child’s progress and happiness once s/he 
returned to the mainstream class or school on a full time basis in 2007/2008.

Please find enclosed the final parents’ questionnaire which consists mainly of tick box 
answers. There are a number of questions where I would appreciate your personal 
views. If there are any items you wish not to answer, then you may just omit them. 
In the event where you would prefer not to write the answers to the questionnaire and 
would prefer instead to discuss it through a phone call, I will be pleased to return your 
call. If you choose to complete it, I would appreciate if you could return it to me by 
4,h April 2008. I envisage that most of the data I require will be collected by the end 
of June 2008 and at that stage I will begin writing up my thesis. I hope to submit my 
work to Queen’s University Belfast in July 2009 and will then forward you a 
summary document of my findings.

Again I wish to assure you that any information that could be used to identify the 
children, teachers, school or parents will not be disclosed at any stage. Participation 
is voluntary and you and your child are free to withdraw from the research at any 
time.
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If you have any queries in relation to the above please do not hesitate to contact me 
either by phone or letter. I hope you may find the questionnaire thought provoking 
and not too detailed to complete. I am certainly looking forwarding to ascertaining 
your viewpoints as parents in relation to special educational provision for children 
experiencing dyslexia.

Many thanks again for your interest.

Yours faithfully

Ann Marie Casserly
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‘Gotthard’, 
Comageeha, 

Upper Pearse Rd., 
Sligo.

16th April 2008

(071) 9171614 
(087)7919027

Dear Parent(s),

Thank you for assisting me in my doctoral research over the last two years. At 
this stage I have nearly completed my data collection and hope to begin writing up the 
findings over the next few weeks.

Please find enclosed the final parents’ questionnaire in which I would appreciate your 
views in relation to your child’s present education in his/her school. As there are only 
twenty sets of parents involved in the study I would appreciate as many views as 
possible. If you get an opportunity to fill in the questionnaire, I have included a 
stamped addressed envelope which you can use to return it to me.

Thanking you.

Yours faithfully

Ann Marie Casserly
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APPENDIX E CHILDREN’S PROGRESS IN SPECIALISED 
DYSLEXIC AND MAINSTREAM SETTINGS
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APPENDIX F ACCESS CRITERIA FOR ENTRY TO SPECIAL 

READING CLASSES/SCHOOLS

Special Classes Attached to Mainstream Schools
The criteria for access to special reading classes (and special reading schools) are as 

follows:

Assessment by a psychologist on a standardised test of intelligence should place 

general intellectual ability within the average range, or above. There must be an 

obvious discrepancy between general intellectual ability and performance on a 

standardised test of reading ability. It would be expected that not more than 2 per cent 

of the overall student population would be found to be in this category. Performance 

in basic literacy skills as measured by a standardised test should be at a very low level 

compared to the vast majority of students in a similar age cohort. Consideration 

should also be given to the child’s speaking, writing and spelling skills as well as to 

his/her level of adaptation to learning within mainstream education, to his/her rate of 

progress in other aspects of the curriculum and to his/her social and personal 

development. Students transferring to a special school or support unit for students 

with specific learning difficulties should have completed Second Class in a primary 

school or be at least eight years old on the first day of the school year.

These criteria are somewhat broader than those that pertain for access to resource 

teaching, as set out in Circular 8/99, in that they include a consideration of progress in 

aspects of the curriculum other than reading/writing, the student’s social and personal 

development and his/her adaptation to learning within mainstream education. 

Significantly, the 2nd percentile is not specified as a cut-off point for access. Taken 

together, these criteria suggest that it may be easier for students to gain access to 

special schools/classes than to resource teaching support.

Special Schools for Children with Specific Learning Difficulties
The Department of Education and Science has established four primary schools for 

students with specific learning difficulties including those arising from dyslexia. 

These schools were established in the 1970s and 1980s and are situated in large
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centres of population - three schools in Dublin and one in Cork. The four schools 

cater for a total of approximately 250 students. Criteria for enrolment are the same as 

those for special classes in designated ordinary schools. As is the case with special 

classes, these schools have a student-teacher ratio of 11:1. Placement of children in 

these schools is for one or two years, after which they return to mainstream education.

(Report of the Taskforce on Dyslexia, 2001)

2 This has been subsequently reduced to 9:1.
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APPENDIX G FLEXIBLE CONTINUA OF PROVISION

1. Positive identification of children with disabilities and difficulties:
as part of the general system of monitoring and assessing learning progress and 
establishing individual or personalised needs;
as part of a wider group of those at risk of social exclusion, with additional needs; 
as part of generic groups of those with disabilities (functionally defined); 
as part of those identified with medical/disorder categories - perhaps self-defined; 
with social identity related to medical category - for example, autistic spectrum 
disorder, Down’s syndrome, dyslexia.

2. Participation in:
Programmes and practices:

• academic;
• technical/vocational;
• creative/social rituals.

Social and cultural aspects:
• organisational ethos;
• group/class ethos;
• interpersonal relations.

3. Placement:
separate school (special school) linked to ordinary school; 
same class (varying degrees of withdrawal); 
same learning group.

4. Curriculum/teaching:
same general aims, different pathways/teaching approaches;
same areas and pathways/programmes, different teaching approaches;
same general teaching approaches with some differentiation.

5. Governance and responsibility of separate settings (under national 
regulations):

regional system of governance; 
local authority governance;
schools and clusters or federations of schools governance.___________________

Options within flexible interacting continua of provision (Norwich and Gray, 
2007)

Norwich, B. & Gray, P. (2007) ‘Special schools in the new era: conceptual and 
strategic perspectives’, in Special Schools in a New Era: how do we go beyond 
generalities? Special Educational Needs Policy Options Paper 2, series 6 [online at 
http://www.nasen.oi ».uk/ NewsArticle.asp?id=SX98DC-A77F9FF2].
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