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Dyslexia: Are you Positive? 

 

Dr. Gavin Reid  

 

I vividly recall when planning my first edited book on Dyslexia in 1993 thinking that I 

needed to end the book on a positive note.  I therefore wrote the chapter ‘The Other 

Side of Dyslexia’ which focused on the strengths and abilities of people with Dyslexia.  

I recall using a quote from now a good friend of mine Tom West from Washington DC. 

Tom made the following comment.  

‘We ought to begin to pay less attention to getting everyone over the same hill using 

the same path. We may wish to encourage some to take different routes to the same end. 

Then we might see good reasons for paying careful attention to their descriptions of 

what they have found. We may wish to follow them some day’ 

The very essence of this statement indicates that people with Dyslexia have much to 

offer – they can lead rather than be led, they can be innovative and inventive, they can 

think outside the box.  

Stemming initially from vast array of anecdotal evidence and clinical experiences as 

well as the observations noted by teachers and parents the field of positive Dyslexia has 

now taken a firm hold. The current and ongoing research development programme on 

Positive Dyslexia by Angela Fawcett and Rod Nicolson has been instrumental in this 

(Nicolson and Fawcett 2014).  

In my view there are four key factors that need to be considered in ensuring that the 

perspectives emanating from Positive Dyslexia become prominent.  

These are: recognizing the need to boost self esteem; positive assessment of needs; 

promote positive attributions and ensure learning is appropriate, motivating and 

consistent with the learning preferences of the individual student.  

 

Recognizing the need to boost self-esteem 

A meta-analysis of 28 studies (age ranges from 7 to 16+) investigating the academic 

self-concept of children with learning disabilities found 89% produced results 

indicating that children with Dyslexia had more negative self-concept than their peers 

(Zeleke (2004 see Reid 2009).  This would indicate that boosting self-esteem is crucial 

in order to facilitate opportunities so that the young person can take advantage of a 

positive learning environment.  
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Some important points in relation to this include: 

• The need to achieve:  

It is important that tasks are set in such a way that the child can succeed. The purpose 

of the task should not be can he/she do this successfully but rather what type of 

support/aids/ differentiation will the child need to successfully complete this task. The 

key point is that the task should not be seen as threatening for the child but as an exciting 

investigation. It is also important that he/she is able to utilize their strengths when 

undertaking the task.  

• Ensure success and give genuine praise 

As a follow on from the previous point if the child can succeed then it is much easier 

to provide genuine praise.  Feedback is a crucial factor.  Feedback is not necessarily 

praise but informed comment.  This includes what the student did and how the skills 

and strategies used can be utilized and perhaps adapted for future learning. Praise can 

then be incorporated into the feedback session.  

• Dyslexia is a difference, not a deficit 

I often refer to this when giving feedback to students and parents following an 

assessment.  They quite rightly ask – what is Dyslexia? – using the analogy that 

Dyslexia is difference in how you process information and giving examples of this can 

help the learner and the parents understand why children with dyslexia can experience 

difficulties in the conventional classroom.  This also fairly and squarely places the 

emphasis on the positive side of Dyslexia – ie what they can do rather than what they 

cannot do! 

• Focus on their strengths and develop them: 

It is important that the person with Dyslexia recognizes and appreciates their strengths. 

It is for that reason that I see learning styles as a very useful tool. It can help the learner 

gain insights into their own learning and their preferred learning environment.  Once 

they have this self-knowledge they can then plan their own learning more effectively 

and become a more self –sufficient and independent learner.  This should be one of the 

key aims of any learning situation.  

• Point out Progress – self-attribution 

When a student has a low self concept he/she often suffers from low self worth and 

feelings of failure.  This means that sometimes they cannot recognize their own 
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successes or that their immediate reaction to praise is to either feel embarrassed or 

quickly credit another factor with the successful outcome eg teacher.  

• Avoid “learned helplessness” – allow for pride in achieving 

It is important to prevent failure from occurring in the first place. Proactive and early 

identification policies and practices can do much to prevent learned helplessness from 

occurring.  

The other points mentioned earlier to promote positive Dyslexia are also important. It 

is crucial to ensure that the assessment of needs looks at strengths and well as challenges 

and that the results are presented in a positive way highlighting the strengths. It is also 

important to promote positive attributions so that the learner can feel that he/she has 

been responsible for the resulting success and that they do not attribute it to either the 

teacher or to some resource they are using. This is all part of the process of taking 

responsibility for their own learning. It is also important to ensure that learning is 

appropriate, motivating and consistent with the learning preferences of the individual 

student and this is discussed below.  

 

How dyslexia affect children’s learning 

One of the key factors about learning is that learning is a process. This process can be 

described as dynamic one. This means that different parts of the brain interact with 

other parts and each relies on and interacts with the other. For example the various parts 

of the brain that deal with visual/ auditory/memory/understanding/co-ordination may 

all be used simultaneously to tackle a task. It is often this simultaneous use of learning 

skills that is challenging for children with dyslexia. For that reason tasks need to be 

structured, clarified and preferably focussed towards the student’s stronger areas of 

learning.  

Children with dyslexia are usually stronger visually or kinesthetically, as opposed to 

auditory. That means initial learning will be more meaningful if presented visually or 

through the experience of learning (kinesthetic).   

Kinesthetic experiences can be helpful to re-inforce learning. Kinesthetic means 

experiencing learning. Activities that involve drama and role playing, or investigation 

and enquiry activities, such as in a survey, interview or questionnaire, all utilise 

kinesthetic skills.  Each of these activities involves experiential learning and this can 

help to create a positive learning experience for the child with Dyslexia (Reid 2008).  
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An understanding of the role of Metacognition is also very important for positive 

learning experiences.  

Metacognition  

Metacognition means learning to learn. This implies that children can be taught to be 

more effective learners. They may be weak in metacognitive awareness and have 

difficulty in knowing how to go about tackling a problem. This means they may not be 

sure on how to, for example, interpret a question or to work out the most efficient way 

of answering it, or in fact to remember any piece of information. The development of 

metacognitive skills can be aided by programmes that are essentially ‘study skills’ 

programmes. Often study skills are seen to be part of examination preparation, but in 

fact this is too late. Study skills, particularly for learners with dyslexia should be 

provided as young as possible. Becoming efficient in studying and learning helps the 

learner make connections between different pieces of information and this can help 

with transfer of learning and generally more efficient use of information.  

Encourage creativity 

It is interesting to reflect on the fact that many creative people can only take control of 

their own learning after they leave school. Many fail at school, or certainly may not 

shine. This is because the examination system often does not encourage creativity. 

There are certainly signs that progress is being made in this area but often the pace of 

learning to ensure that all examinable areas of the curriculum are covered is fast. This 

means that there is little scope for digressing and indeed for encouraging creativity. For 

many learners creativity is the principal motivating factor (Reid 2020). For example the 

young, rising pop singer who is directed by is record company to record covers by other 

artists all the time may soon tire of this and become de-motivated. Artists in particular 

need to be encouraged to use their creativity and this can in fact apply to all learners. 

Many when asked if they are creative would quickly reply  - no -  that is because they 

have not had the opportunity to be creative.  

Provide feedback to students about their own personal progress 

Progress is personal - progress for one may not be progress for someone else. It is 

important that the criteria for progress is not generalised but instead it should be 

individualised. Once it is decided what exactly constitutes progress for the individual 

this should be discussed and negotiated with the learner and then personal goals can be 

established and progress more easily identified.  

Encourage self assessment  
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This is important as it helps children take control of their own learning. They should be 

encouraged to assess their own progress and this can be a motivator in itself. The key 

point is that they should be able to decide what they want to achieve and the teacher’s 

role in this is to guide and monitor their progress. Self-assessment encourages self-

reflection and this helps to develop higher order thinking skills (Reid and Green 2011).  

Develop student responsibility 

The key to successful learning is student autonomy.  This is important as it provides 

the learner with some control over his/her learning. It is this control that fosters 

responsibility and makes it possible for the student to move from extrinsic to intrinsic 

motivation.  

Concluding Comment  

It can be noted that many of the points mentioned above actually represent good 

teaching practices. This means that if these suggestions are implemented for learners 

with Dyslexia then all learners will benefit.  It is important to see Dyslexia as a 

difference and not as a deficit, to highlight the strengths and abilities and to promote a 

feeling of self-worth and success that can be recognized and felt by the student with 

Dyslexia. This is the very essence of Positive Dyslexia.   
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