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Parental Issues – Facing the Challenge 

Dr. Gavin Reid 

Introduction  

Parents have a key role in supporting children with dyslexia. This role may be more 

influential than that played by the school. Although the school has a major 

responsibility for meeting the needs of children with dyslexia, the emotional strength 

needed to cope with dyslexia and the sustained motivation to succeed can often come 

from the home.  

Children with dyslexia are individuals. They are different from each other and may also 

learn in a different way from other children. These differences need to be recognised 

and catered for within the education system. Parents have a role to play in helping to 

foster and maintain constructive communication with the school. As a parent you 

have to put your trust in others. We are fortunate, the teachers who cater for our 

children’s needs are usually highly trained, highly skilled and caring individuals and 

schools are increasingly welcoming parents as partners.  

Yet for some parents these words may sound slightly optimistic. Some parents have 

not had good experiences. Some have been frustrated at the lack of recognition of 

dyslexia, others have had to resort to expensive, interventions and some have 

witnessed first hand how their child has suffered unnecessarily on account of dyslexia. 

How schools cater for dyslexia differs from country to country and even within 

countries. Legislation and technology are both on the side of dyslexia or they should 

be! Increasingly countries are ensuring that the rights of all those with a disability of 

some type are recognised. For legislative purposes dyslexia needs to recognised as a 

disability. Yet for many children and young people with dyslexia, it is a gift! They are 

able to construct and create and solve all sorts of difficulties in their own way. They 

can be an inspiration to others. Many have succeeded in all sorts of careers and are 

living a fulfilling life.  Some have become politicians, actors, journalists, teachers, 

doctors, authors, artists, technicians and engineers to name just a few of the 

professions I have known people with dyslexia to succeed in. The other side of the 

coin is also evident and research has shown that too many people with dyslexia have 
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difficulty adjusting to the obstacles they face and this can lead to anti-social behaviour. 

For that reason it is important that parents and schools work together, that parents 

groups continue to campaign for what they know to be right and for individual parents 

to recognise the supports, the emotional needs and the life skills required by young 

people with dyslexia.  

 

Parenting  

Parenting is not an easy task. Parenting a child who has additional needs, whatever 

these may be, can be doubly difficult. The challenge facing parents is to ensure that 

children and young people with dyslexia can become resilient so that when they are 

faced with difficult situations they can believe in themselves and their own abilities. 

They need to become aware of their own potential and strengths and have the 

confidence and motivation to tackle new learning in new situations.  

Teachers, schools and education systems need to incorporate dyslexia fully into their 

training of teachers and consider the needs of students with dyslexia in curriculum 

planning and in target setting. Already in many, but not all, countries much has been 

done to help students with dyslexia in examinations. This needs to be carried through 

to all areas of learning so that dyslexia is considered and catered for in all schools in 

every country. Only then will parents be able to feel confident about the prospects of 

their dyslexic child.  

 

Challenges and Responses  

i) Emotional Issues 

Quite often the child’s main difficulty will relate more directly to learning and to 

literacy and this can be the main area of concern. If a child is failing in literacy and 

finds schoolwork challenging, then it is likely that he/she will suffer emotionally.  It is 

important that this addressed and preferably prevented.  

It is important to identify strategies to maintain the child's self-esteem and to deal 

with any insensitivities and help to preserve the child’s dignity when he/she is faced 

by the challenges experienced in school.  

Children can be very sensitive, particularly if they feel they are, in any way, different 

from others. Children with dyslexia usually have to visit psychologists and other 



	 3	

specialists.  For some children this can indicate that they are different and they may 

feel stigmatised as a consequence of this. Even young adults at college and university 

can experience these feelings.  

There are a number of ways of helping to maintain and boost children’s self-esteem, 

but one of the most obvious and most effective ways is to ensure that they achieve 

success and genuine praise. In order for praise to be effective children have to be 

convinced that the praise is worthy of their achievements. When children feel a failure 

it is difficult to reverse these feelings and often they need to change their perceptions 

of themselves. This can be a lengthy process and ongoing support, praise and sensitive 

handling is necessary.  

ii) Frustration 

Parents (and children) can experience frustration in a number of areas. Without 

question all schools, and all teachers want to do their best for all children. Schools 

however have to meet the needs of individuals as well as the common needs of all 

learners. Teachers have also to meet the demands placed on them by the 

management and the education system. These demands are usually set by politicians 

and are often based on principles relating to accountability and results. These 

principles can present a difficulty in relation to dyslexia because progress made by 

children with dyslexia may not always be easily measured, and certainly not by 

conventional means. For example for some children with dyslexia merely attending 

school can be a measure of success, but schools may not record this as progress and 

would rather focus on progress on attainments such as reading, spelling and writing. 

This is perfectly reasonable but children with dyslexia may not make significant 

progress in this area at least in the short term. This can lead to some frustration on 

the part of parents and highlight very clearly the different agendas that can be seen 

between home and school. This underlines the importance of effective and shared 

communication.  

Some frustrating experiences   

Some of the responses from parents of children with dyslexia in relation to 

experiencing frustration include:  

• helping to maintain the child's self-esteem, 
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• helping the child start new work when he/she had not consolidated previous 

work, 

• personal organisation of the child, 

• peer insensitivity, 

• misconceptions of dyslexia. 

These responses are quite interesting because they touch on some of the key areas 

particularly the emotional aspect of dyslexia. They also touch on the 

misunderstandings and misconceptions that can many have of dyslexia.  

iii) Anxiety 

Parents can experience anxieties in a number of situations. For example in the 

identification and assessment process they may have to attend formal meetings they 

normally would not attend and may have to assert their views when it is not in their 

nature to be assertive.  

It is important that professionals recognise this and appreciate that it is their duty to 

ensure that parental anxieties are kept to a minimum. Parents can find discussing their 

concerns with another parent very helpful and parent support groups have a key role 

to play.  

iv) Trust 

Different perspectives can lead to a degree of trust or ‘mistrust’. It can sometimes be 

difficult for parents to place their trust in a system that may not even seem to 

recognise dyslexia, but this is exactly what they have to do! It is a question of balance 

- of placing some trust in the education system, but also ensuring that you are aware 

of exactly what is going on in school regarding your child’s education. There may be 

differences of opinions between home and school but these should not break down 

any trust between the two. Parents are permitted to question and to seek 

explanations from school on how their child is being educated but it is best to use this 

right in a constructive manner. 

v) Balance 

Parents often ask how they can balance the stress their child can experience in school 

work with life at home. This can be a difficult point as often the stress that can be 
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experienced at school can spill over into home life, especially since potential stresses, 

such as homework, can take up an unduly amount of time at home.  

vi) Understanding 

Another of the issues relates to understanding. Understanding of dyslexia can clearly 

vary from country to country and indeed within countries from area to area. 

Additionally the level of knowledge of dyslexia within a school will be different. 

Parents need to realise this and may have take it upon themselves to inform the school 

of some of the current interventions and thinking in dyslexia. At the same time 

however there does appear to be a considerable thrust in schools, and within 

education authorities, to increase teacher training and whole school awareness of 

dyslexia.  

Having spoken about dyslexia to parents associations in many different countries it is 

quite apparent (and almost without exception) a scheduled and advertised talk to a 

parents association will include many teachers in the audience. It is important that 

parents understand what dyslexia is and this should be explained to them as soon as 

their child is assessed and it is equally important that teachers also know the different 

aspects relating to dyslexia.  

vii) Emotions 

Emotional factors are an important consideration for parents and can be real concern 

to children and also to adults with dyslexia. Many parents due to the anxieties they 

experience and the frustrations they encounter can themselves become emotionally 

fraught. As a parent myself of young man with autism I know only too well of the 

emotional and the long lasting emotional impact of supporting and living through 

crisis and trauma. Parents do become affected if they do not seek out the best form 

of support  (usually other parents).  It is important that they do not see their child’s 

education in terms of a ‘struggle’ as this can have an impact on the child.    

 

Optimism  

Yet it should not be all doom and gloom. Many with dyslexia have succeeded to a high 

level and have become confident and well adjusted adults. This is the hope of course 

of every parent of a child with dyslexia and to be fair the desire of every teacher. There 

are however many factors along the way that can prevent this from happening. Yet 
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there is more support available in the area of dyslexia than ever before and more 

scientific advances that allow parents and teachers to understand the causes and 

characteristics of dyslexia. We are fortunate that within the field of dyslexia there are 

some well established and successful parent organisations that have been 

instrumental in bringing about change.  

There are also some very sympathetic governments and education departments who 

recognise the needs of children with dyslexia.  

There are many committed teachers who have sought out information and training in 

dyslexia so they are equipped to understand and support the children with dyslexia in 

their classrooms.  

There are many prominent researchers seeking answers to the questions on the 

causes and characteristics of dyslexia that can help to inform understanding and 

practice.   

There are also many parents and parent groups who have campaigned vigorously and 

passed on their experience to other parents. The situation is promising yet for some, 

perhaps many, the situation is bleak. They feel unsupported, alone, confused and 

desperate.  

What is needed is for the good practice to become the norm, good intentions to 

become reality, dissemination to be widespread and understanding to be 

sympathetic. Parents need above all understanding – they have more knowledge than 

anyone about their child: they need to be listened to!  

It	 is	our	responsibility	as	parents,	as	educators,	as	employers	or	citizens	of	 the	

community	to	ensure	that	the	needs	of	children	with	dyslexia	are	met,	their	hopes	

flourish	and	their	potential	fulfilled.	 
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