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Intended Audience 
This Oklahoma Dyslexia and Dysgraphia Handbook is meant to provide guidance to 
educators, students, families, and community members about dyslexia, dysgraphia, 
dyscalculia, and best practices for identification, intervention, and support for children with 
these disabilities. Information is provided in the following areas.  
• Screening for risk. 
• Effective core reading instruction. 
• Intervention for students with dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia. 
• Comprehensive evaluations for special education eligibility. 
• Resources to support students and parents/families. 
• Resources to support educators. 
 
The intent of this handbook is to reach a wide audience with comprehensive information and 
guidance to support effective instruction and intervention for students with dyslexia, 
dysgraphia, and dyscalculia. In addition, this handbook provides guidance to assist school-
based decision-making teams in determining appropriate educational programming 
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the chapter content if they need more support in understanding each chapter’s key 
takeaways. 
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o “Excellent ability to recall historical facts.” - Teacher  
o “Voracious learner, great perseverance.” - Teacher  
o “Outside the box thinker.” - Teacher 
o “Honor roll.” - Teacher 
o “He went further than any other student I have ever tested.” - School psychologist 

What Dyslexia is NOT 
• Dyslexia is NOT…reading or writing backwards. 
• Dyslexia is NOT…caused by poor eyesight, vision processing problems, or hearing 

problems. 
• Dyslexia is NOT…an intellectual or developmental disability. 
• Dyslexia is NOT…more prevalent in boys than in girls. 
• Dyslexia is NOT…a lack of educational opportunity or a lack of books in the home. 
• Dyslexia is NOT…a lack of motivation or laziness, in fact students with dyslexia are 

working harder than their peers. 
• Dyslexia is NOT...uncommon (it happens to 15-20% of population). 
• Dyslexia is NOT...responsive to standard reading instruction. 

Dispelling Myths of Dyslexia 
Myth: People with dyslexia cannot read. 
Fact: Incorrect. Most children and adults with dyslexia are able to read, even if it is at a basic 
level. Spelling is one of the classic red flags alerting parents and teachers of a serious 
underlying problem. The child may be unable to understand the basic code of the English 
language and cannot break down or reconstruct (with spelling) words using codes (letters). 
 
Myth: More boys have dyslexia than girls. 
Fact: Boys’ reading disabilities are indeed identified more often than girls’. But studies 
indicate the actual prevalence of the disorder is nearly identical across gender. 

What Dysgraphia is NOT  
• Dysgraphia is NOT…evidence of a damaged motor nervous system. 
• Dysgraphia is NOT…part of a developmental disability that has fine motor deficits (e.g., 

intellectual disability, autism, cerebral palsy).  
• Dysgraphia is NOT…secondary to a medical condition (e.g., meningitis, significant head 

trauma, brain trauma). 
• Dysgraphia is NOT…associated with generalized developmental motor or coordination 

difficulties (Developmental Coordination Disorder). 
• Dysgraphia is NOT…impaired spelling or written expression with typical handwriting 

(legibility and rate). 

Dispelling Myths of Dysgraphia 
Myth: Messy handwriting indicates laziness. 
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factors may contribute to an increased risk of suicide among individuals with learning 
disabilities. 
Academic and Social Challenges: Dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia can present 
academic and social difficulties which can lead to feelings of frustration, isolation, and 
inadequacy. Persistent struggles in these areas can contribute to a sense of hopelessness 
and despair, increasing a student’s emotional vulnerability to suicidal thoughts. 
 
Bullying and Stigmatization: Individuals with dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia may 
face higher rates of bullying and stigmatization which can have a profound impact on their 
mental health. The experience of bullying and social exclusion can contribute to feelings of 
loneliness, depression, and a heightened risk for suicidal ideation. 
 
Access to Support and Resources: Limited access to appropriate support, interventions, 
and mental health resources can contribute to an increased risk of suicide. Adequate 
support systems, including educational accommodations, mental health services, and a 
strong social support network, are crucial in mitigating this risk. 
 
Please read on to learn how families and educators can mitigate negative lifelong 
impacts and promote student wellness.  

Effective Instruction as a Protective Factor 
Effective instruction can act as a protective factor against future psychological distress by 
providing students, including those with dyslexia, opportunities for academic success.  
 
Building Self-Efficacy: Effective instruction focuses on building students' self-efficacy (or 
their belief in their ability to succeed). When students with dyslexia, dysgraphia, and 
dyscalculia receive explicit instruction, targeted interventions, and opportunities to 
experience success, their self-efficacy can increase. Higher self-efficacy is associated with 
better psychological well-being and resilience as students feel more confident in their 
abilities to overcome challenges. 
 
Positive Feedback and Encouragement: Effective instruction emphasizes the provision of 
positive feedback and encouragement. Recognizing and celebrating students' efforts and 
progress, regardless of their pace, can foster a positive learning environment. Positive 
feedback promotes a sense of accomplishment, boosts self-esteem, and reduces the 
negative impact of academic setbacks which can contribute to lower levels of psychological 
distress. 
 
Supportive Classroom Climate: Effective instruction promotes a supportive classroom 
climate. Teachers who create a safe and accepting environment, encourage peer 
collaboration, and promote positive social interactions can contribute to students' sense of 
belonging and overall well-being. By fostering positive relationships and a supportive 
classroom community, students with dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia are less likely to 
experience social isolation or stigmatization, thereby reducing their psychological distress. 
 
Collaborative efforts among educators, specialized professionals, and families can ensure 
that instructional approaches are evidence-based and are aligned with the unique 
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requirements of students with dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia, thus mitigating 
psychological distress and promoting positive psychological outcomes.  
 
For more information on implementing effective instruction for reading, see Chapter 5: 
Effective Core Reading Instruction and Chapter 6: Intervention for Students with Dyslexia.  
 
For more information on implementing effective instruction for writing, see Chapter 9: 
Effective Instructional Practices for Students with Dysgraphia Across the Continuum.  
 
For more information on implementing effective instruction for mathematics, see Chapter 12: 
Effective Instructional Practices for Students with Dyscalculia Across the Continuum. 

Promoting Coping and Resilience 
“Parents (and teachers too) of children with reading problems should make their number one 
goal the preservation of their child’s self-esteem. This is the area of greatest vulnerability for 
children who are dyslexic.”  

–  Shaywitz, 2003 
 
Students with dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia often face numerous academic and 
social challenges. Despite these challenges, many students with these disabilities 
demonstrate resilience and develop effective coping strategies. Resilience and coping 
strategies play a crucial role in promoting positive psychological outcomes for students with 
dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia. Here's how resilience and coping strategies can 
benefit students. 
 
Resilience: Resilience is the ability to bounce back from adversity, adapt to challenges, and 
maintain well-being in the face of stress or setbacks. Students with learning difficulties, such 
as dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia, often encounter academic, social, and emotional 
difficulties, making resilience a valuable trait. Building resilience involves cultivating a growth 
mindset, emphasizing strengths, and fostering a positive outlook. Resilient students are 
more likely to view challenges as opportunities for growth, persist in the face of obstacles, 
and maintain a sense of self-efficacy. 
 
Self-Advocacy: Developing self-advocacy skills empowers students with dyslexia, 
dysgraphia, and dyscalculia to express their needs, seek support, and advocate for 
themselves effectively. By understanding their learning strengths and weaknesses, setting 
realistic goals, and communicating their needs to teachers and peers, students can actively 
participate in their education. Educators and families can teach students about the dyslexic 
brain and how it works, to support increased self-advocacy. Self-advocacy enhances self-
confidence, self-determination, and resilience, enabling students to navigate challenges and 
access appropriate resources. 
 
Effective Coping Strategies: Coping strategies are behavioral, cognitive, or emotional 
techniques individuals use to manage stress and regulate their emotions. Students with 
dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia can benefit from acquiring and utilizing effective coping 
strategies. These may include the three items listed below. 
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o Dyscalculia means difficulty with math calculations. 

• Why Is It Hard?  
o We are born with the ability to speak words; we learn that by listening to others 

speak. 
o We are not born with the ability to read, write, or calculate. 
o It takes hard work and practice to become a reader, writer, and calculator. 
o Dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia don’t mean you aren’t smart. In fact, these 

difficulties have nothing to do with intelligence. 
o Dyslexia means your brain processes letters and sounds differently which is why 

reading and spelling can be difficult. 
o Everyone is different and has their own strengths and challenges. 
o We all have strengths! 

• Who Is On Your Support Team? 
o At school, you have a team, and you are a very important person on that team! 
o You are the heart of the team. 
o This team may include teachers, parents, coaches, or others. 
o Learning about your educational difficulties and communicating your needs is called 

self-advocacy. 
o Self-advocacy is sharing how you feel, sharing what you need to be successful, and 

sharing what is and what is not working for you. 
o It is important to know your strengths, challenges, and limits. 
o Members of your support team can help you achieve your goals. 

• Self-Advocacy 
o Knowing your strengths and challenges, and asking for accommodations and/or 

modifications that work best for you, is self-advocacy. 
o Self-advocacy is not always easy, because it takes time to know what works and 

doesn’t work for you. 
o Self-advocacy is a life-long skill that can improve your confidence and independence. 

• Impacts Beyond Reading, Writing, and Math 
o Dyslexia can be discouraging and frustrating. 
o Students are often working very hard, yet they are still not feeling successful. 
o Feelings of not being understood or lacking support can lead to a sense of inferiority 

and failure shown through the emotions/situations listed below. 
 Anxiety. 
 Fear. 
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Chapter 2: Introduction to Instructional Systems 

Knowledge Self-Check 
1. What is the purpose of Response to Intervention (RtI) and Multi-Tiered System of 

Supports (MTSS)? 
2. Should Universal Design for Learning (UDL) be implemented only for classrooms that 

have students with dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia? 
3. When should interventions end? 

Introduction to Response to Intervention (RtI) and Multi-Tiered 
System of Supports (MTSS) 
A Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) is a comprehensive continuum of evidence-
based systemic practices to support a rapid response to students’ needs in academic and 
behavioral skills, with regular observation to facilitate data-based instructional decision 
making (20 U.S.C. § 7801(33)). Response to Intervention (RtI) is another name for a 
structured, multi-tiered approach to help identify and support struggling students.  
 
MTSS and RtI are not programs or referral processes to special education but rather multi-
level, proactive, prevention systems to maximize all student achievement. While the use of a 
multi-tiered system is not intended as a pathway to special education services, data 
gathered through an MTSS may be used as part of a comprehensive evaluation for special 
education eligibility, so long as the MTSS/RtI process is not used to delay or deny the 
provision of a full and individual evaluation under the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA).  
 
The MTSS/RtI instructional framework begins with quality core instruction (Tier 1) for all 
students and universal screenings. Approximately 80% of students are expected to reach 
targeted goals under high-quality and effective Tier 1 instruction. Following screening 
measures, school teams use the data to identify students “at-risk” or those students who 
may experience difficulties and who are needing additional support and intervention. Within 
MTSS, identified students are then provided evidence-based interventions through layered 
supports at different levels of intensity matched to each student’s level of need (Tiers 2 and 
3). Typically, around 15% of students will need targeted Tier 2 interventions, while the 
remaining 5% of students require intensive and individualized interventions, or Tier 3 
supports. Tier 2 and 3 interventions/supports may be provided in various group sizes based 
on the intensity of the intervention. The primary goal of MTSS is to prevent the need for 
more intensive services and/or special education services through a process of early 
intervention, progress monitoring, and intensifying support. However, even with high-quality 
prevention and foundational skill instruction, some students will have needs requiring Tier 2 
or Tier 3 supports. It is essential to match supports to needs through data-based decision 
making.  
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• Provided and taught with fidelity. 
• Sufficiently intensive (see the Dimensions of Intensification list below) to accomplish the 

instructional goal(s). 
• Include frequent progress monitoring of the targeted skill. 
 
Implementation fidelity is the degree to which a program, or the instructional practice, are 
implemented as designed and with an appropriate frequency and duration to support student 
progress. Implementation fidelity is important because it does the following three things.  
1. Ensures the instruction is implemented as intended by the developer and as defined in 

the intervention plan. 
2. Links student outcomes and progress to the instruction.  

and  
3. Enables progress to be effectively monitored for student skill development and growth.  
 
Progress monitoring is the process of assessing a student’s growth in the targeted skill 
(student response to instruction), analyzing that growth in relation to an ambitious or realistic 
rate of improvement (ROI), and making instructional decisions based on the student’s 
growth. Instructional decisions following progress monitoring include the following list. 
• Continuing the intervention: the student is making sufficient progress toward a 

reasonable or ambitious instructional goal. 
• Intensifying the intervention: the student is not making sufficient progress toward a 

reasonable or ambitious goal, so the intervention must be strengthened to support 
improved learning.  

• Discontinuing the intervention: the student has met the reasonable and ambitious goal, 
learning gaps have closed, and the student is demonstrating sufficient skill to maintain 
progress with a reduction of support.  

 
The intervention decision-making process is individualized based on student-level data. If a 
student’s progress monitoring data indicates they are not making sufficient progress with the 
current intervention implemented with fidelity, then the intervention should be intensified. This 
process of increasing intensity across the tiers is demonstrated within the graphic titled 
“Increasing Intensity Across Tiers of Instruction.”  
 
If intensification is necessary, seven factors should be considered. These factors are 
referred to as the Dimensions of Intensification.  
1. Strength - Evidence indicates the selected intervention is expected to lead to improved 

outcomes.  
2. Dosage - The group size, duration, frequency, and structure of the intervention provides 

sufficient opportunities for progress. 
3. Alignment - The intervention is based on the identified student need. 
4. Attention to Transfer - The intervention assists the student in generalizing the learned 

skill to their core education or to other tasks. 
5. Comprehensiveness - The intervention uses explicit instruction. 
6. Behavioral/Academic Support - The student has opportunities to engage fully in the 

intervention. 
7. Individualization - The intervention considers a data-based process (progress 

monitoring) to adjust as necessary according to the instructor’s expertise.  
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Key Takeaways 
1. What is the purpose of Response to Intervention (RtI) and Multi-Tiered Systems of 

Support (MTSS)? 
a. To prevent the need for more intensive services and/or special education services 

through a process of early intervention, progress monitoring, and intensifying 
support. 

2. Should Universal Design for Learning (UDL) be implemented only for classrooms 
where there are students with dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia? 
a. No. UDL is a set of principles for curriculum development and instructional planning 

that gives all students equal opportunities to learn, and UDL should be implemented 
within the core instruction of all classrooms. 

3. When should interventions end? 
a. School teams should consider reducing intervention intensity (e.g., moving from Tier 

3 to Tier 2) once a student has reached an intervention goal and demonstrates 
sufficient skill to maintain progress with a reduction of intensity. It is generally 
recommended the intervention continue until a student has met their intervention goal 
and until the student has three consecutive progress monitoring data points at the 
same rate of improvement needed to reach their goal.  
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Characteristics of Dyslexia 
Characteristics of students with dyslexia directly parallel the definition of dyslexia. Students 
with dyslexia are likely to perform poorly on measures of phonological processing, decoding 
non-words, and developing an adequate pool of sight words. 
 
According to research, the major cognitive correlations of dyslexia include weaknesses in 
one or more of the following abilities: phonological awareness, orthographic awareness, 
memory, rapid naming, and perceptual speed. 
 

DYSLEXIA CHARACTERISTICS CAUSES/CORRELATIONS 
● Lack of response to interventions.  
● Pre-reader difficulties.  

○ Alphabet writing.  
○ Phonics/letter knowledge.  
○ Listening comprehension. 

● Reader difficulties. 
○ Word reading/decoding.  
○ Reading fluency.  
○ Spelling. 
○ Written expression.  
○ Reading comprehension.  

 
● Phonological processing.  
● Rapid automatic naming.  
● Auditory working memory.  
● Processing speed. 
● Long-term storage and 

retrieval.  
● Associative memory.  
● Orthographic processing. 

RISK FACTORS 
● Family history. 
● Language impairment.  
● Poor receptive vocabulary. 

 
An accurate identification of dyslexia in preschool or kindergarten is more likely when these 
problems occur in students who have the following factors. 
1. Strong abilities in other areas of language such as vocabulary. 
2. Come from homes that provide a language and print-rich preschool environment. 
3. A first or second-degree relative who experienced severe early reading difficulties. 

 
However, phonological processing difficulties can also manifest for children who come to 
school with limited vocabularies and knowledge of print. Although the phonological 
weaknesses of these students most likely result from a lack of certain kinds of language 
experiences in the home, these weaknesses may also be the result of biologically-based, 
inherent phonological processing weaknesses. 
 
Students with dyslexia may experience difficulty with any or all of the following subjects. 
• Learning letter names and sounds. 
• Phonological processing skills. 
• Automaticity of reading. 
• Decoding. 
• Spelling and writing. 
• Vocabulary. 
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Below are several common characteristics of a student with dyslexia that may be 
demonstrated in the different grades/grade spans. These common characteristics are not to 
be used as a checklist to determine if a student has dyslexia. However, those working with 
students either in the school or at home can use this table of characteristics to support their 
understanding of how dyslexia may manifest. Keep in mind these characteristics may not 
only be explained by dyslexia; it is possible a student who demonstrates some of these 
characteristics can be a student without dyslexia. 
 
What Characteristics of Dyslexia Look Like By Age and Grade 

PRESCHOOL 
• History of ear infections.  
• Speech-language delays. 

o Word retrieval. 
o Mispronunciations. 
o Vocabulary.  

• Directionality. 
o Left/right. 
o Up/down. 
o Before/after.  

• Pre-literacy skills. 
o Auditory memory for rhymes/chants. 
o Letters in name. 
o Rote information. 
o Remembering/following directions. 
o Recognizing/producing rhymes. 

KINDERGARTEN - 1ST GRADE 
• Difficulty.  

o Remembering names/shapes and/or 
sounds of letters. 

o Generating rhyming words. 
o Reading common, one-syllable, sight 

words.  
o With phonemic awareness tasks. 

• Spelling errors reflecting difficulty with 
sound/symbol associations. 
o Reversals (past→pats). 
o Omissions (trip→tip). 
o Additions (sip→slip). 
o Substitutions (rip→rib). 
o Transpositions (stop→pots).  

• Frustration in school and/or complains 
about reading. 

2ND - 3RD GRADE 
• Difficulty.  

o Acquiring new vocabulary or using age- 
appropriate grammar. 

o Putting ideas on paper. 
o Decoding single words in isolation. 
o Reading multisyllabic words and 

phonetically irregular words. 
• Word retrieval difficulty in class discussions. 
• Over-reliant on context to derive meaning 

from printed words. 
• Confusing visually similar letters (e.g., b/d, 

p/q, w/m, h/n, and f/t). 
• Confusing auditory similar letters (e.g., d/t, 

b/p, f/v, and s/z). 
• Phonetically inconsistent spelling skills. 
• Slower-paced/effortful reading; lacks 

inflection; tendencies to read through 
punctuation. 

4TH - 12TH GRADE 
• Significant difficulty reading and 

spelling multisyllabic words often 
omitting entire syllables as well as 
making single sound errors. 

• Difficulties with reading 
comprehension and learning new 
information from the text due to 
underlying word recognition 
difficulties. 

• Avoids reading aloud; poor fluency 
skills. 

• Reports unusually long hours spent 
doing homework. 
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Key Takeaways  
1. Is dyslexia a general “catch all” term for all reading difficulties? 

a. Dyslexia is a specific term for a learning disability that is neurological in origin and is 
characterized by difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition and poor 
spelling and decoding abilities. 

2. What are the differences between the types of dyslexia recognition (characteristics 
of dyslexia, diagnosis, and identification of a specific learning disability)? 
a. Specific providers can assess for dyslexia in different contexts. Schools do not look 

to diagnose students, but schools can look for characteristics of dyslexia or key 
eligibility indicators for a specific learning disability (including dyslexia). A clinical 
provider can diagnose disabilities aligned to the DSM-V.  
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Fluency Assumptions NOT Backed by Educational Research (Kilpatrick, 2015)   
“...with sufficient exposure or repeated 
readings, children eventually generate 
some sort of ‘visual memory’ of those oft-
repeated words based on paired-associate 
learning.”  

“Many or most of the words a student is 
expected to read are already stored in the 
student’s sight vocabulary but require 
additional practice to become more quickly 
accessed.”  

 

 

Educator  
Repeated reading is often provided as an intervention for students to 
practice fluency. However, inappropriate uses of this intervention do not 
show significant improvement. In Essentials of Assessing, Preventing and 
Overcoming Reading Difficulties (Kilpatrick, 2015), Kilpatrick reports, “the 
most exciting indirect evidence for orthographic mapping comes from 
subsets of intervention studies with weak readers. These studies 
produced improvements ranging from 12 to 25 points.” (pg. 112).  
 
Reading to practice fluency, with explicit instruction between reads, can 
be beneficial if the explicit instruction focuses on orthographic mapping, 
word decoding, and fluency skills. Additionally, repeated reading has a 
place during language comprehension instruction as students can 
practice revisiting text and engaging with background knowledge. 
 
Inappropriate use of repeated reading includes attempts which eliminate 
explicit instruction and often request students to read the same text 
multiple times, timing each attempt, and labeling each attempt as a “cold” 
or “hot” read. These instances, Kilpatrick reports, “are only modest 
improvements of about 3 to 5 standard score points.” (pg. 214) 

 
It is imperative for classroom teachers, and others in the educational field, to understand 
these false assumptions about fluency. It is also imperative to understand and apply 
evidence-based practices to improve student reading fluency. The evidence-based practices 
that show the most improvement in a student’s fluency combine the following five skills.  
• Advanced phoneme manipulation tasks.  
• Phonics decoding training in areas of weakness.  
• Orthographic mapping.  
• The use of connected text.  

Reading Comprehension: The Product of Good Word Recognition and 
Language Comprehension  
These “strands” all work together to create a skilled reader who comprehends text. The 
components under “Language Comprehension” become more strategic over time as a child 
learns and practices using different aspects of background knowledge, vocabulary, language 
structures, verbal reasoning, and literacy knowledge. The components under “Word 
Recognition” become more automatic with repetition and practice. All strands combine to 
create a knowledge and strategy base skilled readers use to read fluently and with good text 
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In Essentials of Assessing, Preventing, and Overcoming Reading Difficulties, (Kilpatrick, 
2015) Kilpatrick outlines the flaws of the Structured Literacy methods. Below is a brief 
summary of his findings.  
“It is fair to assume that all reading methods were developed based on one factor: the desire 
to do what works best for children. But to address the needs of weak readers, good 
intentions are not sufficient...This research has shown that nearly all of the major 
assumptions underlying the three classical approaches to reading instruction do not 
accurately represent how reading works. Only the phonics approach to encountering 
unfamiliar words has research support.”  

– Kilpatrick, 2015, page 42  
 
That is to say, if students do not have decoding skills, they will be ill-equipped to read and 
comprehend novel text. Phonics instruction must be combined with phonology, syllabication, 
morphology, and syntax and semantic knowledge in order to be effective. Additionally, 
quality reading instruction should engage students in learning and be differentiated to their 
needs. 
  
The elements of Structured Literacy emphasize the structure of the English language. Each 
essential element is outlined in the graphic below. Note that these components are 
supported by the science of reading and graphically represented in Scarborough’s Reading 
Rope. 
 
Image: The Elements of Structured Literacy 

From “What is Structured Literacy? A Primer on Effective Reading Instruction” by C. Cowen, 2016, Baltimore, MD: International 
Dyslexia Association.  
Copyright 2016 by Cowen for IDA. Used with permission.  
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trouble applying the phonics. This is why difficulty with phonics and word 
pronunciation is often a warning sign of dyslexia. 
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Educators  
Using computer-based instruction as the only form of intervention is 
recommended only when other intervention is not available. Consider 
the benefits of a computer-based program according to the specific 
program considered. The instructional expertise is important to 
consider when determining the effectiveness of a program. A 
computer-based program should not be deemed ‘effective’ without 
consideration to the staff’s capacity and expertise.  

Considerations for Older Students  
Middle and high school students must be able to access and comprehend the content in all 
classes, which is only achieved when they decode text accurately and fluently. 
Understanding what they are reading, the vocabulary, and the background knowledge, as 
well as a working understanding of the text's complexities, requires a tremendous effort for a 
student with dyslexia. When students are unable to access information due to a reading 
disability, they will struggle with content in multiple classes beyond English Language Arts. 
Students who are not reading at their grade level will need support from teachers in most 
subjects and an increased accessibility to grade-level content. Structured Literacy, with 
regard to MTSS and RtI support, should not be solely considered for elementary school-
aged students. Students of all ages can benefit from high-quality reading instruction with 
focuses on the Structured Literacy tenants.  
 
Older students who continue to struggle reading should not be considered lost causes. 
These students deserve instruction from a knowledgeable teacher who can fill in their 
literacy gaps and, like younger students, older students need high-quality intervention.  
Closing the gap for older students will require an interventionist with considerable knowledge 
in the components of reading, writing, and spelling. Students in middle school or high school 
may not receive services on the most foundational aspects of decoding text or word and 
sentence structure in the typical classroom. Instruction and intervention in the foundational 
skills of literacy are taught in elementary school, and it is assumed all students already have 
those skills mastered by the time they attend upper grades. Delivery of intervention for these 
older students needs to be based on their specific area(s) of deficits.  
 
While state assessments provide an overall reading score, universal screening can identify 
the specific or targeted area of need. Based on the results, secondary schools can provide a 
multi-tiered intervention class to meet the instructional needs of the students.  
 
A teacher can support students by communicating a plan of intervention, setting goals, and 
providing supports in subject area classes. “Students protect their self-esteem by resisting 
instruction. It has failed them in the past; why should this be different?” (Birsh, 2018). 
Connecting with these students will take time, and educators need to develop the student’s 
confidence and motivation, in addition to providing interventions to help them become 
effective readers. Teachers can provide effective evidence-based instruction to will help 
grow the older student into a reader!   
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Dyslexia After Intervention 
After a student has completed a program of effective reading instruction, the student may 
continue to need assistance, especially with accommodations for ongoing accessibility and 
success. If it is determined that a student being served on an IEP has been remediated to 
the point there is no longer an adverse effect on educational performance, and the student is 
no longer in need of specially designed instruction, it may be necessary to consider the 
student for an evaluation under Section 504. 
 
Good intervention provides skills a student needs, but it is not a cure to the lifelong condition 
of dyslexia. Dyslexia can present with co-occurring conditions as discussed in Chapter 14: 
Special Population Considerations. Dyslexia can be affected by outside stimuli, and reading 
issues may continue even after an intervention. Strategies learned during an intervention 
may require ongoing support and reteaching. Some students with dyslexia never enjoy 
reading, or they may always try to avoid reading for pleasure. 
 

 

Student 
Sometimes after an intervention has been provided to support a 
deficit, it can be challenging to not have the same amount of help as 
before. Remember, teachers are there to help you! Self-advocating 
means asking for help and support when you need it.  
 
Being able to ask for help doesn’t mean you can’t do the work the 
teacher has asked you to do. It means you know what works for you, 
and you might need some extra support to do your very best. 

Dyslexia Effects Beyond Reading 
Dyslexia is a reading difficulty that can impact additional areas of a student’s life beyond 
reading in the educational setting and workforce. These additional areas of impact may 
benefit from direct instruction in areas of dysgraphia (Chapter 9), dyscalculia (Chapter 12), 
or accommodations (Chapter 15), The following two sections are an overview of some 
potential additional areas of impact. 

Writing - Dysgraphia  
Dysgraphia can co-occur with dyslexia in 30-40% of students. Dysgraphia’s effects and 
interventions in spelling, handwriting, and written expression will be discussed further in 
Chapters 7, 8, and 9. 
 
Spelling is a complex process for students with dyslexia and other reading difficulties. Most 
interventions for dyslexia include instruction in spelling to support reading acquisition. But 
struggling readers do not benefit from memorizing lists of words for weekly spelling tests, as 
this process largely relies on rote memorization and visual recall. Instead, all students, but 
especially those with reading difficulties, should be taught using rules that govern spelling. 
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Dysgraphia Unit 
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Chapter 7: Defining Dysgraphia 

Knowledge Self-Check 
1. Can dysgraphia only be identified in a student with dyslexia? 
2. Does dysgraphia only include handwriting? 

Dysgraphia Definition 
The International Dyslexia Association (IDA) defines dysgraphia as: 
“A specific learning disability that affects how easily children acquire written language and 
how well they use written language to express their thoughts. The suffix ia refers to having a 
condition. Thus, dysgraphia is the condition of impaired letter writing by hand, that is, 
disabled handwriting and sometimes spelling. Impaired handwriting can interfere with 
learning to spell words in writing.” 
 
The Cleveland Clinic defines dysgraphia as: 
“Dysgraphia is a neurological condition and learning difference in which someone  
has difficulty with writing for their age level. This can range from issues with the physical act 
of writing to issues with translating thoughts into written words. Dysgraphia is manageable 
with interventions that can help you learn new writing strategies.” 

 
Given these definitions, Oklahoma defines dysgraphia as:  
“A specific learning disability that is neurological in origin. It is characterized by difficulties 
with accurate and/or fluent handwriting and letter formation. These difficulties typically result 
from a deficit in the orthographic component of language and motor difficulties that are 
unexpected in relation to other cognitive abilities and the provision of effective classroom 
instruction. Secondary consequences may include problems in written expression.” 
 
Research to date has shown orthographic coding in working memory is related to 
handwriting and is often impaired in dysgraphia. Orthographic coding refers to the ability to 
store written words in working memory while the letters in the word are analyzed, or it is the 
ability to create permanent memory of written words linked to their pronunciation and 
meaning. Children with dysgraphia do not have primary developmental motor disorder, 
another cause of poor handwriting, but they may have difficulty planning sequential finger 
movements such as the touching of the thumb to successive fingers on the same hand 
without visual feedback. Children with dysgraphia may have difficulty with both orthographic 
coding and planning sequential finger movements. 
 
Although federal law specifies written expression as one area of a specific learning disability, 
it does not clearly identify the handwriting (transcription) problems that are the causal factors 
in dysgraphia–impaired handwriting and/or spelling–for impaired written expression of ideas. 
Some of the tests used to assess written expression are not scored for handwriting or 
spelling problems, so they mask the nature of the disability in dysgraphia. Content or ideas 
may not be impaired.  
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Chapter 8: Characteristics of Dysgraphia 

Knowledge Self-Check 
1. Is dysgraphia characterized by messy handwriting? 
2. Can dysgraphia not be characterized by spelling or written expression? 
 
A common myth of dysgraphia is the primary sign being letter reversals or other letter 
production errors. While some children do make reversals (reversing the direction of letter 
faces along a vertical axis), inversions (flipping letters along a horizontal axis so the letters 
are upside down), or transpositions (sequencing letters in a word out of order), these alone 
are not markers of dysgraphia. These errors are symptoms rather than causes of 
handwriting problems.  
 
Dysgraphia makes handwriting, writing fluency (rate and accuracy), spelling, and written 
expression difficult in the classroom. Students with dysgraphia may have difficulty learning to 
do the following. 
• Form letters and write words correctly.  
• Write letters and words other people can read.  
• Put correct spacing between letters and words.  
• Place letters and words correctly on the lined paper.  
• Write fast enough to keep up in class.  
• Copy from the teacher’s board accurately and fast enough to keep up in class.  
• Organize thoughts and ideas to put thoughts on paper. 
• Spell fluently. 
 
Students with dysgraphia may be so focused on how they are writing that they can’t focus on 
what they are writing. Dysgraphia can lead to poor spelling and difficulty writing age-
appropriate sentences, paragraphs, stories, and reports. Dysgraphia is estimated to affect 
approximately 5% of the population, and it commonly co-occurs with related specific 
language disorders (for example, dyslexia or a specific learning disorder of written 
expression). But dysgraphia is not caused by these other disorders.   

Signs and Symptoms of Dysgraphia 
The University of Waterloo provides this visual example below of a 4th grade student with 
dysgraphia and dyslexia. Consider the characteristics above such as the spelling of “when,” 
“think,” or “pencil.” Also, note the p on the word “paper” and the student’s letters t, d, l, and k. 
This student is not bringing these letters to the top line, or dropping letters like p in “paper” or 
“pencil” below the line.  
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2. Is dysgraphia not characterized by spelling or written expression? 
a. Dysgraphia makes handwriting, writing fluency (rate and accuracy), spelling, and 

written expression difficult in the classroom. Dysgraphia includes difficulty with the 
physical act of writing (including pencil grasp), difficulty writing letters, varied letter 
spacing and placement, difficulty spelling, and difficulty getting ideas written on 
paper. Dysgraphia can include difficulty with writing, difficulty with written expression, 
or both. 
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Chapter 9: Effective Instructional Practices for 
Students with Dysgraphia Across the Continuum 

Knowledge Self-Check  
1. What areas need direct instruction for intervention for dysgraphia? 
2. Will good handwriting come with time for students with dysgraphia?  

Why is Writing Difficult? 
Dysgraphia exists on a continuum of severity, similar to dyslexia, autism, or other disabilities. 
So a student’s instructional needs will also be on a continuum. Educators providing 
intervention in writing need to recognize students are utilizing both language skills and 
executive functions. “Writing is the quintessential ‘mental juggling act’ and thus it takes the 
longest time to learn” (Moats LETRS Vol 2). Students who are struggling with dysgraphia or 
foundational writing skills may experience cognitive overload leading to more errors in 
writing. All skills within writing will need to be taught to automaticity before proficient writing 
can be expected.  
 
Intervention groupings must align with the level of intensity and areas of deficit needed to 
accelerate a student’s reading and writing growth. Students who struggle with legibility, 
automaticity, or fluency may need additional direct instruction.  

Delivering Tiered Dysgraphia Intervention 
An Occupational Therapist (OT) may be part of the team providing consultation on Tier 2 or 
Tier 3 interventions in the MTSS model as discussed in Chapter 2. Interventions will be 
aligned to the student's skills and needs. The need for intervention must not be diminished 
due to the availability of assistive technology (AT); AT is not a substitute for skill acquisition. 
Because these students may not qualify for special education, interventions will be provided 
in Tier 2 or Tier 3 in tandem with the general classroom.  
 
More information on tiered systems of instruction can be found in Chapter 2: Introduction to 
Instructional Systems. 
 
As mentioned in Chapter 6, characteristics of dysgraphia can be found in a student with 
characteristics of dyslexia. We have provided information in this chapter on handwriting, 
spelling, and written expression. Intervention considerations for Tier 2 or Tier 3 will be called 
out in each area below.  

Handwriting Instruction 
Handwriting is a complex neuromotor skill in which the writer must integrate many cognitive 
and motor processes simultaneously (Limpo & Graham, 2020). Having control of motor skills 
includes correct pencil grip, efficient paper position, and efficient posture.  
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Image: Correct and Incorrect Handwriting Positions 

 
 
Paper position also affects handwriting fluency and legibility. Right-handed writers should 
align the left side of their paper to the center of their body squarely in front of them for 
manuscript writing. As they learn cursive, they will rotate their paper 45 degrees 
counterclockwise. Left-handed writers should rotate their paper slightly clockwise and adjust 
their pencil grip slightly about one and a half inches from the pencil tip. If left handers 
position their paper like right handers, they may develop pencil grips that decrease their 
handwriting fluency, speed, and legibility (Graham, 2009). Correct paper position enables 
students to write comfortably and see what they are writing. It also allows the non-writing 
hand to move the paper up so the writing hand elbow can stay in the same position. During 
writing, the paper should move up, rather than the writing hand moving down. Teachers 
should encourage proper grip and paper positioning for writing early, as it is difficult for 
students to unlearn inefficient motor patterns later.  

Intervention 
Students with fine motor deficits will benefit more when intervention of fine motor skills are 
part of direct handwriting instruction. Students may benefit from activities that build on the 
overall fine motor skills and improve hand strength. 
  
Activities for fine motor skills include the following. 
• Molding or rolling clay with hands. 
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• Using pegs or toothpicks to make designs in clay. 
• Scrunching newspaper in one had to form a ball. 
• Picking up small objects with tweezers. 
• Strengthening muscles with clamps or rubber bands.  

Signs of Visual-Spatial Issues 
• Poor spacing between letters and words. 
• Difficulty aligning columns of numbers in math problems.  
• Excessive erasures and cross-outs.  
• Letter and number reversals beyond the early stages of writing.  
 
Visual-spatial skills include not only the correct formation of letters, but also the alignment 
and spacing of letters and words, and the placement of letters on the page. The correct 
formation of letters not only enhances the efficiency of forming letters, but it can also help to 
improve handwriting speed and the readability of writing.  

Letter Formation 
Because manuscript text (print) most closely mirrors the print of the written page, careful 
teaching supports literacy development, particularly in learning letter symbols (James & 
Engelhart, 2012; Longcamp et al., 2005) and orthographic coding (Berninger et al, 1991). 
 
Writing expert Steven Graham (2009) recommends four considerations for grouping letters 
for instruction, and these considerations can be used for both print and cursive. First, 
common formation and motor approaches such as  
1. Straight lines (l, i, t).  
2. Curved lines (c, a, d, g, o, q, f).  
3. Straight and curved lines (b, h, j, m, n, p, u, e).  
4. Slant lines (v, w, x, y, z, k).  
 
Second, letters that appear most frequently in print should be taught prior to those that are 
less frequent (like letters q and z). Third, introduce easier to produce letters prior to more 
difficult ones (examples). And fourth, do not group letters easily confused with each other in 
the same unit (separate b and d, and separate n and u). Additionally, teaching manuscript 
writing with a “one-stroke” (or continuous stroke) approach provides some of the same 
benefits of cursive, particularly reducing pencil lifting, which causes decisions about where to 
place the pencil for the letters in “ball” or “stick” (as in the letters b, d, p, q). These grouping 
considerations are similar for cursive. Lower-case cursive letters can be grouped by the 
“approach stroke” (the connecting line that leads up from the base line to the letter form) 
Such as “swing-up, stop” for cursive letters i, t, p, u, w, j, r, s.  
“Push up and over” letters m, n, v, x, y, z.  
“Curve up, over, and stop” letters c, a, d, g, o, q.  
and  
“Swing way up, loop left” letters l, h, k, b, f, e (Birsh, 2018).  
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Graham also recommends integrating teaching handwriting with letter names, which is a 
multisensory approach. Handwriting warm ups should include naming and identifying the 
focus letters. Teachers model the letter formations and refer to charts or cards with which 
number arrows show the order and direction of the strokes. Other multisensory approaches 
include verbal directions of the process. For example, when teaching the letter “m,” the 
teacher would demonstrate while saying, “m, /m/, pull straight down, push up over, push up 
over, /m/, m.” Students would echo while tracing a model, several times reinforcing the letter 
form, sound, and name. As children progress, they drop the formation narrative, because it 
may take up more working memory, but they continue naming the letters while writing them 
and circling their best efforts. Because of the additional cognitive load of the narration of 
letter formations, there is a debate on their effectiveness with some researchers advocating 
the narration (Gillingham & Stillman, 1997; Slingerland, 1971) and others finding no 
research-supported benefit (Graham, 2009; Santangelo & Graham, 2016).  
 
As children work with lined paper and with the teacher’s guidance, they note and discuss the 
similarities and differences on how the focus letters are formed. Teachers can provide 
instructive feedback with highlighters to point out spots that may need more attention, such 
as an uncrossed ‘t’ or an ‘a’ or ‘o’ that is not closed. The teacher highlights these spots and 
the writer corrects them by tracing the highlighted marks. 
 
Image: Line Directions in Writing Letters  

 
Highlighting the midline to the baseline on lined paper also supports letter positioning. 
Spacing between words is taught with finger spacings or popsicle stick types of 
manipulatives. Handwriting practice progresses from single letter practice to words, phrases, 
and sentences working on fluency to see how many words students can write correctly 
during a timing of three minutes. Ultimately, the best practice to develop writing fluency is 
frequent writing, self-evaluation of best efforts, and teacher feedback. 
 



 

85 | July 2023 

 Image: Handwriting Lowercase Letters with Midline and Baseline 

Transcription: Getting Words on the Page (or the Screen)   
Simply put, transcription is getting ideas onto the page or screen through handwriting, or 
typing, and spelling (Berninger et al., 1996; Cella, 2022). For developing writers, 
orchestrating handwriting and spelling is initially demanding as young writers contend with 
holding on to their ideas while simultaneously considering both spelling and letter formation. 
This orchestration leaves little cognitive space for writing processes such as planning and 
revising (McCutchen,1996). When children have difficulty with transcription skills, they may 
avoid writing and develop a negative mindset about themselves as writers (Berninger et al., 
1996). Because dysgraphia is often identified as extreme difficulties with handwriting, it is 
critical that time for handwriting instruction is built into the school day, working toward fluent 
transcription so there is more cognitive space for composition.  
 
Although there is no agreement in the research on the benefit of cursive or manuscript (print) 
(Schwellnum et al., 2012) text, there are identified advantages for each. Forms of manuscript 
letters most closely resemble the print readers see in books and other texts, so many people 
advocate its use as the first form of handwriting. Because cursive letter forms are more 
unique from each other, there are fewer reversals of letters such as ‘b’ and ‘d’ or ‘u’ and ‘n’. 
Cursive also has fewer pencil lifts in its formation, so again, there are fewer instances of 
letter reversals. Whenever manuscript or cursive writing is introduced, direct instruction is 
needed until accuracy and fluency is achieved. 
 
The Oklahoma Academic Standards (Standard 2) begins with handwriting instruction in print 
(manuscript) in grades PreK through Grade 2 and cursive beginning at Grade 3. Districts can 
choose to introduce cursive in PreK through 2. Handwriting needs to be taught to 
automaticity so writers can focus on extending ideas, planning, and revising. This teaching 
can be achieved with 10-20 minutes per day 3-5 times per week of excellent modeled and 
explicit handwriting instruction in the general classroom (Graham, 2009). Therefore, all 
students need to receive effective, explicit instruction in handwriting processes to develop 
control of motor skills while integrating visual-spatial and language processing skills, “to 
become skilled in accurate, legible, and automatic handwriting to complete writing tasks at 
school and outside school” (Birsh, 2018, pg. 435).  

Interventions  
Students who struggle with legibility, automaticity, or fluency may need additional direct 
instruction. An Occupational Therapist (OT) may be part of the team providing consultation 
on Tier 2 or Tier 3 interventions. Intervention should be aligned to the instruction in the 
classroom with consistent terminology, verbal directions, and close supervision.  









 

89 | July 2023 

– Berringer and Wolf, 2009 
 
Spelling is a complex process for students with dyslexia, dysgraphia, and other literacy 
difficulties. Struggling learners do not benefit from memorizing lists of words for weekly 
spelling tests, as this process largely relies on rote memorization and visual recall. Instead, 
all students, but especially those with dyslexia and dysgraphia, should be taught using 
factors governing spelling. “Approximately 50% of all English words can be spelled 
accurately by sound-symbol correspondence patterns alone, and another 36% can be 
spelled accurately except for one speech sound (usually a vowel)” (Moats, 2009, page 6 in 
LETRS Module 3).  
 
The action of writing words is related to sound sequences, letter patterns, and morphemes 
(base words and affixes). Spelling involves knowledge about the sounds of the language, the 
most frequent and reliable letter patterns, and rules of English orthography, morphology, and 
word origins. 
 
A Structured Literacy approach to spelling should teach students the common orthographic 
patterns of English (phonograms) as well as the use of affixes and spelling rules including 
etymology, morphology, and orthography. Structured Literacy approaches can be 
appropriately taught to very young students. “For young children, research clearly indicates 
that spelling supports learning to read, and for older children, it’s likely that learning about 
the meaningful relationships between words will contribute to vocabulary growth and reading 
comprehension” (Moats, 2005, page 42). 
 

Principles of English Spelling – How Reading Supports Spelling  
(Moats, 2005, pg. 14) 

A word’s language of origin and history of use can explain their spelling. 
A word’s meaning and part of speech can determine their spelling. 
Speech sounds are spelled with single letters and/or combinations of up to four letters. 
The spelling of a given sound can vary according to its position within a word. 

The spellings of some sounds are governed by established conventions of letter 
sequences and patterns. 

Putnam concludes in her article, Using Research to Make Informed Decisions About Spelling 
Curriculum (2017), “The research and support for using word study as part of an integrated 
spelling curriculum is significant and compelling, yet many classrooms are still using 
traditional spelling methods, emphasizing rote memorization and rule-driven instruction.” 
(Fresch, 2003, 2007; Schlagal, 2002). 
 

Traditional Spelling Instruction Recommended Spelling Instruction 

• Familiar to teachers and parents. 
• Assigned weekly lists of words. 
• Encourages memorization. 
• Weekly tests. 
• Does not generalize to their writing. 

• Focuses on word study. 
• Students learn spelling patterns that 

can be generalized to other words. 
• Word knowledge can be generalized 

to students’ writing. 
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● Structured Literacy includes instruction in the following subjects.  
○ Phonology.  
○ Sound-symbol association. 
○ Syllable instruction.  
○ Morphology. 
○ Syntax.  
○ Semantics. 

Interventions  
Students who continue to struggle with spelling need intervention under the MTSS model. 
Spelling is closely related to reading instructions. If a student has poor spelling and reading, 
the spelling may be related to dyslexia identification. Students with dyslexia also benefit from 
direct spelling instruction integrated into their reading intervention. Spelling intervention 
enhances reading skills, but spelling is more difficult to learn than reading. Skills that have 
been solidified in reading may not be as concrete in spelling.  
 
Analyzing the errors of spelling can help an educator identify the skills that need direct 
instruction. “Students' spelling errors provide teachers with insights as to the progress of 
students' understanding of the patterns of the language” (Birsh, 2018). After the student 
completes a spelling task, teachers review the errors, not just for correct answers, but 
through error analysis. To support this analysis, educators should consider the following. 
• Are all the sounds represented in the word?  

○ e.g., if the word is “flip” and the student writes “fip,” not all sounds are represented. 
However, if the word is “flip” and the student writes “flib,” all sounds are represented, 
but one sound is incorrect.  

• Are there phonological confusions?  
○ e.g., the word is “train,” and the student writes “chrain.” There is phonological 

confusion in the /tr/ blend versus /ch/ phoneme. 
• Are basic letter/sound connections made?  

○ e.g., if the word is “cake,” but the student spells it “cak,” then all basic letter/sound 
connections are made, but conventions of the long /a/ are missed. 

• Are spelling conventions in place?  
○ Silent /e/ vowel teams and spelling rules (e.g. _ck and doubling rule, etc.).  
○ e.g., if the word is “live,” and the student writes “liv,” the spelling convention of short 

/i/ is correct, but the spelling rule that no words end in ‘v’ is missed.  
○ e.g., if the word is “badge,” but the student writes “baj,” errors in spelling convention 

are in place. 
• Are meaningful parts represented?  

○ e.g., if the word is “jogging,” and the student writes “joging,” then all meaningful parts 
are represented and the suffix is understood. 

 
After analyzing errors, students can be grouped, based on the area of difficulty identified 
above, to provide instruction based on spelling proficiency. “Small Group instruction targets 
a need, whether that need is in developing phonological skills, learning a spelling pattern or 
rule, or applying orthographic or morphemic knowledge to spelling.” (Birsh, 2018). Spelling is 
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meaning driven and needs systematic, explicit instruction based on the following guiding 
principles. 
• Phoneme-grapheme correspondence. 
• Letter order and sequence patterns or orthographic conventions. 

○ Syllable types. 
○ Orthographic rules.  
○ Irregular words. 

• Position of a phoneme or grapheme in a word. 
• Meaning (morphology) and part of speech. 
• Language of origin (Moats, 2005). 
 
Students will need explicit instruction and multiple opportunities to practice until the student 
masters the skill or pattern. Students need word practice and meaningful word applications 
in writing. Spelling inventories are available through many sources including LETRS, Dibels, 
Spellography, and Words Their Way.   
 

 
 

Educator and Parent 
Students cannot rely on spell checkers until they have 
achieved basic spelling skills. This achievement happens 
around 5th grade for typical students. Students who rely 
on spell checks will need additional proofreading help and 
instruction on implementing spell checkers.  

Written Expression 
Expressing thoughts in writing is often stressful and overly complicated for a student with 
dysgraphia or dyslexia. It can be both taxing and time-consuming. Omissions, including 
leaving out words such as conjunctions, plurals, and word endings, are common errors. 
Some students may resort to the use of simplified vocabulary in lieu of more complex 
vocabulary that is used orally.  
 
Researchers have provided evidence that, “fluency in handwriting is strongly related to the 
ability to produce complex written text.” (Handwriting Research: A Guide to Curriculum 
Planning, pg. 52). Students struggling with written expression may need instruction in 
components of early writing skills in addition to support with written expression.  

Feedback Strategies 
Direct and immediate feedback on student work can support improvements in student 
learning. Some ideas for instructional strategies for feedback are provided below.  
• Compliments & a Wish - Provide at least two compliments in relation to a student’s 

writing and one wish for how they can improve. Alternate the focus of writing 
assignments (e.g., neatness, spelling, grammar, organization, etc.). 

• Red Words + Current Focus (Ex: Transition Words) - Red Words include 
spelling/sight words the student has already mastered. When providing feedback to 
students on spelling, focus on words the student has already mastered and is being held 
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accountable for. Use misspelled words in a student’s writing to drive differentiated 
instruction. 

• Checklists and Visuals - Visual rubrics, checklists for proofreading, or similar tools can 
be used by students to provide immediate feedback, monitor their own learning, and self-
correct. 

Interventions  
Students with dysgraphia, or with a writing intervention, will need direct instruction in the 
writing process (planning, drafting, revising, and editing) and writing modes (narrative, 
informative, and opinion). Writing instruction in the classroom and intervention settings can 
be taught using text from science and social studies allowing students to engage with grade-
level materials. The focus of intervention should be on quality, not the quantity, of the writing. 
Scaffolding and support can assist students in the cognitive load needed to “juggle” writing 
demands. One genre should be taught, modeled, or practiced at a time, needing 
coordination across the subjects.  
 
After observation, writing samples for composition intervention will begin in one of three 
areas: sentence, paragraph, or longer compositions. The Oklahoma Academic Standards 
provides grade level expectations in the writing process (Standard 2) and writing modes 
(Standard 3). Older students with dysgraphia or writing deficits can make progress in written 
expression.  
 
Instruction beginning at the sentence level is the foundation of the composition. “If a student 
is not proficient in crafting sentences, the student's ability to construct coherent, unified 
paragraphs and compositions will be significantly compromised” (Birsh, 2018).  
Sentence Activities 
• Manipulate words and phrases on cards to build sentences. 
• Complete sentence and sentence fragments. 
• Expanding sentences. 
• Edit run-on sentences. 
 
As a student develops the proper sentence usage, their intervention transitions to skills for 
paragraphs.  
Paragraph Activities 
• Identify parts of paragraphs in mentor texts. 
• Provide prompts that are specific and focused. 
• Paragraph frames. 
• Movable sentences. 
• Graphic organizers. 
• Color-coding sentences. 
• Deconstructing paragraphs. 
 
Students with proficiency at the paragraph level then transition to longer writing 
assignments. The activities for paragraphs overlap with longer compositions. 
• Identify parts in mentor texts. 
• Provide prompts that are specific and focused. 
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Twice Exceptional Learners 
As a reminder, twice exceptional (2E) students are students identified as gifted and talented 
as well as identified having a disability. One consideration for this population is to ensure 
students receive both gifted services and services for the dysgraphia. Koifman (2022) 
described the potential for 2E students to be, “distinguished by motor disinhibition, inability to 
concentrate long, communication difficulties, and conflicts with their parents, teachers, and 
peers” (pg. 232). Gifted students may think quickly, and if they also have characteristics of 
dysgraphia, will struggle with transferring thoughts on paper effectively. This can be very 
frustrating for students and may exacerbate the aforementioned behaviors.  
 
Additionally, both gifted students and students with dysgraphia have a comorbidity with 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), but characteristics of giftedness and 
dysgraphia overlap with ADHD as well (Adi-Japha et al. 2007 and Mullet & Rinn, 2015). 
Therefore, parents and practitioners need to keep in mind strategies and practices that can 
be effective for these characteristics that may overlap.  
 
Strategies for these students may include strength-based approaches, including when 
developing a Section 504 Plan or Individualized Education Program (IEP). Gifted students, 
“may feel stigmatized by deficit-focused accommodations'' (pg. 202) such as, “coping with 
the disability,” rather than focusing on students’ talents and allowing the student to 
demonstrate mastery of the content in a variety of ways not including handwriting (Willard-
Holt et al. 2013 in Millet & Rinn, 2015). If the standard addressed is handwriting specific, 
provide scaffolding for the student to first demonstrate their understanding of the topic being 
written, leading up to addressing the writing standard.  
 
For more information on twice-exceptional students, see Chapter 14: Special Population 
Considerations.  

Key Takeaways 
1. What areas need direct instruction for on intervention for dysgraphia? 

a. Students will need intervention in fine motor, visual/spatial, and language processing 
areas based on the identification of needs. Some students will need support in all 
three areas while others will need isolated work.   

2. Will improved handwriting for students with dysgraphia come with time?  
a. Direct handwriting instruction is needed for all students, but students with dysgraphia 

will require additional, systematic, cumulative instruction and practice to achieve 
accuracy and fluency.  
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Dyscalculia Unit 
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a. No. Students with dyscalculia primarily have issues in math calculation, including 
foundational skills of subitising and estimations. Reversals or confusion of numbers is 
not a hallmark of dyscalculia. 

2. Does everyone with dyscalculia have the same issues? 
a. Dyscalculia results primarily in difficulties with math and number-related problems. 

But the way these problems manifest and show up in real life, and in the classroom, 
can be different for every individual. 

3. Is dyscalculia very rare? 
a. Recent studies have shown dyscalculia is almost as prevalent as dyslexia. Although 

it is not as well researched and understood as dyslexia. 
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Chapter 11: Characteristics of Dyscalculia 
Recognition of the symptoms of dyscalculia usually appear in childhood when children are at 
the beginning stages of learning basic math. Although underrecognized over the long haul, 
dyscalculia is not rare, affecting 3.5%-6.5% of the school-age population (Birsh & Carreker, 
2022). The reality is schools seldom qualify a student under Specific Learning Disability on 
the basis of math, even with evidence of severe difficulties and consistent low math scores.   
 
A number of reasons exist why the diagnosis of dyscalculia is masked. The existence of 
another, previously diagnosed, specific learning disability is one of them; for example, 40%-
50% of individuals with dyslexia have dyscalculia (Shalev, 2007). Given such a common co-
occurrence, it is important to stay alert to students’ math needs.  

Signs and Symptoms of Dyscalculia 
Math disabilities implicate one or all of three broad math learning foundations such as 1) 
spatial and numeric concepts, 2) facility with the count system, and 3) language processing. 
For students to be proficient in these skills and concepts, each one of these realms must be 
well-developed, and students must be able to intersect across each of the realms (Birsh & 
Carreker, 2022). Students must also be able to link their mental representations, count-
system skills, oral language, and written math symbols to be proficient in mathematics. 
 
 Image: Daily Barriers with Dyscalculia 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Below are the areas students may experience difficulties and challenges in mastering. 
• Recognizing numbers and symbols. 
• Fluidity and flexibility of numbers (number sense) and ease of how they move within 

numbers. 
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• Visualizing (mental number line). 
• Counting (procedures and principles). 
• Estimates (mental math). 
• Measurements (length, weight, area, time, and temperature). 
• Working with numbers (not understanding how numbers work). 
• Number patterns (e.g., 3, 6, 9). 
• Spatial relations (maps, routes, and sorting strategies). 
• Rules (lining up numbers to work problems). 
• Multisensory techniques to understand what numbers mean (ring bell 7 times). 
• Graphs and charts. 
• Remembering phone numbers and addresses. 
• Math facts (remembering math facts). 
• Quantitative reasoning (understanding word/story problems). 

Dyscalculia Characteristics by Broad Grade Span  

Lower Elementary (Pre-K and Kindergarten) 
For very young children, the most common symptoms include trouble with the following 
skills. 
• Counting upward. 
• Connecting a number to that many of an object (for example, connecting the number 4 to 

that many marbles in front of them). 
• Recognizing numbers and math symbols. 
• Organizing numbers such as largest to smallest or first to last. 
• Recognizing and using number lines. 
• Learning money use (such as coins or bills). 

Upper Elementary (1st through 5th grade) 
The symptoms of dyscalculia often draw attention when children start school around age 6. 
For these children, the symptoms include trouble with the following skills. 
• Counting on fingers with small numbers (especially at an age where that seems 

unnecessary). 
• Identifying small quantities of items just by looking (this looks like needing to count each 

item one by one). 
• Doing simple calculations from memory. 
• Memorizing multiplication tables. 
• Recognizing the same math problem when the order of the numbers or symbols changes 

(struggling to understand that 1 + 7 = 8 is the same as 8 = 7 + 1). 
• Understanding word problems or more advanced symbols (such as > meaning “greater 

than” or < meaning “less than”). 
• Organizing numbers by scale (10s, 100s, and 1,000s) or decimal place (0.1, 0.01, and 

0.001). 









 

104 | July 2023 

encouragement and support are more likely to succeed and learn how to work through 
their condition, keeping it from limiting them in the future. 

 
 

Key Takeaways 
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Assessments 

Differential Identification Questions for Dyslexia  
1. Does the student demonstrate one or more of the primary reading characteristics 

of dyslexia in addition to a spelling deficit? This includes below average/low average: 
phonological awareness (the sounds), letter knowledge, decoding, word recognition, oral 
reading fluency, and spelling. 

2. Is there a deficit in phonological processing/phonemic awareness (the underlying 
causes of dyslexia)? This includes below average/low average: phonological 

Who is Best to Identify the Characteristics of Dyslexia? 
"A diagnosis of dyslexia begins with the gathering of information gained from 
interviews, observations, and testing. This information is collected by various members 
of a team that includes the classroom teacher(s), speech/language pathologist, 
educational assessment specialist(s), and medical personnel (if co-occurring difficulties 
related to development, health or attention are suspected). The task of relating and 
interpreting the information collected should be the responsibility of a professional 
who is thoroughly familiar with the important characteristics of dyslexia at 
different stages in the development of literacy skills. This professional should 
also have knowledge of the influence of language development and behavior on 
literacy learning."  

– Sawyer & Jones, IDA Testing & Evaluation Fact Sheet, 2009 
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Observed Difficulties Dysgraphia Dyslexia SLD Written 
Expression 

Oral Written 
Language 
Disorder 

Forming letters on paper: 
errors in size, spacing, 
proportion, formation, and 
rhythm 

✔      

Copying letters and words 
from models 

✔      

Slow, effortful writing ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Inappropriate spacing between 
letters and words in written 
expression 

✔      

Reading and spelling irregular 
words 

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Sounding out words when 
reading and spelling 

  ✔   ✔ 

Orthographic processing ✔ ✔    

Phonological processing   ✔    

Written expression ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Reading comprehension   ✔    

Vocabulary, grammar, and 
sense of audience 

  ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Organization and development 
of thoughts in writing 

    ✔ ✔ 

Correct application of 
punctuation and capitalization 

✔   ✔  

Differential Identification of Dyscalculia 
Like other specific learning disabilities, dyscalculia can be identified by evaluators using 
standardized assessments to determine what mathematical areas the student is struggling 
in. Evaluations may assess computation skills, math fluency, mental computation, and 
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qualitative reasoning skills. It may also give information on visual/spatial skills, semantic and 
working memory, and functional math skills. We already know specific learning disabilities 
have a high co-occurring rate with other neuro-diverse differences, as discussed in the 
Chapter 14 section Co-Occurring Disabilities. Dyscalculia is often confused with dyslexia, or 
called a “number dyslexia,” which is misleading. Dyscalculia and dyslexia are similar in that 
they are both under the umbrella term of a specific learning disability, but diagnostic criteria 
between them will differ. When evaluating, be aware of other co-occurring disabilities that 
may affect executive function, memory, attention, reasoning, or comprehension skills.  
 

 

Important 
It is important to note, school psychometrists and certified school 
psychologists cannot diagnose dyslexia, dysgraphia, or dyscalculia. 
Instead, they can identify if any sufficient key eligibility indicators exist 
under the category of Specific Learning Disability (SLD) to determine 
eligibility under IDEA. The term, “characteristics of dyslexia, 
dysgraphia, or dyscalculia,” may be used by the multidisciplinary team 
to help document these key eligibility indicators. 

Using Evaluation to Design an Individualized Education 
Program (IEP) 
Once a student has been determined to be eligible for special education services under the 
IDEA, the team will need to draft an Individualized Education Program (IEP) for the student 
based on the student’s areas of educational need indicated from the evaluation and eligibility 
determination. The IEP team should use the student’s strengths to assist in creating a 
specialized educational plan for the student to address their deficits.  
 
Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) include information that assists the IEP team in 
the provision of specially designed instruction. The components of an IEP include the 
following.  
• Demographic information about the student. 
• An objective statement supporting the need for specialized education based on the 

student’s disability category and references to the student’s strengths and weaknesses. 
• Current assessments (within the past year). 
• Current descriptive information about the strengths and educational needs of the 

student, including parental concerns. 
• Consideration of special factors for IEP development, which are questions to ensure the 

IEP meets the student’s unique needs. 
• Annual goals (and objectives as necessary) linked to the area(s) of educational need and 

to the services that would support the attainment of the goal(s).  
• How the student’s progress will be measured and communicated to parents for each 

goal. 
• Supplemental aids and services to support the attainment of the goals.  
• Accommodations for the classroom and state/district assessments. 
• Documentation of least restrictive environment (LRE). 
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measures (other than ordinary eyeglasses or contact lenses) are no longer considered when 
making a determination. 
 
An evaluation is necessary to determine whether a child has a physical or mental impairment 
that substantially limits one or more major life activities. The group who meets to review this 
evaluation and make a decision about services must consist of knowledgeable people. 
Examples of knowledgeable people are school nurses, teachers, counselors, certified school 
psychologists, school administrators, social workers, and other health care professionals 
who, in interpreting evaluation data and determining the needed services, carefully review 
and analyze information collected from a variety of sources. Examples of such sources are a 
pediatrician’s report, aptitude and psychological test results, the student’s grade reports, 
teacher observations, the student’s social and cultural background, and the student’s family. 

Developing a Section 504 Plan 
A group of knowledgeable people develop each student’s Section 504 Plan. The Section 504 
Plan describes the education and related aids and services a student needs and the 
appropriate setting in which the student will receive those services and supports. In addition 
to providing required education and related aids and services, including program 
modifications a student may need under Section 504 and the ADA, school districts are also 
required to have written procedures on their administration of services under Section 504. 
These procedural safeguards include notice of the law and its applicability, an opportunity for 
students and their parents or guardians to examine relevant records, an impartial hearing 
with the student’s parents or guardians and representation by counsel, and a review 
procedure. The procedural safeguards used to comply with IDEA are one means of meeting 
this requirement. 

Section 504 Plan or IEP 
Both documents, a Section 504 Plan and an IEP, can respond to a student's needs when a 
disability is present. A student does not need not start with a Section 504 Plan to procure an 
IEP or vice versa. These documents do not supersede each other, but they determine 
eligibility/qualification differently. As described above, a student’s need for an IEP is 
determined through IDEA’s eligibility determination process, whereas a student’s need for a 
Section 504 Plan depends on an eligibility determination under Section 504 and the ADA.   
 
Major differences between these documents start with the legislative ownership of the IDEA 
or OCR. An IEP’s intention is to provide a student, with a disability that has an adverse 
educational impact as determined by the eligibility determination, special education services, 
and related supports. A Section 504 Plan’s intention is to provide support for a student with a 
disability to ensure they can access the proper educational environment. A Section 504 Plan 
will not provide access to specialized education. If a student has a disability, a Section 504 
Plan may be a supportive tool to ensure they have access to tools and supports in the 
classroom. 
 
Because an IEP is determined through the IDEA, which covers services for students ages 
three through 22, the student’s right to services ends at the end of the school year in which 
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the student turns 22 or in which the student earns a high school diploma, whichever occurs 
first. By contrast, a student’s right to protection from discrimination, based on disability under 
Section 504 and the ADA, may continue into postsecondary education. However, at the 
postsecondary level, it is important to note the student will need to self-disclose their 
disability and advocate for supports and tools since they do not automatically apply to all 
postsecondary educational options. Services and supports available to students with Section 
504 Plans at the K-12 level are not necessarily available at the post-secondary level.  
 
If a K-12 student already has a Section 504 Plan, and their parents (or the student if they are 
18 or older) determine an IEP may be necessary, the parents/student would need to request 
a comprehensive evaluation for special education eligibility. The evaluation process would 
begin as described above in this chapter.  
 
If a student already has an IEP, and their parents (or the student if they are 18 or older) have 
determined a Section 504 Plan may be necessary, the IEP team would need to determine 
that the student no longer qualifies for an IEP under the IDEA. This qualification would be 
done through a comprehensive reevaluation, or the parent/student would need to revoke 
their consent for services under the IDEA.    
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which includes students with dyslexia. The National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC) 
describes three types of students who could be identified as 2E. 
1. Students identified as gifted and talented as well as identified with a learning disability 

(including dyslexia). 
2. Students whose learning disability has been identified but is potentially taking 

precedence over a gifted identification. These students are required to have their needs 
met and should have gifted services offered as soon as possible. 

3. Students who have a learning disability and are gifted and talented, but neither are 
addressed due to their average school performance. 

“Masking” is a term used when gifted traits and characteristics make it seem like a student 
does not have a learning disability that needs to be addressed OR when a learning disability 
overshadows or is addressed more readily than a student's gifted and enrichment needs. 
 
When considering a gifted student with dyslexia, these considerations should be 
remembered.  
• Cognitive measures must be administered when 2E is suspected.  
• Dyslexia or giftedness may be overlooked. 
• Oral language and background knowledge compensate for weak decoding, masking the 

dyslexia, OR severe decoding and spelling challenges mask the giftedness.  
Therefore, educators must be vigilant in looking for characteristics that could indicate 
giftedness, dyslexia, or both.  
 
Some characteristics (such as, but not limited to, those in the bulleted list below) observed in 
students may prompt educators to administer a cognitive assessment. Educators should 
consider multiple areas of cognitive assessment or non-cognitive assessment, depending on 
the student’s strengths. 
 
It is important to note that students are required by law to receive services that address their 
giftedness, as well as receive services to address their dyslexia (or other specific learning 
disability) (70 O.S. 1210.307).  
 
Characteristics of Twice-Exceptional Students 
• Superior oral vocabulary. 
• Advanced ideas and opinions. 
• High levels of creativity and problem-solving activity. 
• Extremely curious, imaginative, and questioning. 
• Discrepant verbal and performance skills. 
• Clear peaks and valleys in cognitive test profile. 
• Wide range of interests not related to school. 
• Specific talent or consuming area of interest. 
• Sophisticated sense of humor. 
(International Dyslexia Association, Gifted and Talented: Identifying and Instructing the 
Twice-Exceptional Student Pact Sheet, 2018. 
 
This is bulleted list not provided as a fully comprehensive checklist, nor should it be used to 
identify 2E students. While many schools screen students for giftedness at regularly 
scheduled intervals, when that is not possible or a student has missed an interval, the school 
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possible (Ortiz et al, 2002).  
Concepts that Transfer from Language to Language 
• Phonological/phonemic awareness. 
• Alphabetic principle (if an alphabetic language). 
• Decoding. 
• Fluency. 
• Comprehension strategies. 
ELs also benefit when they receive meaningful, specific, and immediate feedback from 
trusted adults which allows students to learn new skills without confusion or incorrect 
learning (Carnine, Silbert, Kame’enui, & Tarver, 2004). Feedback can be given in the 
pronunciation, grammar, and usage of English by using the three types of feedback in the 
table below. 
 

English Learner (EL) Feedback Types 

Type Description Example 

Recasting  Do not focus on what is wrong.  
Instead, give a recap of the student’s 
response with appropriate 
pronunciation, grammar, or usage 
while adding additional information if 
appropriate.  

Teacher: Tell me about how an animal 
can survive in its habitat.  
EL Student: He survived with camivloge. 
Teacher: Yes, animals can survive by 
using camouflage to blend in with their 
surroundings.  

Change the 
Mode of 
Response  

This technique gives the EL a choice 
when answering. It helps reduce the 
language demand, but it also allows 
for a formative assessment of the 
student.  

Teacher: What state of matter is coffee? 
Is it a solid or liquid? 
EL student: A liquid.  
Teacher: You are right. Coffee is an 
example of a liquid. It can take the shape 
of its container like coffee does when you 
pour it into a cup to drink it.  

Reteaching  This technique is used in response to 
a student with a misunderstanding of 
the previously taught material. The 
teacher will determine the intensity of 
the reteaching to best suit the needs 
of the student. The teacher will then 
provide an explicit instructional 
opportunity to engage the student 
with the material again. Often this 
can happen informally with the 
student and the teacher, but it can 
also occur in a more formal and 
higher intensity setting. 

Teacher: What state of matter is coffee?  
EL student: A solid.  
Teacher: A solid takes up a defined 
shape like a piece of metal or the wood 
on the top of your desk. A liquid takes the 
shape of its container like coffee does 
when you pour it into a cup. Coffee is a 
liquid. Let’s say it together.  
EL Student and Teacher: Coffee is a 
liquid.  
Teacher: Now you say it.  
EL Student: Coffee is a liquid.  

Modified from Teaching English Learners: A Supplementary LETRS Module (Arguelles, Baker, & Moats, 
2011, pgs. 13-18) 
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Condition 
Description of 

Condition 
Possible Signs/ 

Characteristics (Not 
an Exhaustive List) 

Prevalence Co-Occurring Rates 
 

D
ys

gr
ap

hi
a A Specific 

Learning Disability 
(SLD) that affects 
how well children 
acquire written 
language and how 
well they use 
written language 
to express their 
thoughts. 

Motor Processing: 
● Difficulty forming 

letters to shapes. 
● Awkward and/or 

painful pencil grip. 
● Difficulty with 

letter/word spacing. 
● Messy handwriting. 
Information 
Processing: 
● Difficulty organizing 

and putting 
thoughts down on 
paper. 

● Difficulty with 
written expression. 

10-34% of 
children 
demonstrate 
difficulty 
writing 
(Smits-
Engelsman, 
Niemeijer & 
Van Galen, 
2001). 
  

The correlation rate with 
another learning 
disability is 
approximately 70%, 
although a specific rate 
is unknown (Ehri, 2000). 
  
30-40% of children who 
have difficulty writing 
also have difficulty 
reading (Chung, et al, 
2019). 

 
D

ys
ca

lc
ul

ia
 A learning 

disability that 
complicates 
mathematical 
concepts including 
accessing and 
applying 
mathematical 
skills. 

● Difficulty connecting 
a number to a 
quantity. 

● Difficulty comparing 
amounts. 

● Difficulty 
recognizing a 
quantity without 
counting. 

● Difficulty recalling 
basic math facts 
(like multiplication 
tables). 

● Difficulty making 
sense of money 
and estimating. 

● Difficulty sorting out 
directions. 

● Difficulty reading 
time on an analog 
clock. 

3-6% of the 
population. 
  
  

A dyslexia and 
dyscalculia co-
occurrence is reported to 
be as high as 50% 
(Grant et al, 2020). 
  
Dyscalculia is also 
thought to have a high 
co-occurrence with 
ADHD, but the exact 
numbers of this  
co-occurrence are 
unknown. 
  
  
  

  



 

126 | July 2023 

Condition 
Description of 

Condition 
Possible Signs/ 

Characteristics (Not 
an Exhaustive List) 

Prevalence Co-Occurring Rates 
 

D
ev

el
op

m
en

ta
l L

an
gu

ag
e 

D
is

or
de

r  
(D

LD
) Neuro-

developmental 
communication 
disorder that 
interferes with 
learning, 
understanding, 
and using 
language. These 
language 
difficulties cannot 
be explained by 
other conditions. 

In Younger Children: 
● Slow putting words 

into sentences. 
● Difficulty 

understanding 
spoken directions. 

● Frequent 
grammatical errors. 

In Older Students/ 
Adults: 
● Limited use of 

complex sentences. 
● Difficulty finding the 

correct word. 
● Disorganized story 

telling/writing. 
● Frequent 

grammatical and 
spelling errors. 

● Difficulty 
understanding 
figurative language 
(NIDCD). 

The 
prevalence 
rate of DLD 
is approx. 
7.5% 
(Norbury, et 
al., 2016). 
  

> 50% of children with 
DLD also have a 
comorbidity of dyslexia 
(Adlof and Hogan, 
2018). 
  
People with DLD are 6 
times more likely to have 
reading difficulties and 4 
times more likely to 
struggle with math 
(Young, et al., 2012). 

 
A

tte
nt

io
n 

D
ef

ic
it 

H
yp

er
ac

tiv
ity

 D
is

or
de

r  
(A

D
H

D
) An ongoing 

disorder with a 
pattern of 
inattention, 
hyperactivity, or 
both that interferes 
with functioning or 
development. 
 
Three subtypes:  
1. Predominantly 

inattentive.  
2. Predominately 

hyperactive-
impulsive. 

3. ADHD 
combined type 
(NIH). 

● Difficulty finishing 
tasks. 

● Overlooks details or 
makes careless 
mistakes. 

● Difficulty with 
sustained attention. 

● Easily distracted. 
● Forgetful in daily 

activities. 
● Fidgeting and 

squirming while 
seated. 

● Feelings of 
restlessness. 

● Misplaces items 
needed for tasks. 

7.2% of 
children 
worldwide 
have ADHD 
(Thomas, et 
al., 2015). 
  

30-40% comorbidity with 
dyslexia (IDA). 
  
Up to 60% of children 
with ADHD will also have 
a learning disorder. 
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Condition 
Description of 

Condition 
Possible Signs/ 

Characteristics (Not 
an Exhaustive List) 

Prevalence Co-Occurring Rates 

 
Anxiety 

A generalized 
anxiety disorder 
(GAD) is when a 
person excessively 
worries about a 
variety of everyday 
problems for over 
6 months. 

May present as: 
● Persistent fear or 

worry. 
● Irritability or anger. 
● Stomach aches, 

headaches, or 
fatigue symptoms. 

● Difficulty sleeping. 

Affects 1-3% 
of children 
and 
adolescents. 
  

One study shows nearly 
29% of students with a 
specific learning 
disability (SLD) also 
have an anxiety 
disorder. 

 
D

ev
el

op
m

en
ta

l C
oo

rd
in

at
io

n 
D

is
or

de
r (

D
C

D
); 

D
ys

pr
ax

ia
 A neuro-

developmental 
disorder that 
affects physical 
coordination and 
motor planning. 
This is not a 
learning disability. 
  

● Difficulty with 
coordination. 

● Clumsiness. 
● Difficulty with gross 

or large motor 
movements 
(jumping, skipping, 
catching, kicking a 
ball, etc.). 

● Difficulty with fine 
motor tasks. 

At least 5% 
of school-
aged 
children 
have DCD. 
  

50% of children with 
dyslexia have dyspraxia 
(Kaplan, et al, 1998). 
  
50% of students with 
dyspraxia have ADHD. 
  
DCD is frequently seen 
with other 
neurodevelopmental 
disorders including 
ADHD, dyslexia, DLD, 
dysgraphia, and autism. 

2E
 D

ys
le

xi
a 

an
d 

G
ift

ed
ne

ss
 Twice exceptional, 

or 2E, is a term to 
describe students 
who are both 
intellectually gifted 
(as determined by 
an accepted 
standardized 
assessment) and 
learning disabled. 

● Superior Oral 
Vocabulary 

● Extremely curious 
and imaginative 

● Clear peaks and 
valley on diagnostic 
profiles 

● Advanced ideas 
and opinions 

2-5% of 
children are 
2E (IDA). 
  
  

Up to 14% of gifted 
children may also have a 
learning disability. 

Autism 
Spectrum 
Disorder 

A neurological and 
developmental 
disorder that 
affects how people 
interact with 
others, 
communicate, 
learn, and behave. 

● Difficulty with 
communication or 
interaction with 
others. 

● Difficulty with 
changes in routine. 

● Restrictive or 
repetitive behaviors 
(this could include 
echolalia or intense 
interest in certain 
topics). 

● Stereotypical 
movements. 

Incidence of 
1 in 36 
children (8-
year-olds) in 
the U.S. 
(CDC). 
  
  

Autism and reading 
disorders co-occur 
between 6-30%. The 
variability depends on if 
it is a co-morbidity or if 
symptoms overlap. 
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Condition 
Description of 

Condition 
Possible Signs/ 

Characteristics (Not 
an Exhaustive List) 

Prevalence Co-Occurring Rates 
O

pp
os

iti
on

al
 D

ef
ia

nt
 

D
is

or
de

r (
O

D
D

) Recurrent patterns 
of defiance and 
hostile behaviors. 
Can be mild to 
severe. 

● Frequent temper 
tantrums or anger 
outbursts. 

● Arguments with 
adults or authority 
figures. 

● Frequent active 
defiance to follow 
requests. 

● Often upsets people 
on purpose. 

Ranges from 
2-16% 
prevalence 
rates for 
children, but 
estimates of 
1-3% for 
stratified 
community 
samples 
(NIH). 

High co-occurrence with 
ADHD. Behavior 
problems can make it 
difficult to learn to read, 
and difficulty reading can 
lead to behavior 
problems. 

 
Ongoing research is happening in the areas of dyslexia and co-occurring disabilities with an 
emphasis on family history and stacking of multiple identifications. Researchers are 
highlighting family history as a priority indicator. In asking for family history, it is important to 
note parents may not have been formally identified with dyslexia, and this may note a family 
member’s struggles with reading in school. 

Organization/Executive Function 
The Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University defines executive function and 
self-regulation skills as the, “mental processes that enable us to plan, focus attention, 
remember instructions, and juggle multiple tasks successfully,” (2022). These skills depend 
on three types of brain function:  
1. Working memory - our ability to retain and manipulate distinct pieces of information 

over short periods of time. 
2. Mental flexibility - sustaining or shifting attention in response to different demands or to 

apply different rules in different settings. 
3. Self-control - setting priorities and resisting impulsive actions or responses. 
 
The Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University identifies methods to support 
students’ executive functioning and self-control through, “growth-promoting environments [to] 
provide children with ‘scaffolding’ that helps them practice necessary skills before they must 
perform them alone. Adults can facilitate the development of a child’s executive function 
skills by establishing routines, modeling social behavior, and creating and maintaining 
supportive, reliable relationships. It is also important for children to exercise their developing 
skills through activities that foster creative play and social connection, teach them how to 
cope with stress, involve vigorous exercise, and over time, provide opportunities for directing 
their own actions with decreasing adult supervision,” (2022). 
 
Students with dyslexia can have difficulties starting or breaking down work into manageable 
pieces. Frustration with reading can also lead to avoidance, leading to missing assignment 
deadlines. Helping students to reign in the chaos with consistent routines can lessen their 
anxiety by establishing their internal clock. 
 



























 

141 | July 2023 

a. No. Students with dysgraphia may benefit from a range of accessibility tools and 
instructional tools. However, while pencil grips and other writing aids alone won’t 
address all the issues of dysgraphia, these tools can encourage students to use a 
better grip. There’s no one-size-fits-all support, so work with your child/student to find 
the best fit.3 
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Chapter 17: Resources and Additional Learning 
 
“There is a vast amount of empirical research on literacy acquisition and reading disabilities 
that has been largely untapped by those working in schools...Many educational professionals 
in general and special education can benefit tremendously from this information, not to 
mention developers of reading series and intervention materials.”  

– David Kilpatrick, 2015 
 
“When a flower does not bloom, you fix the environment in which it grows, not the flower.” 

– Alexander Den Heijer, 2015 

School and District Resources 

Pre-Service and In-Service Preparation for Educators 
Although the problems experienced by students with dyslexia may originate with 
neurobiological differences, the most effective interventions for these students, and for those 
who struggle with related reading and language problems, is skilled teaching. For that 
reason, it is critical that educators receive accurate and current information about evidence-
based instructional strategies as well as the science of reading. Effective classroom 
instruction, informed by reliable research using evidence-based practices, can prevent or 
reduce the severity of reading and language problems (IDA, 2010, 2018).  
 
“Teachers must be taught to identify the characteristics of high-quality research and to 
distinguish between research that is trustworthy and research that is weak and ill-informed.”  

– Lyon 2002, 2016 
 
State statute, Title 70 Section 6-194, requires all schools to provided dyslexia awareness 
professional development (PD) beginning in the 2020-2021 school year. Beginning in the 
2023-24 school year, dysgraphia will be added to the dyslexia awareness professional 
development.  The OSDE will provide online modules and PD opportunities to assist districts 
with meeting this requirement. The dyslexia and dysgraphia awareness PD will include 
training in identifying indicators, and effective classroom instruction, to meet the needs of 
students with dyslexia and dysgraphia. The PD will also identify available dyslexia and 
dysgraphia resources for teachers, students, and parents. OSDE will be providing additional 
information and resources for dyscalculia to help educators and families.  
 
“Both special and general educators must be prepared with evidence-based research about 
how children learn, why some children have difficulties, and how the most effective 
instructional approaches can be identified and implemented.”  

– Lyon 1997, 2002 
 
Learning to teach reading, oral language, and written expression is a complex undertaking. 
The competence and expertise of teachers can be cultivated with training that emphasizes 
the study of reading development, language structure, individual patterns of language, and 
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operating systems make older programs obsolete, this book will empower readers to 
explore the most current resources as they become available. 

 
5. Henry, Marcia K. Unlocking Literacy: Effective Decoding and Spelling Instruction. Brooks 

Publishing, 2010. After tutoring countless students with dyslexia, there is one thing that 
becomes apparent: poor spelling can linger long after decoding improves. Many English 
words do not respond to conventional sound to symbol spelling methods or syllable 
types. Students with dyslexia will need a solid foundation of morphology, etymology, and 
orthography that are the keys to truly unlocking encoding. Henry’s book provides a logical 
and effective way of approaching English spelling that offers every student the 
opportunity to spell (and understand) more words with confidence. 

 
6. Kilpatrick, David A. Essentials of Assessing, Preventing, and Overcoming Reading 

Difficulties. John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 2015. Perhaps one of the best books available to 
walk educators and parents through the often-complicated landscape of screening, 
assessing, and treating dyslexia. Kilpatrick provides foundational understanding of why 
students may struggle with reading and how to interpret various screeners to improve 
instructional outcomes. Kilpatrick also provides well-researched evaluations of many of 
the latest and most popular reading programs. 

 
7. Sedita, Joan. The Writing Rope: A Framework for Explicit Writing Instruction in All 

Subjects 1st Edition. Brookes Publishing, 2022. Writing is a task as complex and 
multifaceted as reading—but it’s often taught as a single skill. Discover how to plan and 
deliver comprehensive, explicit, and evidence-based writing instruction with this 
groundbreaking book, aligned with IDA’s Structured Literacy approach and based on the 
latest research. 

 
8. Sandman-Hurley, Kelli. Dyslexia Advocate! How to Advocate for a Child with Dyslexia 

within the Public Education System. Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2016. This book should 
be on the shelf of every school administrator, educator, and parent. It contains sensible 
and well-researched approaches for helping students with dyslexia within the public 
education system. Every SPED employee should be required to read this book before 
assessing and completing an IEP for students with reading difficulties. Read this book 
and banish useless reading goals forever. 

 
9. Seidenberg, Mark. Language at the Speed of Sight: How We Read, Why So Many Can’t, 

and What Can be Done About It. Basic Books, 2017. This is one of the more narrative 
books on reading issues. Language often reads more like a good novel, but don’t make 
the mistake of thinking it is not equally well-researched and informative. Seidenberg 
explores the educational world to discuss why so many teachers aren’t given the basic 
educational understanding to teach reading well in the United States. 

 
10. Selznick, Richard. Dyslexia Screening: Essential Concepts for Schools and Parents. 

Bookbaby, 2015. If a school wants to get started with some practical interventions for 
students with dyslexia, then this book is a must. It is a thin volume that outlines exactly 
how any school can get started with screening and intervening on dyslexia. 

 
11. Shaywitz, Sally. Overcoming Dyslexia: A New and Complete Science-Based Program for 
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Reading Problems at Any Level, Second Addition. Vintage, Updated 2020. Considered 
one of the first, and perhaps best, introductions to the latest fMRI research regarding 
dyslexia and the brain, Shaywitz’s Overcoming Dyslexia has become synonymous with 
understanding how reading occurs in the brain. Shaywitz distills much of the “new” 
science into actionable items for parents, teachers, and administrators.  

 
12. Willingham, Daniel. The Reading Mind: A Cognitive Approach to Understanding How the 

Mind Reads. Jossey-Bass, 2017. One of the latest reading books to enter the market, 
The Reading Mind benefits from its predecessors and seems to sum up the latest 
research with perspective of hindsight being 20/20. Willingham fills in the gaps from other 
books and clarifies some of the misunderstandings all with well-researched examples 
that make fine points about the need for solid reading instruction across the grades. 

 
13. Wolf, Maryanne. Proust and the Squid: The Story and Science of the Reading Brain. 

Harper Perennial, 2008. Although fairly dated, Wolf’s book is a must-read for anyone 
interested in the science behind reading and dyslexia. Many reviewers consider this the 
book you, “actually want to read about brain science.”  

 
14. Wolf, Maryanne. Reader, Come Home: The Reading Brain in a Digital World. Harper 

Collins, 2018. Harper Paperbacks, 2019. 
 
15. Woodin, Christopher. Multiplication and Division Facts for the Whole-to-Part, Visual 

Learner. Christopher L. Woodin and Landmark School, 2014. The program in this book 
utilizes semantic reasoning strengths, and a combination of whole-to-part processing 
and gross motor kinesthetic therapies, to compensate for deficits in working memory, 
expressive language mechanisms, and executive function. Multiplication concepts and 
facts are linked to the student’s existing knowledge base across a broad spectrum of 
modalities. 
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Appendix 



NJ Dyslexia Handbook - Components of Structured Literacy Intervention Checklist

Components of Structured Literacy Intervention Checklist
 
This rubric is designed to help educators evaluate intervention programs. It identifies the necessary components of sturctured literacy interventions and 
will help to identify areas that may need to be supplemented with additional evidence-based instructional practices.

Intervention Name: 										          Date: 			 

Yes No Phonological Awareness

Segmenting Sentences Into Words

Syllable Segmentation and Blending 

Phonemic Awareness - Segmentation, Blending & Manipulation

Yes No Sound-Symbol Association
Sounds & Letters Connected for Both Reading (visual) and Spelling 
(auditory) to Mastery   

Blending of Sounds & Letters into Words to Mastery   

Segmenting Whole Words into Individual Sounds to Mastery

Yes No Syllable Instruction
6 Basic Syllable Types: Identify the Sound of the Vowel Within a 
Syllable   
Syllable Division Rules: Enhance Accuracy for Reading Unknown 
Words to Mastery  

Yes No Orthography
Focus on Spelling Patterns and Rules as well as Word Meanings, Parts 
of Speech and Word Origins 

Explicit Instruction in Letter Formation   

Yes No Morphology

Study of Base Words, Roots, Prefixes and Suffixes   

Yes No Grammar/Syntax

Focus on Grammar & Sentence Variations 

Study of Mechanics of Language & Function of Word Order to Convey 
Meaning  

YES NO Vocabulary

Words Taught Explicitly in Multiple Settings 

Synonyms, Antonyms and Multiple Meanings Integrated into 
Discussions 
Essential Features with Visual Representations for Concepts Indentified 
During Discussions

Idioms Integrated When Appropriate to Situations

Yes No Fluency

Attention to Accuracy, Rate and Prosody

Use of Normative Data to Ensure Adequate Progress 

Yes No Reading Comprehension
Process of Deriving Meaning & Establishing a Coherent Mental 
Model of the Text’s Content 

Attention to Integration of Ideas Within Text and Between Texts

Use of Text Structure to Accomplish a Goal (i.e., explaining main 
idea or recalling details)
Purposeful Teaching of Strategies Related to the Text Structure 
with Opportunities to Apply in New Situations
Access Background Knowledge & Identify Language in Text that 
May be Problematic (indirect meanings, figurative language, 
complex sentences, pronoun referents, new vocabulary)

Use of Graphic Organizers

Yes No Delivery of Instruction
Training Standards and Fidelity of Implementation Measures 
Defined

Explicit Instruction is Provided One Language Concept at a Time

Sequence of Instruction is Systematic and Cumulative

Provides Multisensory Instruction

Includes Assessments for Diagnostic Teaching (Pre/Post Tests, 
Mastery Checks)
Establishes Guidelines for Student Grouping (Size, Homogenous 
Needs)

Notes

Does the intervention program include all components of structured literacy instruction?


