
Dyslexia: How to Align Practice 
with Research and Legislation



What is dyslexia?  
• Is dyslexia real?  
• Why does there seem to be 

resurgence of interest and focus 
on dyslexia?



The Reading Brain



What are Dyslexia Laws?  
• What and where is dyslexia 

legislation occurring?  
• What is happening as a result? 



Interventions 
Provide appropriate 
interventions to improve  
reading skills for 
identified students.

    

5 Purposes of Dyslexia Laws

Early Screening 
Implement early 
screening  for students 
at-risk for or showing 
signs of dyslexia. 

Educator Training 
Equip educators to identify the 
signs of dyslexia and provide or 
refer students for proper 
intervention for dyslexia.
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Resources
Provide schools and districts with  
adequate resources and trained  
professionals to meet the needs of 
students with dyslexia. 

Awareness
Raise awareness of 
dyslexia and specifically, 
a more precise definition 
of dyslexia based on the 
guidelines of the IDA.
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Dyslexia Laws

 6



Mixed Success of Dyslexia Laws
Examples from two states

“Accountability is still lacking, funding sparse and confusion widespread 
throughout U.S. schools about the reading disability.”

Hanford, E. (2017, October 24). States' laws to support dyslexic children mostly lack funding, 
accountability, training mandates. American Public Media. Retrieved October 25, 2018, from https://
www.apmreports.org/story/2017/10/24/dyslexia-laws-by-state

Rhode Island Department of Education ignored a law passed in 
2016 that required dyslexia-targeted screening and professional 
development for educators at no cost to the district.

Iowa passed a law to provide additional teacher training but the 
bill did not come with any funding. Decoding Dyslexia Iowa, a 
volunteer group of 10 to 20 parents and educators has been 
providing almost all of the teacher training on dyslexia instead. 
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Mixed Success of Dyslexia Laws
Reducing Stigma in the Wrong Way

“The language in dyslexia laws can be interpreted 
in ways that allow districts to employ the construct 
of intelligence...By privileging students who are 
labeled with dyslexia, these policies disadvantage 
students who are not afforded the label. If dyslexics 
are creative and smart, what does that make 
nondyslexic struggling readers by default?” 

Source: Worthy, Jo., Villareal, Doris., Godfrey, Vickie., DeJulio, Sam. & Hampton, Angela. 
(2017). A critical analysis of dyslexia legislation in three states. Literacy Research: Theory, 
Method, and Practice.
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Key Elements of Successful Implementation

Accurate 
Definitions

Scope of 
Screening

Screening 
Process

Interventions 
Provided

Professional 
Development 

Provided

Teacher Preparation 
& Licensure 

Requirements

Level of Parent 
Involvement
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MISSED OPPORTUNITIES FOR  
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

Questions to Consider Going Forward 

● How can we best shape these laws to help all students 
with learning disabilities?

● How do we support strong implementation of these laws?

● What  research  is  needed  to  better  address  the  
needs  of  students  with  dyslexia  that  these  laws  aim  
to  help?

?

?

?
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What is the relation between 
dyslexia and special education? 

 

• Do all students with dyslexia 
automatically qualify for special 
education?  

• Or, is dyslexia not a part of the 
IDEA and IEP teams are not 
allowed to use the term dyslexia?



Dear Colleague…

OSERS reiterates that there is nothing in the 
IDEA or our implementing regulations that 
would prohibit IEP Teams from referencing 
or using dyslexia, dyscalculia, or dysgraphia 

in a child’s IEP. (OSERS, 2015)
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What do we know about how to 
teach students with dyslexia?  

• What has research on reading 
intervention demonstrated?  

• How does the type of reading 
instruction students with dyslexia need 
differ from typical reading instruction? 



What Students Need

• Highly explicit, systematic PA and phonics 
instruction 

• Phoneme-grapheme level approach appears 
best (Brady, 2011) 

• Reading in appropriate texts with appropriate 
teacher feedback 

• Some students require a level of intensity that 
may be challenging for schools to provide 

• Building automaticity and fluency can 
sometimes be difficult (Compton et al., 2014; 
Kilpatrick, 2015)



s i p
s a p
l a p
f l a p
f l a g
f l a sh
f l u sh

Sample SL 
Phonics 

Activities: 
Word Building  
and Phoneme-

Grapheme 
Mapping



“Hop up, Marvin. You can bring your rocket to 
bed,” Mom tells Marvin as she pulls back his quilt. 
[Child pauses briefly at word, glances at picture, 
quickly says “blanket.”] 
[picture accompanies text] 

Teacher provides feedback to aid decoding: 
pointing cues, follows up with verbal cues as 
needed; then has child re-read sentence

(From Marvin’s Trip to Mars,  
Laura Appleton-Smith, Flyleaf Books)

Sample 
Text and 
Feedback 
to 
Children’s 
Decoding 
Errors



Common strategies…
Not an 

evidence-
based 

strategy

Not a 
complete 
strategy

A good 
decoding 
strategy

A good 
decoding 
strategy

Not a good 
strategy

Not a good 
strategy

A good 
decoding 
strategy



Further…
Not an 

evidence-
based 

strategy

Not a 
complete 
strategy

A good 
decoding 
strategy

A good 
decoding 
strategy

Not a good 
strategy

Not a good 
strategy

A good 
decoding 
strategy

These are not really different



Further…
Not an 

evidence-
based 

strategy

Not a 
complete 
strategy

A good 
decoding 
strategy

A good 
decoding 
strategy

Not a good 
strategy

Not a good 
strategy

A good 
decoding 
strategy

These are not really different

• Using these makes word 
reading  
– high-effort  
– cognitively demanding 

• Better is to provide the 
highest efficiency strategies 
best aligned with the language 
– letter-sound units of more than 

one size



Integrated Strategy



Motor Control Focused Strategy



How can we better prepare 
teacher candidates and support 

current teachers? 
• What is happening within teacher 

preparation?  
• How is legislation attempting to 

play a role? How successful are 
these efforts? 



Teacher Preparation

• Good teacher preparation exists but is far 
from systemic  

• Lack of coherence with in-service PD also a 
problem 

• Attention to structure of language especially 
important to meet needs of those with 
dyslexia 

• Not intuitive even for highly literate adults – 
requires training (e.g., Moats, 1999) 

• Appropriate legislation and policy can help 
drive systemic improvements



Teacher Knowledge Survey – Highest Error Rates 
(Spear-Swerling & Cheesman, 2012)

Component 
Area

Item % 
Particip. 
Correct

PA/Phonics Identify a word that would be easiest 
to blend (e.g., mash vs. tug)

27%

PA/Phonics Recognize when a child is placed in a 
text too difficult for her to decode

43%

Fluency/Comp Understand listening comp as vehicle 
for building reading comp in weak 
decoders

40%

Assessment/
RTI

Recognize example of a CBM 37%



Must follow incredibly 
detailed instructions 
for doing everything 

Think of ourselves (teachers) as 
astronauts, not Houston

Have packed schedules from 7:30 
A.M. to 7:30 P.M. with a team of 50 
people who plan their schedules

Fishman (2015); Malik (2009) 
http://www.space.com/6711-astronauts-brute-force-rip-handrail-hubble.html 
http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2014/12/5200-days-in-space/383510/ 

Must constantly adapt to 
unexpected events and 
situations no one has 
encountered before



Must follow incredibly 
detailed instructions 
for doing everything 

Think of ourselves (teachers) as 
astronauts, not Houston

Have packed schedules from 7:30 
A.M. to 7:30 P.M. with a team of 50 
people who plan their schedules

Fishman (2015); Malik (2009) 
http://www.space.com/6711-astronauts-brute-force-rip-handrail-hubble.html 
http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2014/12/5200-days-in-space/383510/ 

Must constantly adapt to 
unexpected events and 
situations no one has 
encountered before

Would do the program with 
fidelity, following the structure 
laid out by the authors

Would follow 
procedures as 
designed—even if 
very very detailed

Would still use our “rocket 
science” skills to adapt to 
unique situations



What are current challenges 
and future opportunities? 



New directions … maybe?
transcranial direct 
current stimulation 

(tDCS)“non-invasive brain 
stimulation to modulate 
reading performance in 

individuals with 
developmental dyslexia 

(DD)” 

“Overall, tDCS appears to be a 
promising remedial tool for 

reading difficulties, even when 
applied to younger populations 

with reading problems”



Dyslexia 

Regulatory Scheme 

Medical vs. Educational 
Diagnosis 

Case law



Dyslexia within Special Education 
Regulations

 Not a classification in and of itself.  

 Should be evaluated in light of specific 
learning disability or other suspected 
categories.



Specific Learning Disability

“a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological 
processes involved in understanding or in using language, 
spoken or written, that may manifest itself in the imperfect 
ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or to do 
mathematical calculations, including conditions such as 
perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain 
dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia."  
See 20 U.S.C. § 1401(30) and 34 CFR § 300.8(c)(10)  
See also 511 I.A.C. 7-41-12(a).



Don’t Forget 504

504 Eligibility:  

Have a “physical or mental 
impairment” 

That “substantially limits” 

One or more major life activities. 



Dear Colleague Letter OSERS 2015

Nothing in the IDEA prohibits the use of dyslexia in 
the evaluation, eligibility determinations or IEP 
documents.  
Bottom Line: Balance with other information you 
have.  
OSERS also refused to provide a comprehensive 
guide to commonly used accommodations, 
highlighting the importance of tailoring services to the 
student.



Dyslexia – Distinction between Medical 
Diagnosis + Special Education

Letter to Unnerstall (OSEP 4/25/2016) 
There is no provision in the IDEA that gives a parent the right to dictate 
the specific areas that the public agency must assess as part of the 
comprehensive evaluation; the public agency is only required to assess 
the child in particular areas related to the child's suspected disability, as it 
determines appropriate. 
Exception: if a determination is made through the evaluation process that 
a particular assessment for dyslexia is needed to ascertain whether the 
child has a disability 

OSEP also said: “an evaluation could be an evaluation by a licensed 
physician to determine a child’s medically related disability that results in 
the child’s need for special education and related services.” 



Dyslexia – Distinction between Medical 
Diagnosis + Special Education Cont.

What to do if parent submits medical diagnosis of Dyslexia?  

Still conduct evaluation if you haven’t already 

CCC team can evaluate the information provided by the 
physician.  

For example, if a diagnosis, but nothing more evidence-wise 
is provided, less weight should be given to the physician's 
diagnosis.



Spokane School District (Nov. 22, 2016; 116 
LRP 50577

Student diagnosed with dyslexia evaluated and found eligible 
under Speech or Language Impairment.  
Parent disputed and sought IEE.  
Hearing Officer found that parents not entitled to IEE at public 
expense because parent had not demonstrated that School’s 
evaluation was inappropriate.  
School provided proper notice, obtained consent, employed 
qualified individuals and used appropriate assessment tools. 



Fenton Area Public Schools (SEA Michigan 
2005)

Mother sought special education for college bound student to “maximize her potential” 
Student had good grades and belonged to National Honor Society 

AND a diagnosis of Dyslexia 

School found student ineligible for special education services 

Court’s Decision:  
 Even though a "severe discrepancy" exists, a student is not eligible  
for special education services merely because of the presence of a disability such as 
dyslexia.  

44 IDELR 293 (SEA MI 2005)



I.S. v. School Town of Munster (N.D. Ind. 2014)
Student with severe dyslexia 

First IEP had READ 180 written into it 
Second IEP did not have specific program, but in the IEP notes described that 
school would continue using READ 180 

Parents challenged FAPE 

Court’s Decision:  
 To the contrary, I.S.'s progress, if any, would simply show that  
he overcame a deficient IEP, not that the School provided him an adequate one. 
64 IDELR 40

















Additional Reference Slides



Definition

Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that 
is neurobiological in origin. It is 

characterized by difficulties with accurate 
and/or fluent word recognition and by poor 

spelling and decoding abilities. 



Resource if no program: Phinder

Enter a sound-spelling and get 
a list of words that contain it

Find it along with a lesson 
plan template at 
devinkearns.org



Virginia Dyslexia Module
• http://www.doe.virginia.gov/teaching/

licensure/dyslexia-training/index.shtml



Famous People with Dyslexia



1. A common characteristic of dyslexia contained 
within all major definitions of dyslexia is  

 a. Reversals or “backwards” reading  

 b. Word-reading difficulties 

 c. Poor comprehension  

 d. Visual deficits  



2. One advantage of neuroimaging is that 

a. It provides information about the processes readers use to 
recognize words, which can provide insights about that instruction 
that will facilitate learning to read  

 b. It can be used by schools to reliably identify students with dyslexia  

c. It demonstrates that the “classical” pattern of activation in the 
reading brain is the same for students with and without reading 
disabilities; students with dyslexia just process slower  

 d. It has resulted in novel approaches to reading instruction for 
students with dyslexia 



3. Overactivation of parts of the brain not typically involved in 
reading in individuals with dyslexia suggests that  

 a. Readers with dyslexia are more likely to be gifted 

 b. Readers with dyslexia are more likely to have attention 
deficit hyperactivity disorder 

c. Readers with dyslexia may rely on other systems of the 
brain to read words rather than the process of mapping 
graphemes to phonemes 

d. Readers with dyslexia would benefit from medication 



4. Research has consistently demonstrated that 
students with dyslexia benefit from  

 a. Whole- word instruction 

 b. Phonologically based word-reading instruction  

 c. A balanced literacy approach  

 d. Using cues, such as context in order to read words 



5. The Individuals With Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
defines _______ as “a process based on the child’s response 
to scientific, research- based intervention” for the purpose 
of identifying students with a specific learning disability. 

 a. CBM 

 b. SLD 

 c. IEP 

 d. RTI 



6. In order for a student to be eligible for services under IDEA, the 
student must  

a. Be identified as having a disability that falls under one of the 
IDEA’s categories of a disability and demonstrate an educational need 

b. Be identified as having a disability that falls under one of IDEA’s 
categories of a disability 

c. Be performing at a lower level than grade- level peers and fail to 
demonstrate sufficient progress following instructional intervention 

d. Demonstrate a discrepancy between IQ and achievement  



7. True of false: According to the IDEA, 
schools are prohibited from providing special 
education services for students with dyslexia.  



8. To assess a student’s word- decoding skills, which of the following 
assessments should the practitioner choose to administer? An 
assessment that includes a task requiring the student to  

 a. Silently read three sentences  

 b. Read a list of nonsense words in isolation 

 c. Spell nonsense words  

 d. Write single- letter graphemes that are presented orally  



9. True or false: High -quality instruction can prevent 
some reading problems and reduce the impact of more 
severe reading difficulties. 



10. When students’ reading development lags behind 
that of their classmates, they are at a disadvantage in  

 a. Reading  

 b. Writing 
  
 c. Mathematics  

 d. All of the above  



11. Structures literacy approaches that include explicit, 
systematic, and _______ instruction are recommended for 
students with dyslexia.  

 a. Broad  

 b. Sequential  

 c. Narrow  

 d. Interest- based  



12. Structured literacy directly addresses weaknesses 
in phonological skills, _______, and spelling. 

 a. Reading  

 b. Comprehension  

 c. Decoding  

 d. Language  



13. True or false: When students make errors during 
oral reading, teachers should provide immediate 
corrective feedback rather than wait until students 
finish reading.  



14. Which of the following does not reflect structured literacy?  

a. Students are provided with many practice opportunities to 
apply a specific phonics skill, such as recognizing words with the 
silent-e pattern. 

b. Teachers provide multiple examples and nonexamples of 
concepts.  

c. Leveled and predictable texts are used for oral reading practice.  

d. Spelling words reflect the letter patterns being taught during 
reading instruction. 



15. True or false: Students who make frequent self- 
corrections are fluent readers.  



16. To help students learn to identify syllables, an 
evidence- based strategy is to teach them to divide words 
into parts so that every part has a _______.  

 a. Schwa sound  

 b. Vowel sound  

 c. Consonant letter  

 d. Consonant cluster  



17. True or false: Students with dyslexia often 
know more written words than spoken words.  



18. Students benefit from practice with reading _______ 
words, helping them to learn to make their pronunciations 
more fluid and natural by using appropriate stress patterns.  

 a. Challenging  

 b. Uncommon  

 c. Easy  

 d. Nonsense  



19. True or false: Good readers use 
context as a decoding strategy. 



20. Teaching students to identify and manipulate _______ 
to change the pronunciation and meaning of words can 
improve vocabulary and reading comprehension.  

 a. Syllables  

 b. Morphemes  

 c. Phonemes 

 d. Consonants  



21. What type of assistive technology can be beneficial for 
students with dyslexia who exhibit weak decoding skills, 
low levels of fluency, and strong listening comprehension 
skills?  

 a. E- reader  

 b. Text-to-speech  

 c. Word processor  

 d. Word predictor  



22. What type of technology would benefit a student 
with poor spelling and writing organization and 
structure?  

 a. E- reader  

 b. Text-to-speech  

 c. Word processor  

 d. Word predictor  



23. True of false: Assistive technology can 
replace effective intervention strategies in 
reading and writing.  



24. Orton Gillingham (OG) is best described as  

 a. A reading program designed for students with dyslexia  

 b. An instructional approach based upon learning styles 
theory  

c. A language- based, direct, systematic, multisensory, and 
diagnostic approach to reading instruction 

d. A balanced approach to literacy instruction that includes 
phonics and whole- word instruction  



33. Teachers who take a 30- hours OG course will  

 a. Be certified OG tutors  

b. Receive training in “branded” OG curricula, such as the Wilson 
Reading System or Spalding  

 c. Learn advanced instructional skills related to morphology, 
syntax, and comprehension 

d. Possess a deeper knowledge about the structure of English 
language and know a variety of new strategies that can be used to 
support the reading development of struggling readers 


