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Understanding Dyslexia: A Comprehensive Guide

Dyslexia is a common neurodevelopmental learning difference that affects how people read, spell, and
process language. It is often described as an alternative way of thinking - a brain-based variation in how
information is processed ' . Unlike a traditional learning disability label, many in the dyslexia
community view it through the lens of neurodiversity, emphasizing differences rather than deficits. As
one advocate famously puts it, “the only disability in dyslexia is low self-esteem,” reflecting that the true
challenges often come not from dyslexia itself but from how society and schools respond to it. In other
words, when dyslexic individuals are misunderstood or unsupported, they can internalize negative
beliefs about their abilities - but with understanding and the right support, they can thrive.

What Dyslexia Is (and Isn't)

Dyslexia in a nutshell: Dyslexia is generally defined as an unexpected difficulty in learning to read (and
sometimes in writing and spelling) despite adequate intelligence, effort, and opportunity 2 . Put
simply, a person with dyslexia can be very bright and still struggle with reading - something that often
surprises teachers and parents. This gap between potential and reading ability is a hallmark of dyslexia
and has been recognized for over a century 3 .Importantly, reading difficulty in dyslexia is unexpected
given the person’s other talents and intellectual abilities.

Signs and symptoms: Dyslexia most often reveals itself through problems with reading, writing, and
spelling. Early on, a child might have trouble recognizing letters, connecting letters to sounds, or
sounding out words. As reading demands increase in school, dyslexic learners may read slowly, make
frequent errors, or avoid reading aloud. Spelling is frequently the last skill to be mastered, and
dyslexic individuals often continue to misspell common words or mix up letters even after they become
fluent readers. Other common signs include difficulty with sequencing, mixing up words that sound
alike (like “recession” vs “reception”), or reversing letters and numbers (confusing b/d or 13/31, for
example) 4 5 . Many also report trouble with short-term memory (e.g. recalling instructions) and
organization. On the flip side, people with dyslexia often demonstrate strong skills in areas not
dependent on rapid reading - such as reasoning, creative problem-solving, or hands-on learning.

Not an issue of intelligence: It's worth emphasizing that dyslexia is not a matter of low IQ or laziness.
In fact, the paradox of dyslexia is that the very same person who struggles with a simple word on a
page may have excellent ideas, understanding, and vocabulary. Dr. Sally Shaywitz, a world-renowned
dyslexia researcher at Yale University, demonstrated that in typical readers, reading ability and
intelligence track together, but in dyslexic readers, reading ability can lag far behind intelligence ¢ .
Her research provided “incontrovertible evidence that a person can be extremely bright and yet struggle to
read” 6 .This is why dyslexia is often called a “hidden difficulty” - an outsider might not guess a dyslexic
person is having a hard time, especially when they show strengths in conversation and comprehension.

How common is dyslexia? Dyslexia is very common, though estimates vary depending on definitions.
Conservative figures suggest at least one in ten people have dyslexia 7 . In a school context, that
means roughly 10% of students - in New Zealand, this equates to around 80,000-90,000
schoolchildren - have some degree of dyslexia. Some research by Drs. Sally and Bennett Shaywitz
indicates the prevalence may be even higher when including mild cases, potentially affecting up to 20%
of the population to some extent 8 . What's clear is that every classroom is likely to have several
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students with dyslexic tendencies. It occurs across a wide range of intellectual abilities and in all
languages and cultures. Boys and girls are affected in roughly equal numbers (though boys may be
more likely to be noticed due to behavioral responses). The key is that dyslexia is pervasive and lifelong -
you don't “outgrow” it, but with the right intervention and strategies, individuals with dyslexia learn to
read and succeed.

A neurobiological difference: Modern neuroscience has solidly shown that dyslexia is “constitutional in
origin,” meaning it stems from how the brain is wired, not from poor teaching or lack of effort 9 .
Pioneering work by Dr. Sally Shaywitz and colleagues at Yale used functional MRI (brain scanning) to
identify a distinctive neural signature in dyslexic readers 10 . In skilled readers, reading tasks mostly
activate areas in the left side of the brain (particularly regions that process the sounds of language).
Dyslexic readers, in contrast, tend to show different activation patterns - they often rely more on the
right side of the brain, which is geared toward visual processing 11 . In effect, a dyslexic brain processes
language in an alternate way: using more of the brain’s “pictorial” or visual centers rather than the
typical phonetic (sound-based) centers 12 . This insight helps explain why reading is laborious for
dyslexics - they're using circuits not optimized for rapid word decoding - but it also sheds light on the
strengths that come with dyslexia. As the Dyslexia Foundation of NZ notes, “dyslexic people use the
pictorial right side [of the brain] - making them slower to process language, but stronger in creative areas like
problem solving, empathy and lateral thinking” 13 .

Dyslexic Thinking: Challenges and Strengths

Conceptual illustration of different brain processing associated with dyslexia. Dyslexic individuals often
process language in a unique way, which presents challenges in reading but also advantages in creative and
spatial thinking.

Dyslexia is often described as an atypical information processing style. A popular way to put it is that
many dyslexic individuals think in pictures rather than the sounds of words 4 . In practice, this
means a dyslexic person might excel at forming mental images and grasping big-picture concepts, even
as they struggle to remember a sequence of letters or sounds. They tend to be highly visual or intuitive
thinkers. This mode of thinking comes with trade-offs: difficulties in phonological processing (handling
the sounds within words) can hinder reading and spelling, but the strong visual and conceptual thinking
can fuel exceptional creativity and insight.
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Dr. Shaywitz refers to this as the “Sea of Strengths” model of dyslexia - an island of difficulty (with
decoding/phonics) surrounded by a sea of cognitive strengths 15 . Many people with dyslexia
demonstrate strengths in areas like:

* Creative problem-solving: They often approach problems from novel angles. Because they
don't rely on conventional linear thinking, dyslexic thinkers can connect dots others miss.

« Spatial reasoning and design: Visual thinking may translate into talent in fields like art,
architecture, engineering, or mechanics.

* Narrative and understanding: Surprisingly, once dyslexic readers get past the word
recognition hurdle, they often have excellent comprehension and storytelling abilities - they
grasp the meaning or the story “big picture” if information is presented in an accessible way.

+ People skills and empathy: Some research and anecdotal reports suggest dyslexic individuals,
having faced struggles, develop strong interpersonal awareness and creativity in
communication.

These strengths are not universal to everyone with dyslexia, but the point is that dyslexia is not a
reflection of how smart someone is - it's a reflection of how their brain processes information. As Dr.
Shaywitz testified to the U.S. Congress, dyslexia's “paradoxical nature” is that a slow reader may still
“think and reason extremely well.” 16 15 Dyslexia presents itself as a learning difficulty, but in
reality “it's actually a whole different way of processing the world,” notes Guy Pope-Mayell, chair of the
Dyslexia Foundation of New Zealand 17 18 .

The Self-Esteem Factor

If there is one “disabling” aspect of dyslexia, it is how it can erode self-esteem when misunderstood.
Children with dyslexia often endure years of feeling “stupid” or “slow” before anyone realizes what's
going on. They may internalize criticism or the pain of seeing peers surpass them in reading. Over time,
this can create a devastating loss of confidence. Guy Pope-Mayell emphasizes that the greatest barrier
people with dyslexia face is often low self-esteem, stemming from repeated experiences of failure or
frustration in traditional school environments 9 . When a dyslexic student continually struggles with
tasks others find easy, they may start to believe something is fundamentally wrong with them. “Dyslexic
people know they are experiencing challenges that others are not and they don’t know why,” Pope-Mayell
explains. “These struggles become the belief that you're ‘less than others,’ not intelligent or lazy. These are all
precursors for low self-esteem.” 20 It's a tragic irony that a child who might grow up to be a brilliant
inventor or artist can begin to doubt themselves simply because they couldn’t easily memorize times
tables or spell like their classmates.

The good news is that once dyslexia is identified and the individual’s lived experience is validated, this
downward spiral can be halted. Many parents describe an enormous sense of relief when the “label”
dyslexia is finally applied - not because they want their child to have a label, but because it provides an
explanation that replaces mystery and doubt with understanding 2" 22 . The child (and their teachers)
can realize, “I'm not dumb; my brain just works differently.” This realization is often the first step in
rebuilding a student’s confidence. In fact, getting a name for the learning difference can be liberating: it
marks the beginning of an upward journey once proper support and strategies are put in place 23 .

Early Identification and the Power of Lived Experience

“Notice and adjust.” A key mantra among dyslexia advocates is to notice the signs of dyslexia early and
adjust the approach accordingly 24 . Early identification is crucial. Studies show that the reading gap
between typical readers and dyslexic readers is already present by first grade and can persist or widen if
not addressed 25 . Waiting for a child to “catch up next year” or delaying support until a formal
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diagnosis is obtained can be detrimental. As Dr. Sally Shaywitz bluntly states regarding intervention,
“Waiting is harmful and not acceptable.” 26 The earlier a child gets help with decoding, phonics, and
other reading strategies, the easier it is for them to become proficient readers.

That said, identifying dyslexia does not always require a formal diagnosis on day one. Formal
assessments (by educational psychologists or specialist assessors) can be expensive or have long
waitlists, and not every family or adult can easily access them. A pragmatic approach - one supported
by many experts and the lived experiences of families - is to recognize “dyslexia-type tendencies” and
start acting as if it’s dyslexia to provide support, rather than taking a “wait-and-see” stance. In practice,
this means if a student shows several signs of dyslexia (for example, persistent difficulty with sounding
out words, family history of dyslexia, high creativity but poor spelling, etc.), parents and teachers can
begin implementing dyslexia-friendly strategies right away. There is no harm in providing supportive
accommodations and tailored teaching early on; these strategies essentially help all struggling readers,
diagnosed or not. It empowers the student and their support network to make immediate, positive
changes rather than watching the student fail and lose confidence for another year. As one educator
quipped, don't wait for a label to start helping. Treat the student’s challenges seriously and
compassionately now - if it later turns out not to be dyslexia, nothing is lost by having used inclusive
teaching methods in the meantime.

Trust lived experience: When planning interventions, it's important to balance research evidence with
the lived experience of the individual. Scientific evidence provides general guidance - for instance, a
wealth of research shows that a structured, phonics-based approach to teaching reading is effective for
many dyslexic learners. However, evidence can be a partial truth, reflecting average outcomes more
than individual needs. Each dyslexic person has a unique profile, and what “the evidence” says is best
might need tweaking in real life. Families often find that lived experience - the day-to-day observations
of what helps or hinders their child - is an equally powerful guide. For example, evidence might say
“repeated practice builds reading fluency,” but a parent’s lived experience might be that forcing their
child through the same phonics drill for the 50th time only leads to tears and shutdown. In such cases,
lived experience tells us to try a different tack, even if the standard program worked in research trials.
Effective support for dyslexia must be personalized: informed by science, but fine-tuned by the
individual's responses and feedback.

The critical role of parents and family: In the journey of a dyslexic child, parents (and caregivers) are
often the true champions. “The family journey is absolutely critical to supporting someone with dyslexia,”
says Guy Pope-Mayell 27 . Parents are typically the first to notice their child is struggling more than
expected, and their persistence can make the difference in getting the child evaluated or the help they
need. Advocacy by parents - asking the school for accommodations, seeking out specialist tutoring, or
simply educating the child about dyslexia - is frequently a game-changer. This is especially important in
educational systems that might otherwise let a child “slip through the cracks” until they are far behind.
If you are a parent and suspect dyslexia, trust your instincts. You see your child in ways others don't.
Don't be afraid to raise the issue with teachers, request meetings, or seek external advice. As dyslexia
expert Neil MacKay advises, parents should ask schools direct questions: what extra support will my
child get? How will progress be monitored? What's the plan if current methods aren’t working? 28 By
being proactive and partnering with educators, parents can ensure their child doesn't get left behind or
mislabeled as “lazy.”

Support Strategies: What Works (No One-Size-Fits-All)

Once dyslexia is recognized, what can be done? There’s no magic cure - dyslexic individuals will likely
always need to approach reading and writing in a different way - but plenty of strategies and tools can


http://www.dyslexia.yale.edu/articles_directors/a-major-step-forward-dr-sally-shaywitz-writes-about-the-september-18-congressional-hearing-on-the-science-of-dyslexia/#:~:text=10,seems%20reasonable%20to%20encourage%20the
https://www.accessmatters.org.nz/dfnz_supports_access_alliance#:~:text=%E2%80%9CThe%20family%20journey%20is%20absolutely,%E2%80%9D
https://www.odt.co.nz/news/national/dyslexics-risk-early#:~:text=He%20also%20advised%20parents%20about,did%20not%20get%20left%20behind

make a huge difference. It's often said that we should change the environment, not the person with
dyslexia. That means rather than expecting the dyslexic learner to somehow just try harder at what is
hardest for them, we adjust teaching methods, materials, or environments to better suit the way they
learn. At the same time, a dyslexic individual can learn to adapt and leverage their own strengths to
compensate in challenging situations. Below are key approaches and principles:

* Structured literacy and phonics-based instruction: The consensus of scientific evidence
(sometimes called the “evidence-based” approach) is that a structured approach to teaching
reading - explicitly teaching the relationship between sounds and letters (phonics), phonological
awareness, decoding skills, etc. - is beneficial for most dyslexic learners. Programs following the
Orton-Gillingham approach, for example, are systematic and multisensory, engaging sight,
sound, and touch (tracing letters, speaking, listening) to build neural connections. Dr. Shaywitz
and many researchers advocate for evidence-based reading instruction as a first line of help 29

30, This can indeed be very effective, especially when started early.

Avoiding “death by phonics”: While phonics is important, it's not the only tool - and it must be
delivered in an engaging, supportive way. For some learners, an overly rigid or intensive phonics
regimen can become counterproductive, leading to boredom, frustration, and a sense of failure.
Neil MacKay warns against what he calls “death by phonics” - essentially drowning a dyslexic
student in endless phonics drills at the expense of other learning avenues 31 . If a child isn't
making progress with a given method, it's critical to switch strategies rather than push harder
with the same approach. Lived experience from countless families tells us that doing the same
thing over and over when it's not working only harms the child’s confidence. In practical terms,
this means educators should be flexible: if a student isn't responding to pure phonics,
incorporate sight-word learning, use context and pictures to support word recognition, or try
assistive technology (like text-to-speech or audiobooks) to help them access content while
continuing to build decoding skills gradually.

Multisensory and alternative learning techniques: Dyslexic brains often learn best when
multiple senses are engaged. Tactics like using sandpaper letters (to feel letter shapes), color-
coding word parts, or doing physical movement while spelling can reinforce learning through
kinesthetic memory. Some individuals benefit from larger fonts or special fonts (like Dyslexie or
OpenDyslexic typefaces) that are designed to reduce letter confusion. Others find colored
overlays or adjusting screen backgrounds can reduce visual stress while reading. These kinds of
adjustments fall under the “change the environment” approach - they remove barriers that
typical print or methods might pose 20 .

Leveraging strengths to aid weaknesses: Another strategy is to use the person’'s areas of
strength to support the weak areas. For instance, if a student has a great memory for stories or
images but poor word recall, teachers can introduce new vocabulary by telling engaging stories
or showing pictures that incorporate those words, rather than drilling with flashcards alone. If a
dyslexic teen is a whiz at computers but struggles to write essays by hand, encourage them to
use a keyboard and spell-checkers or dictation software. The goal is to let them demonstrate
their knowledge and creativity without being unfairly limited by handwriting or spelling
difficulties.

Accommodations in school: Most education systems allow certain accommodations for
diagnosed (or in some cases, informally identified) dyslexic students. These can include extra
time on tests, the option to give answers orally, use of a computer, having instructions read
aloud, or being assessed on content knowledge rather than spelling. In New Zealand, for
example, secondary students can apply for Special Assessment Conditions (SAC) for NCEA exams -
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this might provide a reader/writer or computer use for a dyslexic student so they can fully show
their abilities 32 . If you're a student or parent, it's worthwhile to inquire about such
accommodations. Parent advocacy is critical here: often these supports are only granted if a
parent or student knows to ask and provides evidence of need.

Boosting self-esteem and resilience: All the teaching techniques in the world will fall short if
the learner’s self-confidence is in shambles. A core part of any dyslexia support plan must be
rebuilding the individual's self-esteem and sense of capability. This can be done by highlighting
their talents and interests (e.g. let them shine in art, sports, science - whatever their forte is -
so that reading is not the only thing by which they judge their worth). It also helps to educate the
learner about dyslexia itself: when people understand why they struggle and that they're not
alone, it often relieves the shame or mystery. Connecting with successful role models who have
dyslexia, or even peers (through support groups or online communities), can greatly help a
young person realize that dyslexia is just one part of who they are - and it can even be a strength.
Many dyslexic adults say that once they found their niche, they realized dyslexia gave them
unique advantages (such as out-of-the-box thinking). Celebrating famous dyslexic individuals or
family members can provide inspiration.

Creating new strategies and workarounds: Dyslexic individuals are often masters of
innovation out of necessity. Encourage the development of personal strategies - there is no
“cheating” in finding a workaround that helps you learn or perform better! This might be
anything from a student inventing mnemonic devices, to an employee with dyslexia using
speech-to-text software to write emails, to a child using drawing to communicate ideas before
writing them. Each person can discover techniques that make challenging tasks easier. Over
time, many dyslexic people assemble a toolkit of strategies that serve them well - and often
these strategies involve creativity that can be an asset in itself.

The Importance of the Right Environment

We've touched on adapting the environment, and it truly cannot be overstated: environmental change
is often the key to dyslexic success. A supportive school or workplace that understands dyslexia will
make adjustments that allow the person to perform at their best. This might mean giving more time,
providing information in audio format, using visual aids, or simply offering encouragement and
understanding rather than criticism. When teachers are knowledgeable about dyslexia, they can “notice
and adjust” - notice the signs a student might be struggling not because they're inattentive or
unmotivated, but because of dyslexia, and then adjust their teaching (perhaps providing notes ahead of
time, or not making the student read aloud unexpectedly, etc.). As the Dyslexia Foundation of NZ
advocates, “Notice and Adjust” is a simple concept that, when applied, creates a huge impact 24 .
Coupled with their second mantra, “Get it right for dyslexia, and get it right for all,” it encapsulates the
idea that the accommodations which help dyslexic learners tend to improve learning for everyone 33 .
For example, using clear fonts and providing audio support in lessons can benefit other students too,
not just those with diagnosed dyslexia.

In many ways, dyslexia can be seen as “the sharp end of the stick” of educational change - it points
out where our teaching methods and systems might be too rigid, and by addressing those pain points
for dyslexic students, we end up with improvements that help all students. A compassionate and
flexible approach in the classroom makes it better for every kind of learner. As Guy Pope-Mayell puts it,
“Get it right for Dyslexia, and get it right for All.” The “different” kids (like those with dyslexia) often drive
innovation in teaching that benefits the “average” kids too.
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Of course, we must acknowledge that not every environment will change quickly or willingly. Some
schools (or workplaces) still lack awareness or resources, and some educators still hold outdated
notions (for instance, the myth that dyslexia is just an excuse). In cases where the environment cannot
or will not change readily, we encourage dyslexic individuals and their families to take charge of
what they can control. This might mean seeking outside tutoring, using private testing or advocacy
services, or even changing to a different school if necessary. It also means the individual learning to self-
advocate: as kids grow into teens and adults, they should be encouraged to explain their learning needs
to others and request reasonable accommodations. Self-advocacy might look like a university student
asking for lecture slides in advance, or an employee asking their manager for its written instructions to
be clarified verbally. These are proactive ways individuals make sure they get what they need to succeed
when the environment isn't automatically providing it.

Potential Outcomes if Dyslexia Is Ignored vs Addressed

It's important to paint the realistic picture of why all this matters. If dyslexia goes unrecognized or is
mishandled, the consequences can be dire. A child who continually fails in school can become
disengaged and frustrated. Low self-esteem can spiral into mental health issues like anxiety or
depression. In some cases, undiagnosed dyslexia is linked to behavioral problems - the child might act
out in class or stop attending, out of frustration or to deflect from their struggles. Over years, this can
even lead to life-altering outcomes: there are sobering statistics showing a high percentage of youth
and adults in the justice system have unresolved learning difficulties like dyslexia 34 35 . Neil MacKay
pointed out that a significant number of young offenders had “slipped through the educational net
because of undiagnosed learning disabilities, especially dyslexia.” Judges in various countries have noted a
pipeline from school failure to juvenile crime 36 37 . MacKay warns that if schools stick to traditional
methods and let dyslexic students fall through the cracks, they are effectively “following a formula to
create a criminal” - his way of stressing just how much impact poor support can have 38 39 . While this
phrasing is provocative, it underscores the critical point: not addressing dyslexia is not only an
educational issue but a social one.

If dyslexia is properly addressed, however, the story can be one of tremendous success. With the right
support, dyslexic individuals frequently blossom. Their confidence returns, their talents shine, and they
often become innovators and leaders. It's no coincidence that a disproportionate number of
entrepreneurs and creative visionaries are dyslexic 40 41 . The same unique thinking that made school
tough can be a goldmine in the real world. MacKay noted that “if addressed properly, dyslexia can become
a key economic driver”, with dyslexic thinkers excelling in fields requiring entrepreneurship, innovation
and creativity 42 . Many of the skills dyslexics develop to cope - like problem-solving, resilience, and
communication skills - are highly valuable in adult life. By supporting dyslexic students, we're not just
helping that individual; we might be nurturing a future inventor, artist, CEO, or compassionate
leader. There are countless examples of hugely successful dyslexic people: from business moguls like
Richard Branson and Charles Schwab, to scientists, engineers, artists, and even Nobel laureates. They
often credit dyslexia for teaching them to think differently and persist in the face of challenges.

Finding Help and Moving Forward

If you suspect that you or your child may have dyslexia, here are some steps and resources to consider:

« Start with observation and information: Keep notes of specific difficulties observed (e.g.,
confusion with certain letters, difficulty with phonics, trouble remembering sequences, etc.).
Compare these with common signs of dyslexia (many checklists are available from dyslexia
organizations). The earlier sections of this guide and resources like the Dyslexia Foundation of
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NZ's website can help you understand the typical profile of dyslexia. Remember that you are not
alone in this - dyslexia affects at least 10% of people 7 , and many have walked this path before.

Formal assessment (if possible): A formal dyslexia assessment can be done by an educational
psychologist or a specialist trained in learning disorders. This usually involves a series of tests of
reading, language, memory, etc., and it provides a detailed profile of strengths and weaknesses.
A formal diagnosis can open doors to accommodations at school (and provide peace of mind
through validation). In New Zealand, one route is to contact organizations like SPELD NZ or the
Dyslexia Foundation’s list of Assessment Providers. Such an assessment can be expensive, so it's
worth discussing options with your school - some schools have access to Resource Teachers:
Learning and Behaviour (RTLB) or other specialists who might do an initial screening at no cost.
(Note: Educational support systems may evolve over time; for example, if the RTLB service changes or
is reorganized in the future, up-to-date information would be needed. This guide is intended to be
dynamic, checking current sources so you get the latest on what support services are available.)

No diagnosis? Act anyway: If a formal assessment isn't accessible right now, proceed with
dyslexia-friendly support as if the diagnosis is confirmed. As discussed, acting on “dyslexia-type
tendencies” early is far better than waiting. Implement reading support, seek tutoring, use
accommodations - these actions will only help the learner. There is no downside to teaching in a
way that also suits dyslexic students; it will likely benefit their peers as well. Many educators will
agree that differentiated instruction is just good teaching.

Seek expertise and community: Consider reaching out to local or online dyslexia support
groups. Sometimes speaking with other parents or adults who have navigated dyslexia can
provide practical tips and emotional support that textbooks can't. They can share their lived
experiences - strategies that worked, empathy in hard times, and encouragement. In
New Zealand, the Dyslexia Foundation (DFNZ) provides resources and advocacy. Other groups
like SPELD or international communities (such as Decoding Dyslexia, etc.) have a wealth of
information. Knowing that others have succeeded on this journey can be deeply reassuring.

Partner with the school: Arrange a meeting with your or your child’s teacher(s) to discuss
concerns. Bring documentation if you have any (even a simple report of observations or
unofficial test results). A good question to ask is whether the school has someone
knowledgeable about learning differences or a Special Education Needs Coordinator (SENCO).
Share any strategies that you find help at home, and ask what can be done in class. Keep
communication open and collaborative - the ideal scenario is the school and family working as a
team to support the student. If you encounter skepticism, don't be discouraged; sometimes
providing a bit of literature or asking for a trial period for an accommodation can open minds.
Remember, you are the expert on your child's needs, and you have the right to constructively
advocate for them.

Embrace technology: Today there are many technological aids for dyslexic learners. Text-to-
speech software can read out electronic text. Speech-to-text (dictation) allows a dyslexic person
to write by speaking. There are apps that teach phonics through game-like interfaces, or that
help with spelling by using visual cues. Audiobooks are fantastic for allowing dyslexic students to
access literature and content at their intellectual level without being limited by reading level -
this builds knowledge and vocabulary, which in turn can help their reading. Using technology
isn't “cheating” - it's leveraging tools to learn and work more effectively. In adulthood, most
people type instead of handwrite, and use spell-check; in that sense, school should mirror the
real-world tools that everyone uses.
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* Focus on the positive and build resilience: Celebrate the successes - no matter how small. Did
your child read a short book successfully? Finish an audio chapter and discuss it? Come up with a
clever solution to a problem? Acknowledge these victories. Building resilience is key: dyslexic kids
(and adults) will face challenges, but if they view challenges as hurdles that can be overcome
(rather than a verdict on their worth), they will keep growing. Encourage a growth mindset - the
idea that abilities can improve with effort and good strategies. Dyslexic individuals often have to
work harder and smarter to achieve the same results in academia, which can instill a strong work
ethic and creativity that serves them well in life.

Concluding Thoughts

Dyslexia is a journey of challenges and triumphs. It can be difficult and disheartening at times,
especially in environments that don’t understand it. But with knowledge, support, and perseverance,
dyslexia can also be a journey of self-discovery and empowerment. Many dyslexic people come to
realize that their brains simply learn differently, and once they tap into that - finding strategies that work
for them - they not only improve in the areas of difficulty, but often surpass others in areas of strength.

Remember that at least 10% of the population is dyslexic - you are in good company 7 . Countless
individuals with dyslexia have overcome early struggles to become leaders and innovators in every field
imaginable 43 44 _ They often credit the support of understanding teachers, parents, or mentors, and
the moment when they finally understood their own potential. Dyslexia does not need to hold anyone
back once it's recognized. As the Dyslexia Foundation of NZ encourages, taking action is key: “Simple
changes can make a world of difference ... often this means adjusting the approach and doing things in ways
that suit the dyslexic style of thinking better.” 45 With the right approach, what was once a debilitating
problem in the wrong environment can become a unique asset in the right environment.

Ultimately, dyslexia highlights the fact that everyone learns differently. By embracing this difference -
through compassion, creativity, and evidence-informed practice tempered by real-life experience - we
create an educational and societal environment where not only dyslexic individuals, but all individuals,
can thrive. As DFNZ puts it, personal empowerment and collective effort go hand in hand: “Personal
responsibility and empowerment are key to taking effective action,” and all stakeholders - schools, teachers,
support staff, parents, and dyslexic individuals themselves - should “do whatever they can to make a
difference.” 46 Together, through understanding and action, we can ensure that dyslexia is no longer
seen as a “disability,” but as a different ability - one that comes with its own challenges, yes, but also
with its own remarkable strengths.

Sources:

+ Dyslexia Foundation of New Zealand - What is Dyslexia: Broad overview of dyslexia’s definition,
neurobiological basis, and impacts 47 11 10 23 Includes NZ context and statistics 7 and
advocacy perspectives 33 46 .

+ Shaywitz SE & Shaywitz BA (Yale Center for Dyslexia & Creativity): Pioneering research on the
neuroscience of dyslexia 48 , the “unexpected” nature of dyslexic reading difficulty 2 , and the
Sea of Strengths model highlighting dyslexic reasoning talents alongside reading weakness 15 .
Emphasizes early intervention 25 and evidence-based instruction.

* Pope-Mayell, G. (DFNZ Chair) - Insights on self-esteem and environment: quotes on the critical
role of identifying dyslexia to prevent self-doubt 49 22 , the primacy of self-esteem as a barrier

19, and the need for compassion and adjustments in schools (Notice & Adjust mantra) 24 .

+ Neil MacKay - International dyslexia expert: Warns against rigid, repetitive phonics-only

approaches “death by phonics” and highlights the potential positive outcomes if dyslexic thinking
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is supported 42 31 . Points to links between unaddressed dyslexia and negative life paths vs.
addressed dyslexia and creative success 50 42 .

« International Dyslexia Association (IDA) - Definition of dyslexia (2002): acknowledges difficulties
in word recognition, spelling, and decoding despite adequate intelligence and instruction 57,
reinforcing that dyslexia is neurobiological and unexpected relative to abilities.

+ Additional: Otago Daily Times reporting on dyslexia in NZ prisons and education 52 ; Access
Alliance interview with Pope-Mayell (2021) for family perspective and thinking style 27 53 ; Now
to Love NZ article for real-life dyslexia experiences and quotes on New Zealand’s progress 54

17 . These sources illustrate the blend of scientific evidence and lived experiences informing
best practices in dyslexia support.

1 4 5 7 9 10 11 12 13 21 22 23 32 34 35 40 41 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 52 \Whatis

Dyslexia - Dyslexia Foundation of New Zealand
https://dfnz.org.nz/what-is-dyslexia/

2 3 6 8 15 16 25 26 29 30 "A Major Step Forward" - Dr. Sally Shaywitz writes about the
September 18 Congressional hearing on "The Science of Dyslexia" - Yale Dyslexia
http://www.dyslexia.yale.edu/articles_directors/a-major-step-forward-dr-sally-shaywitz-writes-about-the-september-18-
congressional-hearing-on-the-science-of-dyslexia/

14 19 20 24 27 33 53 Dyslexia Foundation of New Zealand Supports Access Alliance - Access

https://www.accessmatters.org.nz/dfnz_supports_access_alliance

1718 54 Dyslexia didn't stop me achieving my dreams
https://www.nowtolove.co.nz/health/body-fitness/dyslexia-didnt-stop-me-achieving-my-dreams-13941/

28 31 36 37 38 39 42 50 Dyslexics at risk early | Otago Daily Times Online News

https://www.odt.co.nz/news/national/dyslexics-risk-early

51 Definition of Dyslexia - International Dyslexia Association
https://dyslexiaida.org/definition-of-dyslexia/
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