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ABSTRACT: The paper elucidates
the complex nature of dyslexia,
specifying the multiple levels of explanation of this phenomenon and
indicating the causal relations between them. It defines dyslexia,
sketches the way it surfaces across
languages, identifies the overlaps
between the native and second/foreign language learning, and outlines the potential difficulties that
dyslexic learners may encounter in
second language learning. Finally,
research referring to foreign language teachers’ preparedness to include dyslexic learners in mainstream classes is discussed. An account of the components of teacher
preparedness is provided, including background knowledge on dyslexia, self-efficacy beliefs about implementing inclusive instructional
practices, and attitudes towards
inclusion, which can be subject to
change as a result of professional
training. The paper stresses the
pressing needs for the provision of
appropriate and sufficient initial
teacher training and continuing
professional development opportunities for foreign language teachers
in order to prepare them to appropriately recognize and respond to
dyslexic foreign language learners’
needs.

RESUMEN: El presente artículo gira en
torno a la complejidad de la dislexia, especificando los múltiples niveles de explicación de dicho fenómeno e indicando las
posibles relaciones causales entre ellos.
Se define la dislexia y se explica cómo se
manifiesta en distintas lenguas, identificando semejanzas y diferencias en el
aprendizaje de la lengua materna y de una
segunda lengua/una lengua extranjera.
Además, se presentan los potenciales obstáculos con los que se pueden encontrar
los estudiantes con dislexia al aprender
una segunda lengua. Por último, se analizan distintas investigaciones sobre la formación profesional del profesorado que
enseña lenguas extranjeras a estudiantes
disléxicos. En el artículo se comentan los
componentes de una adecuada preparación docente, entre los que se incluyen el
conocimiento sobre la dislexia, el convencimiento sobre la propia eficacia en la implementación de técnicas de educación inclusiva y en la actitud hacia la inclusión,
las cuales pueden modificarse como resultado de la formación y el perfeccionamiento profesional. El autor destaca la necesidad de asegurar una formación docente apropiada y un desarrollo profesional continuo a los profesores de lenguas
extranjeras para que sean capaces de reconocer correctamente y reaccionar ante
las necesidades de los estudiantes disléxicos.

RÉSUMÉ: Le but de cet article est
d’élucider la nature complexe de la
dyslexie, en spécifiant les multiples
niveaux d'explication de ce phénomène
et en indiquant les relations causales
qu’ils entretiennent entre eux. Dans cet
écrit, on définit la dyslexie, on esquisse
la manière dont elle se présente à travers
les
langues,
on
identifie
les
chevauchements entre l'apprentissage
d'une langue maternelle et celui d'une
langue seconde / étrangère et on décrit
les difficultés que les apprenants
dyslexiques peuvent rencontrer lors de
l'apprentissage d'une langue seconde.
Enfin, on se penche sur les recherches
se rapportant à la formation des
enseignants de langues étrangères afin
qu’ils soient à même d’inclure les
apprenants dyslexiques dans leurs
classes. L’article offre aussi un aperçu
synthétique des composantes de la
préparation
des
enseignants,
comprenant les connaissances de base
sur la dyslexie, les convictions relatives
à l'efficacité personnelle dans la mise en
œuvre de pratiques d'enseignement
inclusif et les attitudes à l'égard de
l'inclusion, qui peuvent être modifiées à
la suite d'une formation professionnelle.
Le texte souligne la nécessité pressante
de fournir aux enseignants de langues
étrangères
une
formation
initiale
appropriée ainsi que des possibilités de
développement professionnel continu
afin de les former à reconnaître les
besoins des apprenants dyslexiques et à
y répondre de façon appropriée.
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1.

NATURE OF DYSLEXIA

1.1. LEVELS OF EXPLANATION
Dyslexia has neurobiological and genetic traces. It is one of the most intensively investigated and best-known developmental cognitive disorders
that has been the point of interest for a number of scientific disciplines,
including education, psychology, neurobiology and genetic studies. The
complex, multifaceted nature of dyslexia forces description and explanation
on multiple levels – biological, cognitive, and behavioural, with environmental influences operating at each of them (Frith, 1999).
Explanations of dyslexia at the biological level identify the underlying
brain mechanisms (e.g. disorganisation in the cerebral cortex in the language areas, abnormal magnocellular pathways or abnormal cerebellum),
while descriptions at the cognitive level relate to mind and mental processes
looking at phenomena such as reduced working memory, poor phonological
processing, incomplete automatization, and slow central processing. Finally,
the behavioural level specifies manifestations of dyslexia (e.g. poor reading
and spelling, difficulty with rhymes, poor motion sensitivity, poor rapid auditory processing and difficulty maintaining balance). Different theories of
dyslexia are instantiated by different levels of explanation. The magnocellular deficit hypothesis or the cerebellar deficit hypothesis for example operate
at the brain-based level, while the double deficit hypothesis and the automatization deficit hypothesis, along with a dominant hypothesis in dyslexia
research – phonological deficit hypothesis are the cognitive level hypotheses
(Nicolson, 2001).
The direction of the hypothesised causal links between the levels of explanation of dyslexia is both from the biological through the cognitive to the
behavioural levels and backwards, however causality should be treated more
as probability rather than certainty. Environmental impacts involving learning and experience are powerful enough to modify connections between
nerve cells resulting in long-lasting structural and functional changes in the
brain. Importantly, environment in which the development takes place is
capable of altering gene expression as a result of its interaction with genetic
inputs, in that way influencing subsequent learning processes (Frith, 1999).
For instance, the structural and functional anomalies in dyslexics’ left perisylvian areas (traditionally associated with language), triggered to a certain
degree by genetic influence (biological level), are believed to cause the phonological deficit (cognitive level), which is in turn responsible for dyslexic
reading difficulties (behavioural level). The environmental factors such as
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reading-related activities, reading experience and instructional practices as
well as the orthography (deep vs transparent) of a language being learned
may modify the signs of dyslexia. Phonological awareness and letter
knowledge training can lessen dyslexic reading difficulties (behavioural
level). Reading intervention programmes may also result in altered activation
patterns in particular left hemisphere brain systems involved in language
and reading (biological level) (Ramus, 2004, 2006; Vellutino et al., 2004).
Current knowledge of dyslexia embraces multiple etiological conceptions
and theories (e.g. Elliot and Grigorenko, 2014; Fawcett and Nicolson, 2004;
Nicolson and Fawcett, 2008; Ramus et al., 2003, 2006), which trigger investigations producing a huge bulk of outcomes. These research findings, however, frequently provide inconsistent, debatable, if not conflicting research
evidence (Elliott and Gibbs, 2008; Elliott and Grigorenko, 2014; Ramus,
2014). Complex neurobiological and cognitive patterns in dyslexia have been
identified but they await further research, confirmation and integration. A
comprehensive and coherent causal theory of dyslexia addressing all three
levels of explanation, indicating the possible causal links between these separate levels of explanation and offering a single explanatory framework embracing a growing body of scientific evidence remains a future endeavour
(Nicolson, 2001).
1.2. DEFINING DYSLEXIA
Dyslexia is one of specific learning difficulties. It is perceived as a type of
disability and denoted with different terms across professional and geographical contexts depending on the perception and model of disability they
adhere to, for instance the labels learning disability or learning disorder (e.g.
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders – DSM-5 classifies
dyslexia as a learning disorder, APA, 2013) reflect a medical (deficit) model
perspective, while the term learning difficulty essentializes an interactional
model of a disability (e.g. Norwich, 2009). The later model stresses that educational interventions should be tailored to individual student’s strengths
and weaknesses. The term learning difficulty indicates that the skills must
be learned, while specific implies that difficulties are restricted to problems
with just one or a limited number of skills – academic skills of reading and
spelling in the case of dyslexia.
Dyslexic individuals score poorly on standardised reading tests – quantifiably below what is expected for their age, despite adequate instruction and
lack of visual or auditory acuity problems. These problems seem unexpected
because other aspects of development and performance in other skills remain rather typical. Early signs of dyslexia can be observed in preschool but
reliable diagnosis can be conducted after formal education begins. Dyslexia
is a cross-cultural, chronic, lifetime condition which cannot be outgrown
and typically persists into adulthood. The way dyslexia manifests itself depends significantly on the language being learnt and undergoes dynamic
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changes induced by other environmental factors such as education, reading
experience, effectiveness of special interventions and classroom teaching
methods. Its observable signs (symptoms) differ across individuals (Nijakowska, 2016). Children with dyslexia experience reading (decoding) difficulties
of varying degrees but their reading and spelling tends to be much less skilful and proficient than would be expected of individuals at a given age. Dyslexia is viewed as a dimensional rather than a categorical phenomenon and
as a delay in reading and spelling development (Hulme and Snowling, 2009;
Snowling and Hulme, 2012).
Dyslexia is typically associated with phonological processing problems.
Two contemporary and widely-accepted definitions include reference to the
phonological deficit hypothesis. One of them is a working definition proposed by Rose (2009: 10):
Dyslexia is a learning difficulty that primarily affects the skills involved in accurate and
fluent word reading and spelling. Characteristic features of dyslexia are difficulties in
phonological awareness, verbal memory and verbal processing speed. Dyslexia occurs
across the range of intellectual abilities. It is best thought of as a continuum, not a
distinct category, and there are no clear cut-off points. Co-occurring difficulties may be
seen in aspects of language, motor co-ordination, mental calculation, concentration and
personal organisation, but these are not, by themselves, markers of dyslexia.

Another one is the definition of the US National Institute of Child Health
(2002), adopted by the Board of Directors International Dyslexia Association
(IDA), which states that:
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. These difficulties typically result from a deficit in the phonological component of language that is often unexpected in relation to other cognitive abilities
and the provision of effective classroom instruction. Secondary consequences may include problems in reading comprehension and reduced reading experience that can impede growth of vocabulary and background knowledge.

Phonological processing problems are responsible for persistent belowstandard print processing involving inaccurate and/or non-fluent and slow
decoding (reading) as well as incorrect encoding (spelling), which can cause
dyslexic readers to lag behind their peers in literacy development. Impaired
(late or incomplete) phonological processing and poor word decoding is reflected in a slow rate and low accuracy of reading, as best evidenced by results in single word and non-word (pseudo-word) reading tasks. Poor reading fluency and spelling ability in dyslexia often remain resistant to educational intervention, however, reading accuracy may reach reasonable levels
provided appropriate instruction is available (Hulme and Snowling, 2009).
One of the most impactful environmental factor regulating the way dyslexia manifests itself is the orthographic system of a language being learnt.
As evidenced in a number of cross-language studies, the speed and ease
with which the word-level accuracy and fluency skills develop depends on
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the transparency of the orthographic system of a language in which a child
is learning to read (Landerl et al., 2013; Moll et al., 2014; Seymour et al.,
2003). For both dyslexic and non-dyslexic learners learning to read in a language with a more transparent orthography – with high degree of consistency in mapping letters onto sounds (e.g. Greek, Italian, Spanish) proves
easier than learning to read in a language with a more opaque orthography
(e.g. English) (Ziegler and Goswami, 2005, 2006; Ziegler et al., 2003). Dyslexic reading difficulties tend to be less severe in languages with more transparent orthographies (de Jong and van der Leij, 2003; Goswami, 2000;
Miles, 2000). Dyslexic phonological processing problems are easier to grasp
and usually more pronounced in deeper orthographic systems (Snowling,
2001; Vellutino et al., 2004).
2.

DYSLEXIA AND SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNING

Dyslexia leaves its imprint not only on the development of learner’s first
language (L1) skills, but can also influence the acquisition of additional languages. Therefore, in order to satisfy the special educational needs of dyslexic individuals learning a second language (L2) and to employ effective instructional programmes, it is essential to understand how these learners
develop their L2 (Kormos, 2017) and, consequently, how to train teachers so
that they can appropriately respond to the L2 dyslexic learners’ needs (Nijakowska, 2019). Language teaching pedagogy and second language acquisition (SLA) research extensively covered the area of individual learner differences but investigations into the role and impact of specific learning difficulties (learning disabilities) on additional language learning remain rather
scarce (Kormos, 2017a, 2017b; Nijakowska, 2010; Sparks, 2013).
The Linguistic Coding Differences Hypothesis (LCDH) (Sparks and Ganschow, 1993) proposes that L1 and L2 are interdependent and that success
in L2 learning largely relies on the L1 skills developed prior to exposure to
L2. It assumes that L1 skills form the foundation for L2 learning, problems
with one of the L1 components, for instance phonological processing, will
affect both L1 and L2. The LCDH also asserts that the differences between
students’ L2 proficiency and classroom achievement result from individual
subcomponents of language aptitude (Sparks et al., 1989). Research findings (Sparks, 2013) confirm the existence of strong relation between the
early levels in L1 skills, especially L1 literacy and L2 aptitude and proficiency. The LCDH is consistent with the Common underlying cognitive processes framework (Geva and Ryan, 1993) indicating that individual differences in the underlying cognitive processes (working memory, phonological
short-term memory, phonological awareness and RAN) can explain the correlations between L1 and L2 relating to similar language and literacy skills
and predict word-reading skills, spelling, and reading fluency cross-linguistically. Assessment of these underlying cognitive factors does not require
high levels of oral language proficiency and exposure and thus can prove
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highly useful and informative in the case of the learners with limited L2 oral
language proficiency (Genesee et al., 2006; Geva and Wiener, 2015).
Skilful word recognition requires well developed phonological processing
skills across languages. These skills in one language, no matter whether first
(L1) or second/foreign language (L2) can predict individual differences in
word decoding within and across these languages, even when oral proficiency is not yet fully developed in the L2 (Geva, 2000). Phonological processing difficulties responsible for dyslexic word-level decoding problems in
L1 may affect the acquisition of the reading and spelling skills in L2. This
knowledge is critical in bilingual and multilingual settings. Diagnosing dyslexia in children from ethnic and linguistic minorities, who use their L1 at
home and L2 at school, poses considerable problems. These learners may
not have a formal diagnosis of dyslexia in their L1, while their L2 literacy
acquisition difficulties tend to be explained by their teachers by the lack of
sufficient oral proficiency in the language of schooling (L2) or by cultural
differences. Consequently, dyslexia in L2 may go unnoticed in these learners
(Geva and Wiener, 2015).
Learners already diagnosed as dyslexic in their L1 who attempt to learn
a foreign language may experience difficulties of varying degrees in acquiring
literacy skills. Since the command of L2 is built upon the strength of L1
skills, the L2 literacy attainments of dyslexic learners may be expected to be
inhibited, while learners who possess strong L1 skills are potentially better
equipped to achieve high in L2 learning. Foreign language ability, similarly
to reading ability, should be represented on a continuum. Many individuals
with dyslexia learning L2 would probably occupy the more severe end of the
continuum of L2 learning difficulties. Some of them, despite the progress
they make, will still slightly lag behind their non-dyslexic peers in L2 learning (Ganschow and Sparks, 2001; Sparks et al., 2006). There is accumulating evidence confirming that dyslexic learners experience difficulties of varying severity in learning L2 and L2 literacy skills both in instructed classroom and immersion settings (Schneider and Crombie, 2003; Kormos,
2017a, 2017b; Peer and Reid, 2016). However, there exists considerable variation in L2 learning and attainment among dyslexic learners, with some of
them outperforming their non-dyslexic peers on certain tasks in learning L2
or L1 (Helland and Kaasa, 2005; Miller-Guron and Lundberg, 2000; Palladino et al., 2013; Siegel, 2016; Sparks et al., 2008). Dyslexic learners’ L2
learning and performance in the L2 classroom can be further diversified
(boosted or inhibited) by the affective and cognitive factors as well as dynamically interacting environmental influences (Kormos, 2017b).
Research on dyslexia (and other SpLDs) in the field of second language
acquisition (SLA) and language teaching followed a deficit view as well as an
interactional view of learning disabilities (Norwich, 2009). The former sees
learning difficulties as a deficit which requires educational interventions in
a form of special accommodations offered in the classroom in order to meet
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individual special educational needs (SEN) of learners with dyslexia, the latter perceives an individual learning difficulty as interacting with the environmental obstacles and in that way impeding full participation in society.
Studies adopting an interactional view of learning disabilities are still rare.
To date research on dyslexia and second language acquisition has covered
the cognitive and affective impact of dyslexia on second language learning
processes (e.g. Csizér et al., 2010; Kormos and Csizér, 2010; Kormos et al.,
2009; Piechurska-Kuciel, 2008; Sparks, 2013), foreign language teaching
practices with dyslexic students and effectiveness of instructional programmes designed especially for dyslexic learners (e.g. Košak-Babuder et
al., 2019; Nijakowska, 2008; Pfenninger, 2015), identification of dyslexia in
multilingual speakers (Geva and Wiener, 2015; Martin, 2013) and assessment of the L2 skills of dyslexic learners (Tsagari and Spanoudis, 2013; Tsagari and Sperling, 2017) as well as L2 teacher knowledge and training (Kormos and Nijakowska, 2017; Nijakowska, 2014; Nijakowska and Kormos,
2016).
3.

FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHER PREPAREDNESS TO INCLUDE DYSLEXIC LEARNERS (TEPID)

Foreign language teacher preparedness to successfully include dyslexic
learners in mainstream classrooms is composed of two underlying factors,
namely 1) teachers’ beliefs about their possessed knowledge of dyslexia and
their self-efficacy concerning inclusive instruction-related teacher classroom
behaviour towards dyslexic learners (knowledge and skills) and 2) beliefs
about inclusion of dyslexic learners in mainstream classrooms in general
(attitude/stance). The analysis of the influence of a number of demographic
variables on TEPID showed that the overall teaching experience and completed level of education (degree) do not alter TEPID levels in a statistically
significant way, while variables such as country, level of training (pre-service
vs. in-service), type of schooling situation/school teachers work at, and type
of experience in teaching dyslexic students have effect on TEPID. Importantly, FL teachers who have more individualised and personalised
teaching experience with dyslexic learners report higher levels of TEPID (Nijakowska et al., 2018).
FL teacher knowledge of the nature of dyslexia as a specific learning difficulty, its influence on L2 study, effective teaching techniques and inclusive
instructional practices, and the underlying theoretical principles of effective
reading intervention programmes as well as of the local educational policy
and available classroom and exams accommodations constitutes an important component of teachers’ preparedness to effectively work with dyslexic students in FL classrooms (Nijakowska et al., 2018). Teacher background language-based content knowledge, required to understand the nature of dyslexic language learning problems and principles of effective teach-
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ing approaches, involves knowledge of language and literacy concepts, explicit reading instruction principles, phonological awareness, orthographic
awareness, and phonics (e.g. Brady et al., 2009; McCutchen et al., 2002,
2009; Podhajski et al., 2009). The more knowledgeable teachers are in the
abovementioned areas the more self-confident they are in creating and working in inclusive contexts and in providing dyslexic FL learners with instruction appropriately adjusted to their educational needs and abilities (Aladwani and Al Shaye, 2012; Moats 2009; Moats and Foorman, 2003; Washburn et al., 2011a, 2011b).
FL teachers admit they have limited knowledge and understanding of the
nature of dyslexic language learning difficulties, that they are ill-equipped
to cater for the needs of these students and that they were not and are still
not offered enough training in this area. Importantly, FL teachers also report
that they are very much interested and willing to undertake adequate inservice training (Smith, 2008; Nijakowska, 2014). Insufficient and/or inadequate initial and in-service teacher training are frequently listed as possible
causes of limited teacher knowledge in the abovementioned areas (Goldfus,
2012; Joshi et al., 2009; Nijakowska, 2014). At the same time, there is ample
evidence that adequate professional teacher training can effectively and substantially increase teacher background knowledge (e.g. Goldfus, 2012;
Kahn-Horwitz, 2015, 2016; Kormos and Nijakowska, 2017), teacher self-efficacy in using inclusive instructional practices, and attitudes as well as decrease concerns about inclusion (e.g. Chao et al., 2016; Florian, 2012; Forlin
et al., 2014; Kormos and Nijakowska, 2017; Peebles and Mondaglio, 2014;
Sharma and Sokal, 2015).
Teacher self-efficacy beliefs are teachers’ assessment of their perceived
competence and ability to perform in the classroom so that their instructional behaviour can trigger desired student behaviour and learning
(Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk Hoy, 2001, 2007). Teacher self-efficacy is
context and task specific (Savolainen et al., 2012; Sharma and George,
2016; Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk Hoy, 2001) and subject to changes
triggered by teaching experience (Woodcock and Reupert, 2016). FL teacher
self-efficacy in implementing inclusive instructional practices involves an
ability to manage classroom environment, differentiate instruction, teaching
content, tasks, assignments, modes of presentation, assessment and feedback techniques so that special educational needs of individual learners are
met. It also refers to being able to help learners develop successful learning
strategies and learner autonomy (Nijakowska et al., 2018). Teacher self-efficacy beliefs can influence both their attitudes to inclusion and their actual
teaching practice. Teachers who believe they are less self-efficacious may
show less commitment to teaching and persistence when facing difficulties
(e.g. Malinen et al., 2012; Ozder, 2011; Sharma et al., 2012).
Positive attitude to inclusion involves recognizing the importance of individualised approach to teaching and the need for the educational system to
be flexible enough to cater for the varied needs learners may have. Social
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encounters, direct contact and successful teaching experiences with special
educational needs students can boost teachers’ attitudes to inclusive education (Avramidis and Norwich, 2002). FL teachers who have more individualised and personalised teaching experience with dyslexic learners demonstrated higher levels of TEPID, in which attitude to inclusion constitutes an
integral underlying factor (Nijakowska et al., 2018). Variables such as perceived school support for inclusive teaching practices can further raise
teachers’ attitudes to inclusion (Ahmmed et al., 2012).
Research referring to inclusive teaching practices with L2 dyslexic learners and foreign language teacher preparedness to include these learners in
mainstream classes confirms that FL teachers believe they are poorly prepared for the task (Nijakowska et al., 2018). Importantly, professional
teacher training proves effective in altering these beliefs in that it can lower
FL teachers' reported concerns, boost their self-efficacy beliefs and attitudes
towards inclusion (Kormos and Nijakowska, 2017). There exist pressing
needs for the provision of appropriate and sufficient initial teacher training
and continuing professional development opportunities for foreign language
teachers in order to prepare them to appropriately recognize and respond to
dyslexic L2 learners’ needs (Nijakowska, 2014; Nijakowska et al., 2018).
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