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Abstract 

 This capstone project aims to look at the learning disability known as dyslexia as it 

relates to the language learning student population; both English language learners and bilingual 

students. The research addresses a problem that is three-fold: the growing population of 

dyslexics and language learners worldwide, the large number of undiagnosed and/or unaddressed 

students with dyslexia and the lack of teacher training in regards to best teaching practices for 

these students. The solution to the problem is creating greater awareness of dyslexia, as well as 

providing more teacher training for helping theses students flourish. This capstone project 

concludes with a 3-hour professional development course designed for current bilingual and ELL 

teachers focused on dyslexia awareness and classroom practices. As a result of this research and 

the accompanying product, dyslexic language learners will receive the services and 

accommodations they truly need and will experience greater success in the academic setting. 

Keywords: dyslexia, bilingualism, English language learner, learning disability, 

professional development, best classroom practices 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Imagine being 9 years old and sitting in your classroom as you do 5 days a week. You do 

not hear the language you love; the one you think in, dream in, the language you feel strong in. 

Instead what you are hearing is a new language, English, all around you. The teacher, your 

fellow students, the words on the wall, the words coming from the speaker in the ceiling, they are 

all foreign. It has been many months since your family came to New York, but you are still trying 

to find your way. You have learned quite a bit of English by listening to your teachers and your 

classmates. However, you stay quiet most of the time, not talking unless it is necessary. Maybe 

someday you will feel strong in English like you are strong with Spanish, but not today. 

However, there is more. When you try to read a book, the letters seem to be mixed up. The 

sounds you have been taught in isolation are not connecting to the print you see on the page. 

Nothing makes sense. It seems like you’re experiencing everything for the first time. You can see 

the words and you can see the picture. You even know the English words for the pictures you 

see- there is a dog, a chair, and ice cream. However, you cannot make any sense of the words on 

the page. They seem fuzzy and mixed up and your eyes do not know where to focus. You are an 

English Language Learner. You are also dyslexic. 

The above scenario is not an isolated case. “Dyslexia affects approximately one in five 

children and is estimated to make up for at least 80 percent of all learning disabilities, according 

to the U.S Department of Education” (Shaywitz, 2020, p.29). Dyslexia, from a neurological 

perspective, is a disruption of the neural systems within the brain. It affects one’s ability to make 

appropriate sound to print connections, phonetically spell words at grade level, recognize high 

frequency words and apply rules of phonemic awareness while reading (Shaywitz 2020). 
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Dyslexia is not a sign of low intelligence or of low IQ. In fact, by its very definition dyslexia is 

an “unexpected difficulty in learning to read” because it is an isolated weakness (Shaywitz 2020, 

p.24).  Students with dyslexia may struggle to remember letter names, sounds and to make 

phonemic connections. However, their comprehension and personal connections to reading far 

surpass peers. They often excel with complex math equations, engineering processes and in the 

creative arts. Physician McCready notes in his research the “paradoxical association of dyslexia 

with creativity and intellectual superiority” (Shaywitz, 2020, p.24). What sets these incredibly 

bright, but low reading students apart-both positively and negatively- and how do we move 

forward as their educators?  

The problem here is threefold: 

1. Dyslexia is a widespread learning disability, affecting 20-30% of students worldwide. 

“Seventy to 80 percent of American children learn how to transform printed symbols into 

phonetic code without much difficulty. For the remainder, however, written symbols 

remain a mystery. These children are dyslexic” (Shaywitz, 2003, p.51). 

2. A large percentage of dyslexic students remain undiagnosed and therefore are not 

learning to their full potential. “Less than one-third of children who were dyslexic were 

receiving school services for their reading difficulty…this large-scale under-identification 

of dyslexic children is particularly worrisome because even when school identification 

takes place, it occurs relatively late-often past the optimal age for intervention” (Shaywitz 

2020, p.30). 

3. Teachers deserve to be properly trained in the most effective ways to teach their dyslexic 

students. “All teachers want their students to learn to read, but many simply do not have a 
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source of good, reliable information about effective research-based reading programs” 

(Shaywitz, 2003, p. 262). 

Untreated dyslexia is a large problem that is often overlooked in the world of special 

education and learning disabilities. However, it is vital that we address the needs of these unique 

and gifted students moving forward, as well as make sure that as educators we are properly 

trained and equipped to help them. Since the problem is three fold, the solution must also be 

threefold. The solution we will we seek throughout the following research is to answer these 

three questions. 

1. How can we eradicate the stigma of dyslexia and instead turn the spotlight towards 

the advantages of this type of neurodiversity?  

2. Many students go undiagnosed because the warning signs are overlooked or ignored 

completely. How can we help parents and educators know what red flags to look for  

in order to correctly identify and diagnose dyslexia? 

3. Teachers often have very little or no training in the art and science of teaching 

dyslexic children to read. What are some best practices for teachers to use with their 

bilingual/ELL children? 

 The purpose of this project is to put the spotlight on dyslexic ELL and bilingual students, 

recognizing their differences, and preparing educators to most effectively teach them. In the 

following research, we will gain a better understanding of how dyslexia presents itself in the 

language learning community, what the research shows, and how to prepare teachers to best 

educate these students within their classrooms. In chapter 2 we will gain a deeper understanding 

of what dyslexia is and how it is diagnosed. We will also look at the achievement gaps that exist 

between typical bilingual students and bilingual students with dyslexia. Additionally, we will 
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address the topic of teacher unpreparedness when it comes to teaching these types of 

neurodiverse students. Moving into chapter 3, we will address the lack of teacher training by 

providing professional development and teacher training. Chapter 4 will wrap up our research 

and discuss steps we can take as educators moving forward. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The following chapter will look at current research as it relates to dyslexia within 

multilingual education. It is important to note that at times, the word ‘bilingual’ will be used for 

consistency’s sake, but it should be noted that the research also refers to students who are 

English language learners. First, we will look at who these English language learners are and 

what characteristics we see consistently within this population. Second, we will look at the 

history and current research behind dyslexia and what exactly dyslexia is. Third, we will look at 

how dyslexia is diagnosed, why so many students go undiagnosed, and what signs to look for in 

our students who we have concerns about. Next, we will compare the educational achievement of 

typical bilingual students in school with dyslexic bilingual students. Finally, we will look at the 

preparedness of teachers as it relates to educating the bilingual dyslexic population. 

Defining bilingual and ELL learners 

English language learners are a growing population of students in the public schools 

across the United States. In fact, there are 4.8 million English Language Learners (ELL) and 

bilingual students in the public school system, accounting for approximately 10% of the 

nationwide K-12 population. (Brutt-Griffler & Jang, 2022). “The number of ELLs in the U.S. 

grew 28.1% between the 2000–01 school year and the 2016–17 school year. Forty-three states 

the ELL student population increase” and only seven states saw this number decrease (US 

Department of Education, 2022). 

However, the number of bilingual students is gradually decreasing as the students age out 

of the system. In 2016, 8.2% of the total 6th grade population in the U.S were English language 

learners and by 12th grade, they made up only 3.9% of the total student population (Brutt-Griffler 

& Jang, 2022). This decrease in number may be a result of students testing out of bilingual 
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programs and/or losing competency in their native language, resulting in more monolingual, 

English speakers. 

The highest population of student language learners in the United States is in California, 

Texas, Florida, Illinois and New York. In NYS alone there are “250,000 ELL students speaking 

more than 200 different languages” (Brutt-Griffler & Jang, 2022, p. 2) with Spanish being the 

most common home language. 

Students who are identified as language learners are usually placed in an ‘English as a 

new language’ or a bilingual program at school. These types of academic settings promote strong 

academics as well as opportunity for identity formation amongst a diverse group of students. 

This type of education “holds a mirror up to students in which their identities are reflected back 

in a positive light” (Cummins, Hu, Markus & Montero, 2015 p. 557). We will discuss more about 

the educational achievements of bilingual and ELL students in a following section. 

Understanding Dyslexia 

The term dyslexia was first used in 1887 by ophthalmologist Rudolph Berlin. At this 

time, dyslexia was believed to be a malfunctioning of the eye muscle (Bryson, 2013). Prior to 

1887, “patients who could not read and regularly used words in the wrong order” were 

considered to possess ‘word blindness’ (Bryson, 2013, p. 430).  A doctor by the name of W. 

Pringle Morgan was one of the first to research and publish his findings on word blindness. In 

1896, he published an article in The British Medical Journal about a 14 year old patient of his 

with “notable intelligence who was continually making unnatural and strange mistakes when 

reading” (Bryson, 2013, p. 430). It has been almost 150 years since this research was published 

on what was thought to be word blindness. Today, we know this neurological condition as 

dyslexia. The International Dyslexia Association (IDA) estimates that about 15-20% of the 
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population has dyslexia or dyslexia related symptoms (Bryson, 2013). It effects people in every 

culture and language, and it certainly means that we have students with dyslexia in our own 

schools and classrooms. In an average classroom of 20-25 students, we can assume that 

anywhere from 3 to 7 students will have dyslexia. Reading disabilities in general are about 3 to 4 

times more likely to be diagnosed in boys than in girls (Shaywitz, 2020). 

By definition, dyslexia is “a block against seeing the phonetic structure of our words” 

(Blumenfeld, 2011, p.3). At the same time, it is a “hereditary dysfunction of the brain and has 

nothing to do with intelligence” (Bryson, 2013, p. 430). “Learning disabilities are not a reflection 

of a student’s physical health, cultural background, socioeconomic status or intelligence” 

(Almahrag, 2022, p. 8). This is especially true with dyslexia. Dyslexia is an ‘unusual’ disability 

because it presents itself most often in exceptionally bright individuals. Shaywitz explains, “it is 

a very isolated weakness, as thinking and reasoning are intact and even enhanced” (Shaywitz, 

2020, p.36). Logic and vocabulary skills also tend to be exceptionally strong for dyslexics. 

People with dyslexia do not initially appear to have a disability. It is only with extensive 

observation that we can connect the pieces. One of the big indicators of dyslexia is the 

discrepancy between decoding skills and listening comprehension. Dyslexics can make great 

sense of what they are hearing, as reading comprehension is a strength for them. However, they 

struggle to use decoding skills when reading the text for themselves. This huge discrepancy can 

make dyslexia difficult to diagnose (Almahrag, 2022). Only a psychologist or medical doctor can 

officially diagnose dyslexia. However, teachers and other professionals can look for warning 

signs and help educate these students in a way that makes sense to the child, even before an 

official diagnosis has been made. 
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While there are many strengths that accompany a dyslexic brain, it is a learning disability, 

and we must seek to understand the struggles and deficits that these students face in order to 

better teach them. Dyslexia manifests as a central nervous system dysfunction (Blumenfeld, 

2011). While it is no longer considered to be a problem with one’s vision and eyes, dyslexics do 

struggle when viewing print on a page. This is because of the way that the letters, words and 

overall print are interpreted within the brain; not the way in which the eyes are functioning. 

Printed words may appear to move around on a page; a challenge that is further exasperated by 

the blank ink on white pages (Bryson, 2013). This phenomenon, known as the Irlen Sydrome is 

“a problem with the brain’s ability to process visual information” (Bryson, 2013, p. 430). This 

struggle to interpret print causes “confusion of letters with similar shapes (for example, u/n and 

b/d/p/q), confusion of visually similar words such as ‘was’ and ‘saw,’ the confusion of small 

words like ‘it’ and ‘is’ and the omission of words or word endings” (Bryson, 2013, p. 431). 

Through advances in science and medicine, we are able to take a closer look at the Wernicke’s 

area of the brain, that is, the area where language processing takes place (Bryson, 2013).  When 

compared with a non-dyslexic brain, we see that the overall dyslexic brain is “very chaotic with 

little to no structure” (Bryson, 2013, p.430). Researcher Tom Braams and Dr. Sally Shaywitz 

performed brain autopsies and MRI scans and found that in a dyslexic brain, the language area 

was actually larger on both hemispheres than in the brain of a nondyslexic person. In a 

neurotypical brain, the language area was significantly larger on the left side only; where the 

majority of reading functions take place (Bryson, 2013).  “The planum temporale is equal in left 

and right sides in a person with dyslexia, while typically, the left side should be more significant” 

(Almahrag, 2022, p.9). Braams and Shaywitz also noted that brain functioning appeared to be 

more convoluted and that “reading pathways differed measurably in a dyslexic brain as 
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compared to a nondyselxic’s brain” (Bryson, 2013, p. 431). The abnormalities that present within 

a dyslexic brain show up “primarily in the cerebellum; the part of the brain responsible for 

coordination, pose, and equilibrium…with cerebellum activity being 10% lower in affected 

people than in ordinary people” (Almahrag, 2022, p.11). 

The greatest struggle for dyslexic students lies with their skills in auditory, visual and 

phonemic awareness (Bryson, 2013). Phonological awareness is the overarching principal that 

encompasses much of the process of learning to read. It is the “awareness of the sound structure 

of words as well as parts of words with sensitivity to rhyme and syllables. Phonemic awareness 

(a huge overall weakness in the dyslexic brain) is a much more specific term, however. It refers 

to the more advanced ability to notice, identify and manipulate the smallest particles that make 

up a word: phonemes” (Shaywitz, 2003, p.144). 

Students with dyslexia often experience low self-esteem and anxiety (Bryson, 2013) 

partially due to their high intelligence and self-awareness making them aware of their cognitive 

differences. In addition, dyslexics tend to struggle with short-term memory, coordination, erratic 

behavior, concentration and organization. Due to the amount of work it take for a dyslexic brain 

to process words and print, they are more likely to experience exhaustion and brain fatigue than 

their neurotypical (that is, those without a neurological difference like dyslexia) peers (Bryson, 

2013). 

Diagnosing Dyslexia  

Let us consider students who enter school for the first time at five or six years old. Most 

of them are quite confident and intelligent; they have taught themselves to speak their native 

language without a certified teacher or classroom in which to learn (Blumenfeld, 2011). 

Maryanne Wolf, teacher, researcher and director of the Center for Dyslexia at UCLA says, “We 
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human beings were never born to read; we invented reading and then had to teach it to every new 

generation. Each new reader comes to reading with a 'fresh' brain - one that is programmed to 

speak, see, and think, but not to read” (Wolf, 2018, p.18). Since no one is born a reader, it is a 

universally known fact that all people must learn to read. Why is it then, that some people 

gravitate towards reading without any struggle, while others, even with good instruction and 

exposure to quality literature, face many obstacles in their journey towards literacy?  

Next, we will explore the common characteristics of struggling readers and we will 

uncover the signs to look for in dyslexic or dyslexia prone students. Please note that in the 

following section when I refer to “diagnosing dyslexia,” I am not speaking as a doctor. Only a 

psychiatrist or medical doctor is able to officially diagnose the learning disability known as 

dyslexia. Rather, I am referring to the outward signs teachers can look for in their struggling 

language learners that may lead to a future diagnosis. These characteristics are also important to 

keep in mind when working with already diagnosed students. 

One of the major warning signs of dyslexia is a weakness with phonological processing 

skills. Phonological processing is the ability to “make connections with letters and being able to 

hear what the letter symbolizes” (Bryson, 2013, p.431). Remembering the letter name, the sound 

it makes, and the way it fits in with the rest of the word can be a grueling process for a student 

with dyslexia.  

Dyslexia has both genetic and neurobiological causes and we know that “80% of dyslexic 

individuals have a close relative with similar learning disorders” (Almahrag, 2022, p.9). Dyslexia 

is often observed in tandem with other disabilities such as attention deficit and attention deficit 

hyperactive disorder etc., however, “dyslexia in itself is not a result of such conditions” 

(Blumenfeld, 2011, p.1). Other related difficulties that may present themselves in a dyslexic 
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student are “difficulties with concentration, with short-term memory and with coordination and 

with organization of work” (Bryson, 2013, p.431). 

The Benefits of Bilingualism 

In the following section, we will look at what the research shows about how typical 

bilingual and ELL students perform in school, in both English immersion and dual-language 

programs. Most students who are new to the English language will be placed in an English 

immersion program in school and will receive English as a second language services throughout 

the school day. In these types of English immersion program, there is almost no instructional 

time allocated to the student’s L1 development, even though research shows that HL (home 

language) literacy plays a significant role in the student’s overall academic success. Students 

with high levels of L1 literacy are more likely to enroll in four-year colleges upon completion of 

their high school program and in turn, achieve greater socioeconomic mobility. (Brutt-Griffler & 

Jang, 2022). 

Due to the overwhelming research that points to the many benefits of being bilingual, 

“greater effort has been made to build dual language programs in schools that potentially meet 

this challenge of developing students’ first language literacies alongside that of English” (Brutt-

Griffler & Jang, 2022, p.3). When students are enrolled in a dual language program, paired with 

appropriate behavioral and emotional engagement, they can develop bilingualism, biliteracy, 

grade-level academic achievement in content areas, and sociocultural competence (Brutt-Griffler 

& Jang, 2022). Since dual language learning is so closely connected with one’s identity, students 

who make positive associations with school are able to develop their L1 alongside of their L2, 

making greater academic gains than their English immersion peers. 
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One particular study looked at 6th grade bilingual students in a New York state public 

school’s dual-language program. It found that 86% of these students spoke Spanish at home and 

over half of them still felt more comfortable speaking in Spanish after seven years in the dual-

language program. One positive result of the study was that students were maintaining their L1 

proficiency, a factor that is key to future success as bilingual adults. However, these 6th graders 

were not achieving as well with English proficiency. In fact, they scored significantly lower on 

the ELA assessment than their 6th grade peers across New York State (Brutt-Griffler & Jang, 

2022). Keeping in line with the data, students were asked to self-rate both their Spanish and 

English proficiency skills and overall, they rated themselves as more proficient in Spanish-in 

listening, speaking, reading and writing. These four skills did show a positive upward trend the 

longer these students stayed in the dual language program. In other words, they began to feel 

more proficient in English as time went on. In contrast, the same students showed a negative 

relationship between the number of years spent in school and their Spanish (L1) proficiency. The 

longer they stayed in the school, the less they perceived themselves as being proficient in 

Spanish listening, speaking, reading and writing (Brutt-Griffler & Jang, 2022). The external 

pressure to prioritize English played a large role in this decline. Unfortunately, the students in 

this study did not meet NYS learning standards in either the Math or ELA standardized tests 

(Brutt-Griffler & Jang, 2022, p. 6). 

A research study by G.M. Wolf shows that ELLs have been most successful in learning to 

read when provided with scaffolded texts that align with both their current reading level and 

areas of interest. Students who are given access to individualized, scaffolded readers 

outperformed their ELL peers who did not receive scaffolded texts. Furthermore, this study 

points to the linguistic science of teaching the regularities of English spelling patterns. As 
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English language learners are taught to read with an emphasis on regularities within the 

language, as opposed to focusing on irregularities, the spelling and sound relationship is 

emphasized and decoding skills naturally improve. Research shows that when the emphasis is 

placed on teaching regular, simple spelling patterns to young language learners, they will emerge 

as stronger readers and continue towards the path of literacy throughout their school career 

(Wolf, G.M., 2022). 

It is important to note that there are a number of strengths that come out of bilingual 

education; including the implementation of “literacy practices that are identity-affirming and 

likely to increase student’s literacy engagement” (Cummins et al., 2015, p.557). Teachers of 

multilingual learners have the unique ability to encourage the use of multilingual and multimodal 

skills; strengthening cognition while generating insight into the real world. Students, parents and 

teachers generally take great pride in the dual language writing and language that results from 

such programs. 

“There is evidence to suggest that bilingual children are better at word learning compared 

to their monolingual speakers” (Barak, Degani & Novogrodsky, 2022, p.822). Bilingual adults 

typically outperform their monolingual counterparts in the retrieval of artificially constructed 

words. There are a number of theories as to why bilinguals are better able to manipulate sounds 

and decode these unknown words. One theory suggests that it stems from the bilingual brain’s 

superior phonological memory. Another possible explanation is that the bilingual mind is better 

with vocabulary and therefore more sensitive to semantic information during literacy instruction. 

The third explanation for this strength among bilingual learners is that they have a higher 

efficiency in generating a link between the new forms of a given word and a preexisting 
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meaning. In other words, they have more experience than monolinguals do with learning two 

names for the same concept (Barak et al. 2022). 

This leads us to another benefit of bilingualism as we see bilingual and English language 

learners out performing their monolingual peers in word retrieval. The mutual exclusivity bias 

refers to a person’s understanding that an idea or object has only one name (Barak et al. 2022). 

“The linguistic experience of the child affects the strength of this tendency in that the mutual 

exclusivity bias was larger among monolinguals relative to age-matched multilinguals…also 

suggesting that bilingual speakers weigh the mutual exclusivity bias differently than monolingual 

speakers, and this may allow them to tolerate ambiguous (two-to-one) mapping and word 

retrieval”  (Barak et al. 2022, p.823). This is another strength of bilingual students as it relates to 

literacy and word retrieval. 

Scientist Mary Wolf, along with Thomas and Heidi Bally created the Rapid Alternating 

Stimulus (RAS) test. This test is used by educators and neuropsychologists to predict dyslexia in 

school aged children. It requires the client to present with a great deal of mental flexibility as 

they switch back in forth between different categories in their mind. “An unexpected finding in 

the various comparison studies was that bilingual adults were faster on these tasks than were 

their monolingual peers. Dual-language learners had acquired far more verbal flexibility than 

single-language learners had…not only are they more flexible in word retrieving words and 

concepts, but there is some research that indicates that they are also more capable of leaving their 

particular viewpoints and taking on the perspective of others” (Wolf, 2018, p.171). 

When the proper factors are in place for learning, that is: strong teachers, culturally 

relevant curriculum, cognitively capable minds and motivated learners, anything is possible. 

Bilingual students and their teachers have the unique opportunity to create strong cultural 
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identities within the classroom. “Creation of identity assumes particular importance in the case of 

students from social groups whose languages, cultures and religions have been devalued” 

(Cummins et al., 2015, p.558). “Take away identity and what do you have? If you have a student 

that doesn’t know who they are, do you think they care about what goes on in the classroom” 

(Montero, Bice-Zaugg, Marsh & Cummins, 2013, p.90)? Studies of bilingual achievement show 

a strong connection between identity affirmation and literacy engagement (Cummins et al., 

2015). On the flip side, a lack of cultural affirmation and personal identity formation amongst 

bilingual students can be a major cause of “underachievement among English language learners 

and students from marginalized social groups” (Cummins et al., 2015, p.559). Teachers who 

promote a learning environment that is rich with culturally responsive teaching can enhance the 

metacognition and language achievement of their students. Furthermore, it can help to “repudiate 

negative stereotypes and simultaneously construct identities of competence that fuel academic 

engagement” (Cummins et al., 2015, p.559). 

Research shows that literacy and reading fluency amongst bilingual students are 

enhanced when they are actively and consistently engaged in literacy activities in both their L1 

and L2. Scaffolded, meaningful input leads to greater student connections, which will in turn 

affirm their identity while extending their L1 and L2 language (Cummins et al., 2015).  

Bilingual Achievement and Dyslexia 

Research shows a growing number of both dyslexic and bilingual/ELL students.  In the 

following section, we will look at what research shows in regards to the academic achievement 

levels of these students. We will also look at the needs of these students moving forward.  

“The process by which a person retrieves known words is called lexical retrieval. This 

retrieval process taps into both form and meaning of words as well as the mapping between 
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them” (Barak, Degani & Novogrodsky, 2022, p. 822). Bilingual and dyslexic students both 

exhibit difficulty in this particular area (Barak et al., 2022) since dyslexia affects the area of the 

brain where language is interpreted and processed. This is why we need to educate dyslexic 

bilingual students in a way that is very specific to their unique brain wiring. These types of 

learners are limitless. “Children with the flexible medium-switching capacities of a fully 

biliterate brain will further the intellectual development of our species…expanding our 

empathetic, perspective-taking abilities too. ‘Our only world’ would be twice blessed” (Wolf, 

2018, p.186).  

Both dyslexic students and language learners also struggle with word decoding and 

reading skills. Phonological awareness and morphology, making letter to sound connections, 

decoding and encoding are all struggles that these students face on a daily basis (Shaywitz, 2020 

& Sparks, 2019). Due to this crossover in skill set deficits, dyslexia is often overlooked within 

the language learning community. Without proper diagnosis and the provision of proper 

academic resources, these students suffer and continue to do so. Teachers must be prepared to 

identify and address their dyslexic language learners in the classroom.  

Teacher Preparation and Dyslexia 

Research shows that, while dyslexia is a lifelong condition and one without a cure, people 

can learn to overcome it when it is identified early and treated properly. In relatively mild cases 

of dyslexia, if a student is enrolled in a structured reading program with a strong emphasis on 

phonics and phonological awareness, noticeable improvements can be made in as little as one 

year (Shaywitz, 2020). Severe cases will require more sophisticated programs. In such instances, 

if a speech disorder and/or memory deficit is present in conjunction with dyslexia (which is often 

the case,) the dyslexia will present itself in a more aggravated way (Almahrag, 2022). Since one 
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of the defining characteristics of dyslexia is “the inability to distinguish sounds…in these cases, 

specialists need more time and more sophisticated programs to cope with dyslexia” (Almahrag, 

2022, p.12). 

“If teachers do not have a thorough understanding of dyslexia, the warning signs may go 

unnoticed. Therefore, it is necessary to question what teachers understand dyslexia to be, as this 

will influence whether dyslexia is picked up and, consequentially, whether the child is able to 

access the additional support they need. Although it is not a teacher's job to diagnose dyslexia, it 

is important that they have an accurate understanding of the underlying behavioral and cognitive 

difficulties associated with dyslexia so as to identify those that could be at risk and to intervene 

appropriately.” This is why increased awareness and training needs to be made available for 

teachers working with the dyslexic population. (Knight, 2018, p.209) 

Teacher preparedness for English language learners 

Unfortunately, 82 percent of teachers have never been given training in the best uses of 

technology, much less how to teach reading skills to different kind of readers” (Wolf, 2018, 

p.179). “With two-thirds of American children having difficulty becoming proficient readers in 

just one medium (language) what are the odds that this will work in two? Will biliteracy prove 

yet another class-based obstacle to their success? How can teachers be given responsibility for 

yet another impossible charge? (Wolf, 2018, p.180)  

“Because ELLs are simultaneously learning the English language and the academic 

content in English, they need teachers who are adept at making subject matter comprehensible 

and meaningful to them while also supporting their developing language skills. When teachers 

lack the knowledge and pedagogical skills that this task demands, ELLs are disadvanatged…Not 

having confidence in their ability to instruct ELLs, mainstream teachers often place the 
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responsibility for teaching these students on their bilingual and ESL colleagues, whom they view 

as possessing the expertise needed to do so” (Villegas, 2018, p.132). As there is a growing 

number of ELLs being placed in mainstream classrooms, it is the responsibility of all teachers 

and staff to be properly trained in best practices for teaching language learners. Everyone who 

works in schools with ELLs should be trained in how to most effectively educate them. 

Research shows that many methods and accommodations used to teach English Language 

learners, are also helpful for teaching dyslexic students. There are many whole language 

approaches to language learning that are supported by the Orton Gillinghman method. “The 

Orton-Gillingham approach empowers educators to develop an individualized, structured, 

multisensory plan to teach reading and vocabulary skills. Orton-Gillingham is a step-by-step 

learning process involving letters and sounds that encourages students to advance upon each 

smaller manageable skill learned throughout the process. It was the first approach to use explicit, 

direct, sequential, systematic, multi-sensory instruction to teach reading, which is effective for all 

students and essential for teaching students with dyslexia. This approach emphasizes 

multisensory learning, which combines sight, hearing, touch and movement” (Orton-Gillingham, 

2022). 

Teachers can provide audio recordings of grade level texts; allowing students to follow 

along in the book and stay on track. Explicit spelling rules must be taught since memorization 

and repetition are not typically skills that these neurodiverse students possess. Since dysgraphia 

(difficulty with writing) accompanies dyslexia, teachers need to remember that students cannot 

learn while simultaneously writing. This is because so much of the student’s mental energy is 

used to focus on the technicalities of writing and on letter formation. Educators should eliminate 

handwriting whenever possible for these students and rather, give them a copy of class notes 
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ahead of time, allow them to type instead of write, or give them permission to simply listen. 

Memorization is very difficult for this population of learners and so providing memory jogging 

devices such as a song, picture or acronym will prove beneficial as well. With such learning 

struggles often comes test and homework anxiety. Teachers should make appropriate 

accommodations whenever they are able to. For example, lessening the number of homework 

problems these students are required to complete, providing direct assistance with organization 

and writing down the assignment/bringing home materials, and providing practice questions on a 

pre-test are very helpful accommodations. Keep in mind that math is often a strength for dyslexic 

students and so allowing them to display their strengths in this area whenever possible will also 

help build their self-esteem (Bright Solutions, 2014). 

Conclusion 

With the lack of awareness and training for teachers who work with both the dyslexic and 

language learning populations, students are the ones who suffer. In response to this deficit, a 3-

hour professional development course will be offered to increase teacher awareness and training 

to assist with identifying and working with dyslexic language learners. The course will give 

teachers the opportunity to develop their skills related to working with dyslexic language 

learners. 
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Chapter 3: Description of the Product and Tools 

In the following chapter, we will look at a professional development opportunity created 

for K-5 bilingual teachers in both general and special education within the Rochester City School 

District. Having worked in the district for many years myself, I have seen the widespread gaps 

between grade level and reading level in so much of our bilingual population. More than 50% of 

students in bilingual classrooms are not reading on grade level; in either their home language, 

new language or both. I have reviewed the current research surrounding the reading disability 

called dyslexia and how it affects the bilingual student population. The problem is that 15-20% 

of the student population is dyslexic and even more show signs of other struggles with reading 

and writing (Bryson, 2013). Furthermore, teachers are uninformed on best practices to use with 

these students. The following professional development is intended to bring about a solution to 

the lack of teacher training for the large population of bilingual dyslexic students. Specifically, 

this product will help teachers learn the common signs of dyslexia as well as give them tools to 

use in the classroom in order to promote greater literacy achievement within the bilingual 

dyslexic population.  

Description and Rationale for the Product  

This PD is a one time, 3-hour course designed for current teachers and will be offered 

during the September 2022 staff development week, just before the start of the 2022-2023 school 

year. The course name is: Dyslexia and the Bilingual Brain: Practical steps for teachers and 

students.  The class will be offered live at Henry Hudson School #28 in the auditorium as well as 

on zoom for teachers who are unable to attend in person. Teachers will have the option to take 

this PD as an afternoon breakout session on Superintendents Conference Day. Certified teachers 

are eligible to receive 3 hours of New York State continuing education credit upon completion of 
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the course. Since research shows there is large number of dyslexic bilingual students and an 

inadequate amount of teacher training, (Wolf, 2018) the PD will focus on both awareness and 

intervention. The first hour of the course is devoted to understanding dyslexia from a student’s 

perspective and how it feels to be both dyslexic and bilingual. This section will also cover the 

facts and statistics surrounding dyslexia and bilingualism. Next, there will be a 30-minute break 

followed by the second session which will last two hours. The second session will focus on best 

practices for bilingual dyslexic instruction; sharing with teachers some tools they can take back 

to their own classrooms. The rationale behind this product is the need for greater awareness of 

dyslexia within the bilingual community (Shaywitz, 2020).  

There are six learning targets for this professional development course. The first is that 

participants will gain an understanding of what dyslexia is as well as the statistics surrounding 

this learning disability. “The greatest stumbling block preventing a dyslexic child from realizing 

his potential and following his dream is the widespread ignorance about the true nature of 

dyslexia" (Shaywitz, 2020). The International Dyslexia Association (IDA) estimates that about 

15-20% of the population has dyslexia or dyslexia related symptoms (Bryson, 2013). Dyslexia is 

a problem with the brain’s ability to process visual information on a page” (Bryson, 2013, p. 

430). This will result in students feeling more understood by their teachers as their learning 

disability is brought to the light and formally recognized. 

Secondly, teachers will explain how dyslexia affects a child’s brain and how it influences 

their school experience. Students often struggle to interpret print which causes “confusion of 

letters with similar shapes (for example, u/n and b/d/p/q), confusion of visually similar words 

such as ‘was’ and ‘saw,’ the confusion of small words like ‘it’ and ‘is’ and the omission of words 

or word endings” (Bryson, 2013, p. 431). Dyslexic students struggle with phonemic awareness, 
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reading, spelling, grammar, handwriting and especially with written expression (Bryson, 2013). 

Bilingual students struggle with many of the same skills as they are learning a new language. 

This serves to compound the problem, creating opportunity for even greater frustration. When 

teachers understand the intricacies of the dyslexic brain, they will know how to help their 

students in a more personal way. As a result, students will be taught the specific skills that they 

lack, which will in turn close that learning gap. 

Third, teachers will recognize other areas affected by the dyslexic brain, including the 

mental health component. Students with dyslexia often experience low self-esteem and anxiety 

(Bryson, 2013) partially due to their high intelligence and self-awareness making them aware of 

their cognitive differences. In addition, dyslexics tend to struggle with short-term memory, 

coordination, erratic behavior, concentration and organization. Due to the amount of work it take 

for a dyslexic brain to process words and print, they are more likely to experience exhaustion and 

brain fatigue than their neurotypical (that is, those without a neurological difference like 

dyslexia) peers (Bryson, 2013). Students will be seen as a whole person, not just a person who is 

learning a new language and has a learning disability. There is so much crossover with learning 

disabilities and mental illness, which in turn effects the whole person. This will allow students to 

be understood and will provide them with mental health services if and when necessary. 

Fourth, as a result of this product, teachers will be able to identify the many strengths 

associated with bilingualism and with dyslexia. Dyslexia is an ‘unusual’ disability because it 

presents itself most often in exceptionally bright individuals. Shaywitz explains, “it is a very 

isolated weakness, as thinking and reasoning are intact and even enhanced” (Shaywitz, 2003, 

p.36). Logic and vocabulary skills also tend to be exceptionally strong for dyslexics. People with 

dyslexia do not initially appear to have a disability. It is only with extensive observation that we 
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can connect the pieces. One of the big indicators of dyslexia is the discrepancy between decoding 

skills and listening comprehension. Dyslexics can make great sense of what they are hearing; 

reading comprehension is especially high for them. However, they struggle to use decoding skills 

when read the text themselves. This huge discrepancy can make dyslexia difficult to diagnose 

(Almahrag, 2022). Students will be encouraged to use their strengths and demonstrate their 

knowledge in ways that make sense to them and lead to empowerment in the classroom. 

Fifth, teachers will identify best practices, classroom accommodations and reading 

programs for dyslexic learners. Each new reader comes to reading with a 'fresh' brain - one that 

is programmed to speak, see, and think, but not to read” (Wolf, 2018, p.18). Teachers need to be 

taught how to help these students. Unfortunately, 82 percent of teachers have never been given 

training in the best uses of technology, much less how to teach reading skills to different kind of 

readers” (Wolf, 2018, p.179). Students will be given more hands on opportunity to be engaged in 

their learning. They will be steered away from traditional, non-effective methods and will in turn 

be submerged into learning projects that create academic and mental growth.  

Finally, teachers will understand the importance of advocating for their students and will 

make a personal commitment to their students’ growth. “Dyslexia is a different brain 

organization that needs different teaching methods. It is never the fault of the child, but rather the 

responsibility of us who teach to find methods that work for that child” (Wolf, 2018). When 

students see their teachers supporting them and standing behind them, they will gain greater self-

respect. They will feel empowered and capable to learn, to pick up a book and try to read and to 

succeed in school. In areas where they have felt weak in the past, I hope that they will feel a 

sense of strength as a result of their teachers’ advocacy and support.  

Components of the Product 
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Throughout the presentation, participants will be asked to keep notes on Appendix D: 

Self-Reflection. A large part of this professional development course exists to give teachers the 

opportunity to be introspective in their own teaching practices and see where they can make 

changes. The self-reflection page will allow them to do that in a clear, concise matter. Teachers 

can keep track of key ideas, further questions they might have, and action steps they would like 

to take moving forward. We will refer to this page at least six times throughout the presentation. 

Teachers will participate in a dyslexia simulation exercise as seen in Appendix C: 

Dyslexia Simulation Exercise. Here they will experience what it is like to be dyslexic; reading 

with a specific code that is foreign to the neurotypical brain. This will give them a sense of 

compassion and understanding for what their dyslexic students experience on a daily basis. They 

will also listen to a welcome message in German as a way of connecting with the language 

learning aspect of the student experience.  

After a number of exercises, activities and discussions around this topic of dyslexia and 

bilingualism, we will close with each teacher making a promise or an action statement. Appendix 

S: My Promise to You is a commitment that each teacher will make to their students. It is a way 

of compiling all the information they have learned in the course and making an action statement 

based on their experience in the PD. Participants will make a promise to their current and future 

students of one thing they commit to doing or advocating for them in order to improve their 

educational experience.  

Summary 

The measure of success for this PD will be based on the participants’ own self- reflection. 

At multiple times throughout the course, participants will be asked to stop and self-reflect, 

brainstorm and make note of their biggest takeaway for that section. At the end of the program, 
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each teacher will be asked to write a two-part action statement that they promise to put into 

motion moving forward. They will write this statement on a picture of a brain (See Appendix S) 

which will be displayed around the school. Some examples of these two part action phrases may 

be as follows. “I promise to read and learn more about dyslexia within the bilingual community 

and to give my struggling students more hands on learning experiences.” “I will pay closer 

attention to the mental health of my dyslexic students and do more teaching in collaboration with 

the mental health professionals in our building.” “I will learn about the Orton-Gillingham 

approach to teaching literacy and provide a wider range of multisensory instruction in my 

classroom.” 
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Chapter 4: Conclusion 

The purpose of this research project was to identify and understand the unique needs of 

dyslexic language learners. When students have a language barrier as well as a neurological 

learning disability like dyslexia, their learning must be approached in a very unique way. This 

capstone project looked at the rising number of bilingual students (4.8 million in 2022) and the 

fact that 20-30% of students are dyslexic (Brutt-Griffler & Jang, 2022 & Shaywitz, 2003). These 

two statistics, when intertwined, lead us to a unique group of students who are both language 

learners and dyslexic. Teachers and other professionals who work with this population need 

specific training and preparation in order to be most effective in the classroom. The problem that 

was addressed by this research was (A) the growing number of dyslexic language learners and 

(B) the lack of teacher preparation to educate them. Throughout the project, we looked at the 

following three questions.  

1. How can we eradicate the stigma of dyslexia and instead turn the spotlight 

towards the advantages of this type of neurodiversity?  

2. Many students go undiagnosed because the warning signs are overlooked or 

ignored completely. How can we help parents and educators know what red flags 

to look for  in order to correctly identify and diagnose dyslexia? 

3. Teachers often have very little or no training in the art and science of teaching 

dyslexic children to read. What are some best practices for teachers to use with 

their bilingual/ELL children? 

Summary 

I have reviewed a variety of research around the school experiences for language learners 

with dyslexia and with dyslexic tendencies. This includes a case study about teaching dyslexic 



DYSLEXIA IN LANGUAGE LEARNERS  30 
 

students (Bryson, 2013), the influence of bilingualism and dyslexia on word development 

(Barak, L., Degani, T., & Novogrodsky, R., 2022) and the specific developmental deficits of 

dyslexic bilingual students (Ijalba, E., Bustos, A., & Romero, S., 2020). It also looked at early 

identification and genetic causes of dyslexia (Almahrag, 2022), the cognitive, ecological and 

psychological factors for L2 comprehension (Sparks, 2019), and how to improve general 

academic achievement (Cummins, J., Hu, S., Markus, P., & Kristiina Montero, M., 2015) as well 

as increasing student engagement specifically in dual-language programs (Brutt-Griffler, J, & 

Jang, E., 2015). The culmination of this research allowed me to create a plan to help increase 

learning and teacher preparation in the Rochester City School District. 

Several conclusions have been made as a result of this study. To start, we know that 

dyslexic and bilingual students have unique brain wiring, with crossover in both their strengths 

and weaknesses. Both groups of students struggle with phonemic awareness as well as low self-

esteem, anxiety and brain fatigue (Bryson, 2013). Their strengths can typically be found with 

world retrieval skills (Barak, L; Degani, T., & Novogrodsly, R., 2022) and mental flexibility 

(Wolf, 2018). The product I have created will give teachers a basic understanding of dyslexia and 

language learning brains as well as an introduction to best classroom practices. 

In addition, this research project has proven that early identification of dyslexia is key to 

building strong readers and writers. With early identification and proper intervention, research 

shows that greater academic achievement is possible (Shaywitz, 2020). Early identification also 

means knowing what red flags to look for in potential dyslexic students. As teachers, we cannot 

diagnose dyslexia but we ought to be aware of what signs to look for in struggling readers and 

writers. Students who show difficulty learning a new language, who struggle with decoding and 

making connections between letters and sounds and who make consistent reading and spelling 
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errors may be presenting with early signs of dyslexia (Shaywitz, 2020). The professional 

development course I have created will give teachers the confidence to know what to do in these 

scenarios. Instead of panicking when they see signs of dyslexia or when they receive an official 

diagnosis of dyslexia within their ELL or bilingual classrooms, teachers will know how to help 

these students moving forward.  

Finally, as we begin to help our students overcome the challenges they face in the 

classroom, research shows the importance of playing into their unique set of strengths. We do our 

students a disservice when we fail to recognize the skills that accompany the dyslexic bilingual 

brain. The advantages are many and we will address them in the following section. As a result of 

the product I have created, it is my hope that teachers will take advantage of the artistic, creative, 

multilingual, multi-faceted, logical, articulate minds of their dyslexic students. They will be 

given tools to help their students learn in ways that prove must successful. 

Improved Performance Amongst Students 

As we seek to identify and properly intervene for our bilingual dyslexic population, the 

main goal is that students will benefit. The concepts presented in this research were with the goal 

of improving the academic and learning experiences for all students. My hope is that students 

will be able learn in ways that make sense to them and in ways that are compatible with their 

individual brain chemistry. They will explore thei strengths and be encouraged to read and write 

in the ways that suit them best. They will not harbor on their weaknesses and the struggles that 

often make learning so difficult, but rather will be encouraged in their strengths. These 

advantages include but are not limited to: big-picture/holistic processing, creation and 

manipulation of three-dimensional spatial concepts, being able to find meaning within a greater 

context, and reasoning (Eide & Eide, 2012). Furthermore, students’ phonemic awareness skills 
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and ability to segment words will likely improve as the result of this research. Thankfully, “the 

brain’s sound processing system isn’t fixed but highly reprogrammable” (Eide & Eide, 2012, 

p.173). 

Increased Effectiveness of Teachers  

Due to the fact that brain structures like these can be reprogrammed, teachers ought to be 

encouraged. The students who are struggling are not without hope. This professional 

development course will give teachers the tools they need to help reprogram these minds with 

stronger phonetic instruction and auditory training. Teachers will be trained in the basics of the 

Orton-Gillingham method for teaching multisensory and systematic phonics instruction (Eide & 

Eide, 2012) as well as in the importance of classroom accommodations. This will give teachers a 

number of tools they can use in the classroom to help their dyslexic students as well as any 

struggling reader who needs more than just the average reading program in order to reach their 

potential. Furthermore, teachers will be able to collaborate with other professionals in their 

building to create unique plans for their own students. This team collaboration will allow 

teachers to build on their own strengths as well as the strengths of their coworkers to provide a 

more thorough, rich educational plan for the students. While the ultimate goal of this product is 

to help improve student achievement, this cannot happen without effective teaching in place. In 

turn, the goal of this project is to accomplish both. 

Recommendations 

The product I have developed provides an introduction to dyslexia within in the bilingual 

and ELL classroom as well as an overview of best teaching practices for this student population. 

However, the scope of this problem, being the large numbers of bilingual dyslexic students and 

the lack of effective instruction, cannot be eradicated simply by attending this PD. Instead, my 
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hope is that this product will encourage teachers to continue learning and researching on their 

own as they discover more ways to tap into the minds of the neurodiverse student population.   

The biggest gap I found in my research was the lack of data explaining the differences in 

a monolingual’s dyslexic brain versus a bilingual’s dyslexic brain. While dyslexia crosses over 

all languages, I would have liked to see more specific research about how language acquisition 

effects and is effected by the dyslexia diagnosis. Overall, there was a lack of research related to 

multilingual students who present with dyslexia. I would encourage teachers to do their own 

research and track their own data in terms of how students compare to the national norms. 

Additionally, I found that many schools tend to shy away from using the word “dyslexia.” They 

refer to it as a general “learning disability” or “reading disability” instead of calling it by its true 

medical name. This would be another area for further research as far as the reasons why people 

are steering away from using proper terminology. 

My further recommendations would be for teachers to read the following books that I 

have used in my own research process: Overcoming Dyslexia by Sally Shaywitz, The Dyslexic 

Advantage by Brock and Fernette Eide, and Reader, Come Home by Maryanne Wolf. Other 

programs teacher would benefit from looking into more deeply are: Orton-Gillingham, Bright 

Solutions for Dyslexia (including Sally Barton’s Reading and Spelling System) The Dyslexia 

Empowerment Plan by Ben Foss and the International Dyslexia Association.  

Final Thoughts 

While we know that dyslexia effects approximately 20% of the population, most people 

are still unaware of what it means to live with this kind of neurodiversity. However, knowledge is 

power. The more we know about dyslexia and the interworking of a language learner’s mind, the 

more we can help our students who are trying to learn a new language while battling dyslexia. 
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This research project and the accompanying product was my way of helping to empower 

teachers who will in turn educate and see to the success of the next generation. This work is 

crucial. We cannot let our students slip through the cracks. Teachers, the work begins with us.  
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Appendix A: End the Ignorance 

From https://www.dys-add.com/ 

 

 

 

 

Link to Professional Development Presentation: 

Rplummer_PDrecording.mp4
 

https://www.dys-add.com/


DYSLEXIA IN LANGUAGE LEARNERS  39 
 

 

Appendix B: Reading is a Human Right 

From https://www.dys-add.com/ 
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Appendix C: Dyslexia Simulation Exercise 

From http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/misunderstoodminds/experiences/readexp1a.html 

 

When you see 
 

Pronounce as 

q 

z 

p 

b 

ys 

a, as in bat 

e, as in pet 

 

d or t 

m 

b 

p 

er 

e, as in pet 

a, as in bat 

Passage: 

We pegin our qrib eq a faziliar blace, a poqy like yours enq zine. 

Iq conqains a hunqraq qrillion calls qheq work qogaqhys py qasign. 

Enq wiqhin each one of qhese zany calls, each one qheq hes QNA, 

Qhe QNA coqe is axecqly qhe saze, a zess-broquceq rasuze. 

So qhe coqe in each call is iqanqical, a razarkaple puq veliq claiz. 

Qhis zeans qheq qhe calls are nearly alike, puq noq axecqly qhe saze. 

Qake, for insqence, qhe calls of qhe inqasqines; qheq qhey're viqal is cysqainly blain. 

Now qhink apouq qhe way you woulq qhink if qhose calls wyse qhe calls in your prain. 
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Appendix D: Self-Reflection 

Notes 

 

 Key points Action steps 

moving forward 

Questions 

#1- What is 

dyslexia? 

   

#2-How it effects 

a child in school 

   

#3- Other 

social/emotional & 

mental health 

impacts 

   

#4-Strengths of 

the dyslexic brain 

   

#5-Best classroom 

practices for 

bilingual dyslexic 

students 

   

#6-Advocating     
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Appendix E: Intervention is Key 

From https://www.dys-add.com/  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



DYSLEXIA IN LANGUAGE LEARNERS  43 
 

 

Appendix F: Strengths and Weaknesses Associated with Dyslexia 

From https://www.dys-add.com/  
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Appendix G: What is Phonological Awareness? 

From www.ddia.net 
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Appendix H: Warning Signs  

From https://www.dys-add.com/  
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Appendix I: Mental Health Component 

From https://www.dys-add.com/  
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Appendix J: Recognizing Anxiety  

From https://www.dys-add.com/  
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Appendix K: Great Inventors and Dyslexia  

From https://www.dys-add.com/  
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Appendix L: Don’t Underestimate the Child 

From https://www.dys-add.com/  
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Appendix M: Other Important Qualities 

From https://www.brightsolutions.US  
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Appendix N: Seeing the Big Picture 

From https://www.dys-add.com/  
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Appendix O: Responsibility of the Teacher 

From https://www.dys-add.com/  
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Appendix P: Accommodations in the Classroom 

From Dyslexicadvantge.org 
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Appendix Q: It’s All Reading 

From https://www.dys-add.com/ 
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Appendix R: I Will Advocate 

From https://www.dys-add.com/  
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Appendix S: My Promise to You 

 

My Promise to You 
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Appendix T: Professional Development Slides (1-8) 
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Appendix T (continued): Professional Development Slides (9-16) 
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Appendix T (continued): Professional Development Slides (17-24) 

  

  

  

  

 

 

 



DYSLEXIA IN LANGUAGE LEARNERS  60 
 

Appendix T (continued): Professional Development Slides (25-32) 
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Appendix T (continued): Professional Development Slides (33-38) 

 

  

  

  

 

 


