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What Is Dyslexia? 
Dyslexia is a reading disorder that is defined by many of the following 
characteristics.  Below is a list of common signs of Dyslexia.  Keep in 
mind that these symptoms might be ones that your child currently 
has or has had in the past.  As you go through this list, think about 
whether the symptoms never occur, occasionally occur, or 
consistently occur.  A child may have a few or many of these 
symptoms. 

According to the Decoding Dyslexia Healthcare Screening, “Dyslexia 
is a specific learning disability that is neurological 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.”  
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Common Signs of Dyslexia 

•Delayed speech development when younger or currently 
•Family member with reading difficulties (i.e., sibling, parent)   
•Slow to add new words to his/her vocabulary 
•Difficulty with rhyming 
•Delayed speech development, articulation issues 
•Difficulty following directions, especially more than two-step 

directions 
•Difficulty pronouncing words that have multiple syllables   
•Messing up the names of familiar people, places, objects 
•  Word-finding difficulties 
•Difficulty remembering sequences like the days of the week, 

months of the year, yesterday/tomorrow, and sequences of 
numbers 

•Diagnosis of ADD or ADHD 
•Difficulty making connections between sounds and letters 
•Difficulty recognizing words that begin with same sound 

(verbalized to the child)  
•Difficulty clapping their hands to the rhythm of a beat 
•Difficulty with directionality (up/down, front/back, right/left) 
•Switching handedness when coloring, drawing or writing 
•Difficulty learning to write (writing letters or words backwards is not 

a sign until after 1st grade) 
•Difficulty learning to tie shoe laces 
•Difficulty with hearing and manipulating sounds in words 

(phonemic awareness) 
•Difficulty distinguishing different sounds in words (phonological 

processing) 
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•Difficulty in learning the sounds of letters (phonics) 
•Difficulty remembering names and shapes of letters, or naming 

letters rapidly 
• Inserting extra letters into a word when spelling.  (For example, he 

or she may write “tail” as “trail.”  The misspelled word often has the 
same beginning and ending letter) 

•Deleting letters in a word when spelling.  (For example, he or she 
may write “tee” instead of “tree”. Again the misspelled word often 
has the same beginning and ending letter) 

•Switching the order of letters in a word.  For example, may write 
“speical “ instead of “special.”   

•Difficulty copying words from another paper or the board.  Copies 
letter by letter referring to the original copy for almost every letter 

•Messy papers, including many crossed-out or erased words 
•Misspelling many common words such as “what,”  “said,” “was” 
•May be able to spell the words on a spelling test after much 

studying, but then misspells the same words outside of spelling class   
•Limited vocabulary  

Are you experiencing frustrations?  

 
You are not alone.  Many parents have concerns with their child’s 
reading abilities when their child continues to fall behind their peers’ 
abilities year after year.  The frustration can be overwhelming for 
both the child and the parents at times.  Homework is a battle and 
takes way longer to complete than it should.  Your child won’t even 
start the homework and will do just about anything to avoid it.  As if 
you haven’t had a long enough day, now you are dreading the  
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battle you face with your child over completing his or her homework.  
Just when you think you are gaining ground, you realize that his/her 
peers are taking another big leap and he/she ends up feeling even 
further behind.   

We as parents, especially moms, want to blame ourselves for our 
child’s delay.  We often think “Should we have read more to our 
child?”  “Did I not teach him his ABC’s soon enough?”  “Maybe I 
should have sent him to preschool,” or “Maybe I should have kept 
him/her out of preschool and taught him/her myself.”   We are really 
good at giving ourselves the guilt trip.  Stop beating yourself up.  
Let’s look at what causes dyslexia. 
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What Causes Dyslexia? 
While it is true that, in some cases, a child’s lack of exposure to 
literature can be a contributing factor to a child’s ability to develop 
reading skills it is not always the case. Once a child is exposed to the 
skills he/she should make steady gains.  It is believed that when a 
child has dyslexia, there is a brain disruption that is the main cause of 
reading delays. So it’s not your fault.  It is the way your child is wired.   

The truth is there is no single known cause for reading disabilities like 
dyslexia.  Research indicates that, in many cases, there is a disruption 
in the brain that interferes with a person’s ability to recognize and 
interpret words in print.  Genetics seem to play a role in reading 
disorders and delays because they are frequently passed down from 
generation to generation.  

Children who had articulation difficulties (the inability to produce 
certain sounds. e.g. “wabbit” for “rabbit”) at a younger age are at 
risk for developing reading delays.  This is because their ability to 
differentiate sounds (a.k.a phonological awareness) can be 
underdeveloped from birth.  

Children with a limited attention span, especially those who are 
diagnosed with ADD or ADHD, are also at risk for having reading 
disorders.  This may be in part due to their difficulty in attending to 
details.  Attention to details is needed to differentiate and identify all 
44 sounds in the English language and remember the phonics rules 
associated with each sound.  Keep in mind that there may be more 
than one way to spell a sound.  For instance, the long “e” sound can 
be spelled in the following way: 
• /ea/ as in “tea” 
• /ee/ as in “feet” 
• final /e/ as in “Pete”  
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On top of that, there are hundreds of English words that don’t even 
follow a phonetic rule.  Learning to read and write the English 
language is not easy.  Just ask someone who is learning it as a 
second language.    

How do I know when my child’s reading 
abilities are delayed?  

Below is a chart detailing the various levels at which your child 
should be able to read depending on the leveling system that your 
school/library uses.   Among the most common systems are DRA, 
Reading Recovery, Fountas and Pinnell, and Reading A-Z. These are 
used for differentiating complexity of reading levels.  At the 
beginning of the school year, your child should be reading at least at 
the lower level of these systems indicated for their grade level.  By 
the end of the year, he or she should progress to the higher level that 
is indicated for that grade.    
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The chart also indicates the average words-per-minute that your 
child should be reading at the given grade level. Note that there are 
two levels; one for the beginning of the school year and an average 
that should be attained by the end of the school year.     
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How Are Dyslexia And Reading Delays Diagnosed? 

An evaluation can be given by a psychologist or speech-language 
pathologist (SLP), which includes a variety of tests.  Parents are also 
encouraged to fill out a questionnaire detailing some symptoms they 
are experiencing and seeing in their child.  

The evaluations take anywhere from 2-4 hours to complete 
depending on the number of areas that are assessed.  Immediately 
following the test, the therapist will talk briefly with the parents about 
what they can expect as far as a time-line for the test results and 
report to be completed.   Of course, the therapist is not able to give 
specifics on the child’s results at that point but a general review of 
how the test went may be offered.    

Typically, within two weeks, a detailed report is composed by the SLP 
and a face-to-face or phone consultation is conducted with the 
parents regarding the test results.   At that time, the parents and 
speech-language pathologist will talk about possible next steps.   
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Specific Areas that are assessed during the 
evaluation related to diagnosing dyslexia   

•Reading Accuracy assesses how accurately a child can identify 
words with increasing complexity.    

•Reading Rate looks at how quickly the child can read a paragraph 
at certain levels.   

•Reading Fluency is a combination of reading rate and accuracy.   

•Phonemic Awareness assesses a child’s ability to focus on and 
manipulate sounds (phonemes) within words, identify changes in 
words, identify rhyming words, and use phonetic rules in non-sense 
words of varying complexity.   

•Reading Comprehension assesses how well the student 
understands what he/she reads aloud as well as how well he/she 
understands what is read to him/her.   

•Spelling assesses the student’s ability to spell words with increasing 
complexity.  The word lists consist of words that are spelled using a 
phonetic rule and words that do not follow a typical phonetic rule.   

•Letter Identification assesses a younger student’s ability to 
recognize uppercase and lowercase letters.  Many students 
confuse letters like “b” and “d”. 

•Phonological Awareness is a broad skill that includes identifying 
and manipulating units of oral language parts such as words and 
syllables.   

•Rapid Automatic Naming assesses a student’s ability to retrieve the 
names of things from his/her lexical store, defined as a person’s 
vocabulary.  The lexical store has been found to be related to 
reading abilities for young readers.   
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•Word Identification looks at a child’s ability to identify isolated 
words.  Frequently, an early reader can identify a word based on 
the context in which it is given (picture cues, content of 
paragraph). This assesses recalling words without that context.   

•Word Attack looks at a student’s ability to read words based on 
phonetic rules, even words that are not real words.   

•Word Comprehension looks at the student’s vocabulary skills and 
their abilities with a variety of cognitive processes and levels 
including antonyms, synonyms and analogies.   

•Listening Comprehension looks at a student’s ability to understand 
what is being read aloud to him/her.  This is often compared with 
his ability to comprehend what he/she reads aloud to himself/
herself.   

•Receptive Language assesses a student’s ability to understand 
concepts, use vocabulary, process and remember information, 
follow directions, as well as phonological awareness (ability to 
identify and differentiate sounds within words). This portion also 
assesses a child’s short-term language memory. 

•Expressive Language assesses a student’s ability to communicate 
his/her thoughts in a effective manner.  It also looks at a child’s 
ability to formulate sentences of expanding complexity and use 
vocabulary words appropriately to formulate sentences.   

• Core Language is a combination of both receptive and expressive 
language skills.  Because reading skills are strongly language-
based, assessing language skills to identify some underlying 
foundational skills that may be missing is beneficial.   
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My Child Has Been Diagnosed With Dyslexia. What Now?    
If your child has been diagnosed with dyslexia remember that this is 
a diagnosis that is not uncommon and definitely not the end of your 
child’s academic success.  While it takes diligence and persistence, 
your child can become a very successful reader.  Here are just a few 
successful people who were diagnosed with dyslexia.   
•Steven Spielberg-movie director 
•Tim Tebow- NFL quarterback 
•Anderson Cooper-CNN news anchor 
•Jamie Oliver- built an empire with his best-selling cookbooks, prime-

time TV shows, restaurants and cookware 

It is important that you find a plan that fits your child’s personality, 
style of learning, and your family’s resources.  Public schools provide 
reading remediation for students that can be very helpful and are 
free for all who live within the district.  However, a student must 
qualify for these services using state regulations.  Sometimes a 
student is not allowed to receive services through the school districts 
because his/her delay is not significant enough to meet state 
qualification.  If your child does not qualify for one academic year, 
this does not mean that he/she won’t qualify the following year.  Be 
your child’s advocate and request testing be done along the way.   

While the public schools are a good resource for families and 
students to get assistance in reading, your child might need more 
assistance than what the schools are able to provide.  Just think 
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about it, one in five students have dyslexia or a reading delay.  That 
is an overwhelming number of children that the schools have to 
provide special services for.  With budget cuts and lack of resources, 
schools end up providing the services in group settings with limited 
resources.  While your child might make some gains, group settings 
are not ideal, especially if your child struggles with attention. 
Programs that can provide strategies tailored to your child’s specific 
needs in individual sessions would be preferable.  

Many families will also seek out private schools, thinking that if their 
child was in a small classroom setting, he/she would do better.  This is 
not a bad thought and often works for those children who have a 
slight reading delay.  Many children do perform better in a smaller 
classroom.  However, most private schools do not have the resources 
needed to work with children with these reading needs.  Many 
private schools do not have special education teachers on staff, so 
they outsource to the public schools for these resources, which 
means your child’s services would look very similar to those provided 
in the public schools.  Furthermore, although this is not always the 
case, many private schools actually perform higher academically 
than the public schools, so your child may experience an even 
bigger gap between his/her abilities and those of his/her peers.  

SO WHAT NOW?  Seeking an individualized tutoring program for your 
child might be necessary.  There are franchise and independently 
owned practices that focus on improving a student’s ability to read.  
It can be daunting trying to find a resource that fits your child’s 
needs.  Besides the obvious questions like “How much do the sessions 
cost?” and “How many times would my child need to attend 
sessions?”, there are many other questions that should be asked to 
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help you determine the right fit for you and your child.   Below are 
the top ten questions to ask when seeking out a tutor.   

1. What are your qualifications?  Does your prospective tutor have a 
degree in education or Speech-Language Pathology?  Many do 
not.  It is important to choose a tutor who is trained in identifying 
underlying missing links that may be contributing factors to your 
child’s reading delay.  Tutors who do not have an education 
background may not be able to identify these important missing 
components with your child’s abilities.  

2. What specific assessments do you use to monitor progress? Does 
the tutor have specific tools to measure the progress?  If not, a 
family can invest a significant amount of time and money into the 
efforts that they are not certain are working.  It would be very 
frustrating to get a year down the road and realize that the 
approach is not working and needed to be adapted a long time 
ago.   

3. How do you communicate my child’s progress and status to me 
and how often should I expect that communication?   What does 
that communication look like?  Emails, phone calls, and progress 
notes.  What information is conveyed?  You should expect at least 
some data to be collected on a weekly basis.   

4. What specific strategies do you use for children with reading 
decoding issues?  Are they research based?  Is it a “cookie cutter 
approach”?  Does the tutor believe that one program fits all 
students’ needs?  
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5. Do you work with reading comprehension (understanding) and if 
so what strategies do you use?  If the tutor’s strategy to work on 
reading comprehension is something like this, “We have the 
student read a paragraph and ask him/her questions about the 
paragraph,” that is really just assessing.  That is not giving him/her 
effective tools to help him/her retain information. If this is the only 
strategy used, I would seek out another tutor that has training in 
helping your child to create images in his/her head of what is 
being said and what he/she is reading.  This will help him/her to 
retain information.   

6. What kind of setting will my child have during the tutoring 
sessions?  Many children who struggle with reading thrive best in 
an individual room with limited distractions and noise.  Ask to see 
the facility to assess whether it is an environment that is conducive 
to learning.   

7. How often do we need to come for sessions and how long are the 
sessions?   Expect 1-3 times per week for approximately 30 
minutes to an hour.  This will vary depending on your child’s needs 
and your family’s availability.  Some facilities have the child 
attend their sessions for multiple hours straight.  This can create 
burn-out for the child.  Creating a healthy balance between 
helping your child achieve academic success and letting him/her 
be a kid is important.   

8. What strategies do you use to keep students on task (if your child 
has difficulty in this area)?  Does the tutor give specific strategies 
or just general statements?  Are the strategies age-appropriate 
strategies for your child?   
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9. How are you different from other tutoring services?  Can your tutor 
tell you specific ways that they are different?   

10.Is the tutor willing to work with the schools?  At what capacity is 
your tutor willing to do that?   

What type of goals should the reading tutor 
set for my child?   

Below are some specific reading goals that could be addressed with 
your child’s dyslexia.  These goals are dependent on your child’s 
abilities and levels and aren’t appropriate for all reading levels.  
•Student will identify all letters with 100% accuracy- uppercase and 

lowercase. 
•Student will identify the sound that all consonants, consonant 

digraphs, vowels and vowel combinations make with 100% 
accuracy. 

•Student will read nonsense and real words CV, VC, CVC words with 
90% accuracy using basic phonemic rules. (C=consonant, 
V=Vowel). 

•Student will read nonsense and real words using CCVC and CVCC 
with 90% accuracy. 

•Student will identify the first 100 top reading sight words with 100% 
accuracy (ultimate goal should be the top 1,000 words).   

•Student will be able to spell the top 100 sight words with 100% 
accuracy (ultimate goal should be to spell the top 1,000 words).  

•Student will know all phonics rules in the English language with 100% 
accuracy. 

•Student will read Level X passage with 90% accuracy. 
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•Student will read a Level X reading passage at # words per minute. 

Please note that it is imperative to start addressing your child’s 
reading accuracy and knowledge of phonetic rules before 
addressing the reading rate.  Just like any skill that a person learns, 
you are not going to be able to automatically do it quickly until your 
accuracy is established.  When a figure skater learns a new 
maneuver, he/she can’t start working on doing that maneuver at 
top speed initially.  He/She must first get the technique down 
(accuracy) and then as the skill becomes more natural, he/she can 
start practicing it with increased speed.  So often the reading rate is 
the main focus in programs which only creates unnecessary 
frustrations for the students.  

Overall, your child’s program should focus on learning the phonetic 
rules and applying them into real and even nonsense words.  
Practicing with nonsense (not real) words is important because so 
many kids with dyslexia rely on guessing a word based on context.  
While that is a very smart strategy, it is not an effective strategy and 
will only get them so far.  When we apply the phonetic rules into 
words that are not real, the child cannot rely on guessing.  They 
must, instead, use the phonetic rule to sound them out.  For instance, 
when a child is given the nonsense word “meab,” he must rely on his 
knowledge of the phonics rules to sound it out.  He can not guess 
that word because it isn’t a real word.   

I know, I know, that covers the words that do follow a rule but what 
about the words that don’t follow a rule?  The tutor should identify 
words that your child struggles with and give specific strategies to 
help your child to memorize those words so they can recall that word 
from paragraph to paragraph and page to page.  Just like schools 
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have a weekly spelling list, these children also need a weekly 
reading sight word list that consists of these words that don’t follow a 
typical rule.   

Some students with dyslexia benefit from other strategies like brain 
flexibility games, memory and attention skills games, and 
handwriting skills.  Vision therapy can also be beneficial for students 
who frequently skip lines and words when reading, have difficulty 
keeping their eyes on the paper, get headaches when doing near 
work or avoid near work altogether, hold their books in awkward 
positions (too close or sideways) and much more.  For vision therapy, 
you would need to seek out an eye clinic that specializes in vision 
therapy and who can accurately test a child’s eye convergence, 
divergence and eye control.  Not all eye clinics specialize in this, so 
seek out an expert in this area if you are concerned with your child’s 
visual skills.   

Last, but certainly not least, sessions should also address your child’s 
comprehension abilities.  What is the use in reading if your child isn’t 
understanding what he/she is reading?  There are specific strategies 
that should be implemented to teach your child how to create an 
image in his/her head about what he/she is reading.  For instance, if I 
gave you step by step directions on how to do something, you 
would remember the steps by visualizing, in your head, yourself doing 
the steps.  Many children do not automatically know how to 
visualize.  Instead, they need to be taught how to do it.  I have seen 
many facilities that address comprehension issues by just having the 
child read paragraph after paragraph and asking them questions 
related to the paragraph and expecting different results. Again, that 
approach is really just “assessment;”  it is not equipping them with 
strategies to improve his/her imagery process.  Improving a child’s 
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imagery skills increases his/her ability to retain details and main ideas, 
which ultimately helps him/her to answer higher-order-thinking 
questions with greater accuracy.   
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It’s Not Dyslexia. What Do I Do?   
If your child does not have dyslexia but still shows a delay in reading 
abilities, the approaches outlined above are steps that are 
applicable for him or her.  Reading is a skill that will be needed for 
the rest of your life, no matter what educational path is selected. You 
can not get very far in this world without reading.  So whether your 
child has dyslexia or is just delayed in reading, the sooner you seek 
services for him or her the less likely he or she will experience 
frustrations in school.    

For more information about services that we provide related to 
dyslexia and other learning difficulties, click here.   
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Resources 
Decoding Dyslexia_HealthcareScreeningPacket/  
www.decodingdyslexia.net  

https://www.readinga-z.com/books/leveled-books/ 

https://www.nichd.nih.gov/health/topics/reading/conditioninfo/
pages/causes.aspx 

Enrichment Therapy & Learning Center 

319-626-2553 
1210 Jordan Street 

Suite 2A 
North Liberty, IA 52317 

515-419-4270 
5530 West Pkwy 

Suite 300 
Johnston, IA 50131 
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