Helen Emery: Problems and practices of teaching reading to EFL primary school children.

June 22 – 26 2009.

The discussion began with this opener:

In some parts of the world I’ve come across the attitude that we shouldn’t bother to teach phonics to EFL children as English orthography is so irregular compared to theirs (which often has a one-to-one correspondence between sounds and letters), it would just serve to confuse learners. Teachers prefer to use Look and Say and Whole Language techniques to develop reading skills. In fact, in one Middle Eastern country (which shall be nameless for the time being!) the lower primary curriculum for English explicitly states that teachers MUST NOT ATTEMPT TO BREAK WORDS DOWN INTO INDIVIDUAL LETTERS AND SOUNDS. 
 
I’ve noticed that this attitude extends into spelling as well: teachers say “why teach 500 rules of English spelling when children can’t possibly learn them all?” Instead, they prefer to let children acquire spellings ‘naturally’ through reading. 
 
What do others think? Have these methods of teaching reading/ spelling worked in your situation? Or are we in danger of raising a whole generation of EFL-illiterate children?  

Four threads emerged in the discussion:

1. Teaching reading to young learners.
2. Difficulties with spelling.
3. Techniques for teaching letters.
4. Dyslexia….. or just experiencing difficulty with reading and spelling?
1. Teaching reading to young learners.

Chris Hunt: I'm based in Japan and can't imagine having much success with a whole word approach. I wonder if I have gone too far in the other direction as I have divided words up into 12 levels and even colour code the letters of individual words appearing on flashcards to aid with pattern recognition and breaking the words up into component sounds. Children I've seen confronted with words they cannot possibly read often end up resorting to labelling words with katakana to help them "read" the English. All too often this has a catastrophic effect upon their pronunciation. I think if children are to have good pronunciation they need to be able to play with sounds at phoneme level. Having said this, my own poor spelling has definitely deteriorated since I began using phonics so I think phonics is more useful for learning to read than learning to spell. Can one actually acquire spelling through reading? Doesn't one need to do lots of writing? I do think the idea of teaching spelling rules doesn't make much sense. They never helped me to learn to spell. I have a feeling that that comes from having confidence more than anything else. I had some bad experiences when I was a child and I think that contributed to my own poverty of spelling.

Mercedes Viola: My native language is Spanish and I started studying English when I was 8. However, I actually started learning about Phonetics when I was doing my Teacher Training Course. You can’t imagine how useful that was and still is. From my experience, I would say you need to have a balance of both, whole language techniques and phonics. When playing with sounds at a phoneme level children start making conscious or unconscious connections between spelling and pronunciation. But then, of course, you need to work at another level in order to contextualize that, give meaning to that. Being familiar with the rule doesn’t guarantee they will use it when reading for fun, but if they know it or at least they have certain awareness of it, then they will start spotting it in different texts, and they continue making brain connections. Something similar happens with grammar, doesn’t it? 

Helen Emery: Mercedes, I wonder if Spanish children cope better (than say, Chinese or Japanese) with learning to read and spell in English as they are already familiar with the alphabet? Does familiarity make a great deal of difference? I came across Barking at Print in Brunei primary schools a lot – their L1 – Malay, shares the same alphabet as English, and children tended to over-generalise the sound-correspondences from their L1 to English, decoding every word as an aid to pronunciation and not understanding any of what they read. I am not sure whether it’s the children with the Roman alphabet in their L1 or the children without it who struggle most with learning to read and spell in English!

 

Michele McFarland: I'm in HK where local teachers have generally tried to teach English vocab through memorisation (based on the way they learn Chinese). The kids do have wonderful memories but... trying to learn all their English vocab this way is impossible. A lot of schools are introducing phonics, mainly via teachers in the Native English-speaking Teacher scheme. I find it works well for improving reading skills, especially if you can start teaching phonics in primary 1. I've seen the results of the whole language approach (and no phonics) with the KS2 learners and it's not pretty. Give them an unfamiliar word and they just baulk at it. They don't have access to any other reading strategies if memory fails.  I think young learners need a whole range of reading strategies and one of the key strategies is phonics. What do you suggest though when we ask them to spell words? Spelling out the phonemes works OK with simple cvc words or where they've learned the phonemes, e.g. buh-a-tuh for bat. But sometimes you just have to spell the words using the alphabet. I'm concerned about confusing them by using phonics sometimes and the alphabet sound other times.

Dennis: Writing as an amateur who only ever helped his 5/6-year old daughter to read, can I note that motivation must play a crucial role in learning to decipher, to match sounds to letters - and to meaning. I remember Applied Linguistics materials in the 60s recommending  phonic plus structural  approaches and generating texts that no child wanted to read - "This is Flicki. That is Flocki. Come Flicki. Come Flocki."

My daughter's primary school teacher told us that my daughter would have great difficulty learning to read. It was clear to us that this was nonsense. When she came to visit me at Xmas she agreed to us trying to tackle whatever the problem was together. I took a no-nonsense, impossibly dry approach. "You see, Sam. There are sounds and there are letters. Don't mix the two up. Now here is a way that works quite well. Look at the first or first two letters of a word, then look at the last letter and make the sound those letters represent. Now, take a glance at the letters in between and make a guess at what the word could be."   She had a frieze of the alphabet with accompanying pictures around her bed, Dick Bruna, I think, and we practiced with that.

The book we had to read was a Longmans structural reader which told the story of  a young  pearl fisher in the Arabian Gulf, where we had lived, and I think her wish to decipher the story was a powerful motivating force. Within a couple of days she had the hang of things and after 7 days or so went on to her second Longmans structural reader. What I thought then, and what I still believe, is that the teaching at school was too rigidly tied to some reading scheme based, no doubt, on sound linguistic principles, but which totally ignored individual children and the need for powerful motivation to crack the letters/sounds relationship. My daughter became a TEFL teacher, so I can't have done her permanent damage.

2. Difficulties with spelling.

Helen Emery: Chris, Mercedes and Michelle raise some interesting points about spelling. As English has such a complex orthography, spelling isn’t the exact mirror image of reading, i.e. you cannot say one is bottom-up and the other is top-down. It’s a lot more complicated than that. Uta Frith in that ancient tome “Cognitive Processes in Spelling” (1980) listed 3 types of readers/ spellers:

1. Good readers, good spellers 

2. Good readers, poor spellers 

3. Poor readers, poor spellers 

 It is not possible to have poor readers who are good spellers (In Arabic this is possible, but not in English). She also suggested a 6 stage model of reading and spelling development (Frith, 1985) which shows that spelling ‘leads’ reading in the beginning – i.e. children can spell more words phonetically than they can read. However, by the later stages, children must have extensive reading practice to acquire good orthographic spelling principles. Chris raises an interesting point when he says “Can extensive reading really develop good spelling ability?” The jury has been out on this one for a long time. It is my belief that reading alone cannot really provide the necessary precise visual images of words for spelling. We all know of highly educated adults who are avid readers, but cannot spell. So is spelling instruction necessary as well as extensive reading? An article in the TES last Friday stated that the old spelling rule  ‘I’ before ‘E’ except after ‘C’ was going to be removed from the KS 2 curriculum for English as there were too many exceptions that broke the rule. Instead, teachers were advised to teach each individual word that contained those letters. Not to teach this as a spelling rule any more. Will this strategy work? Or will it be another disaster on our doorstep?

 In the 2002 movie Spellbound, children practice for hours learning spelling patterns in the language, and exception words. One boy’s father says that the keys to successful spelling involve knowing the language of origin of each word, and how words are commonly spelled in that country, amongst other things. Maybe multi-lingual children will cope better with English spelling than mono or bilingual children? It’s a pity that so many teachers have given up on spelling these days – if I had a penny for every time I’ve heard a teacher say that English spelling is so difficult it’s not possible to teach it adequately – better to rely on the spell checker! (I’d be a rich woman!!!) What do others think about the spelling dilemma? Is the problem made worse by some L1s? What about children whose L1 has the same alphabet as English? Can they spell any better? 

Dindy Drury: Like you Dennis, I am an amateur and an observer.  It is interesting to have perspectives form so many different countries here - and I am hoping for some more!  I have been very interested to see that my grandchildren in UK - now aged 8 and 10 - have gone back to having traditional type spelling tests - learn these ten words and there's a test on Monday - which my daughter certainly never had.  Her spelling is pretty awful even she admits - it was all 'free expression' then.  Last summer when I was in UK, my ten year old granddaughter asked me to 'test' her on the twenty words she had to 'know'.  She could certainly spell them, and knew the pronunciation - but she did not know what some of them meant!  I was a bit appalled at this - but she told me 'they didn't have to know the meaning, just the spelling.  The words were not contextualised at all - just a list.  Surely meaning cannot be removed from anything in this way?

Iskra Anguelova: I just want to add that in my experience extensive reading does not necessarily mean good spelling. My daughter is an avid reader but her spelling leaves a lot to be desired.

Wendy Arnold: Well I have good news and bad news ... will start with the bad news first ... even native-English learners have problems spelling English and this had become such an issue that the National curriculum has included a complete component on the teaching of ‘synthetic’ phonics. And by synthetic phonics I mean the explicit teaching of the sounds letters make. Research has shown that when Yl are taught the letter/sound relationship it helps them to at least work out how to ‘decode’ or have a go at what it might sound like. Now the good news is that you can download all of the programme from the internet and it is FREE!!!! It is called sounds and letters and you can access it here ....

 http://nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/node/84969
 now before bods get onto their high horses with arguments like ‘this is for first language learners it won’t work for second language learners’, have a look at the materials and considerthat the UK is a multilingual/multicultural country (um well 4 countries to be accurate, England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland!) now. Classes are not homogenous native-English speakers in many places and the National Literacy strategy was not working so research was done (at HUGE expense) to find out WHY YL were not learning to read and spell. This programme (as above link will lead you to) is clear in 6 sequential phases, gives you techniques on how many sounds to introduce, in what order, how to introduce them (initially without showing the written letter, just focusing on the sounds and words with the sounds).

 A few of the highlights for me of the above programme are these:

 1)      YL need to understand that their words can be put into print and that print are words which can be read (alphabetic principle)

2)      YL need to be able to hear sounds in words  (phonological awareness)
3)      YL need to be able to blend/segment a sequence of sounds to make words (synthetic phonics)
4)      YL need to be able to notice words within words (analytic phonics)
 RATIONALE: Blending is for reading; Segmenting is for spelling/writing; I’d like to re-iterate Caroline Linse’s phrases
 You need to hear a word before you can say it

You need to say a word before you can read it

You need to read a word before you can write it

 In second language teaching an enormous problem is being made for YL by introducing all 4 language skills at the same time making the assumption that YL are already literate in L1 (first language), this is going to get worse as the age to start to learn English is becoming younger and younger ... skills to learn L1 are many times NOT like learning English. Sadly ...In addition, I think it is useful if YL are introduced to 3 reading strategies 

1)      Semantic = reader draws on meaning from the text itself but also from their own background knowledge and from other texts
2)      Syntactic = readers draws upon what they know of language and grammar (spoken and written) in order to PREDICT what is coming next eg. A child who comes across ‘ice creams melt in the sun’ is not likely to say ‘ice creams meet in the sun’
3)      Grapho phonic = readers use what they know about the sound-symbol correspondences, visual knowledge of letter combinations and sight vocabulary e.g. m - e – l – t 
 In addition, check out Washtell, A (2008) ‘Getting to grips with phonics’ in J. Graham & A. Kelly (Eds) Reading under control 3rd edition. Oxon:Routledge . Iskra, I can well imagine that what you’ve seen is enough to make you cry BUT it also means that teachers and/or Ministries are aware that phonological awareness is the key, that it is being done in a clumsy way is unfortunate, but I suspect this might be due to training which the teacher has not understood correctly and/or it’s the teachers own interpretation of the training! Anyway have a look at the link, it will give you the rationale, the sequence, the techniques …. All FREE, all downloadable … all trialled at great expense and researched with concrete evidence that it works … see what you can use in your context …

3. Techniques for teaching letters.
Caroline Linse: What I’d like to say about the general progression of listening to speaking to reading to writing: Let me comment a little on a technique that I have used to teach beginners reading. Years ago when I taught kindergarten in California I had quite a few children who didn't speak any English. All of the children even the native English speakers were new to the world of print. Each child's first name was printed on a different piece of lightweight cardboard. Each morning I showed the cards to the children as a way to take attendance and the children read the names. We used the name cards to explore print in a very meaningful way. We looked at the sounds that individual letters make with children's own names as our examples. It was amazing how quickly they learned to recognize the names some of which were very - very long.

Wendy: Caroline and what I love about the technique you used is that it was personal and simple ... way to go .... any other ideas?

Wendy: My daughters all started at a Montessori school where they use a multi
sensory approach, I remember the girls tracing their fingers on sandpaper
letters and drawing in sand, as well as using playdough/plasticine ... I
used these techniques with YL with special needs in my classes in Hong Kong.
I agree with Maria Montessori in that if it works with special needs
learners it is bound to work with so called 'normal' ones! Has anyone else
tried these kinds of techniques?

Helen E: The sand box seems to be commonly used in Asia – I’ve come across it in Brunei, Singapore and Hong Kong. Drawing letters in the air is another way – in the absence of lots of sand boxes! Our Mandarin teacher at the University of Essex recently ordered a pile of mini whiteboards for (adult) learners to practice drawing the characters on with marker pens – they can be easily wiped if you make a mistake and there isn’t the permanent record in your book of the nasty mess made earlier. None of us had seen these small whiteboards before – they are about a foot square. It seems they are used all the time in China. I thought they might also be used for teaching children to write English letters. An economical way to practice writing – mind you, you would need a supply of the pens.

Wendy: Lovely ideas! The wee whiteboards I’ve seen, they are used in local English schools I believe, well at least my middle daughter who is a Primary 3 teacher just outside London uses them ... I remember small chalk boards too ... very kinaesthetic as the chalk drags more than a whiteboard marker and so gives you that extra tug to remind you of the shape! Fabulous resource ... I wonder which is cheaper and easier to resource?

Chris: We use B6 card soft card case files. They are made of soft transparent 
plastic. Whiteboard marker pens will write on them and wipe off. The advantage of the card case is that different boards can be put inside.Here's a temporary link to some example boards:

http://www.wisehat.com/temp/writeandwipeboards.pdf

We print on paper, laminate and trim to size to fit into the case.

Helen Davies: Hello from France. All of my children and the last one in primary school use whiteboards for writing and maths practice. I imagine this is not just at my children's primary school in Nice - but general throughout France.They all had the same brilliant infant school teacher, who introduced them to written words using cards for first names and everyday vocabulary on a magnetic whiteboard. They could all recognise a lot of words before primary school and enjoyed spotting them. So I agree with the people who have mentionned these ways - they do work ! This is a really interesting discussion - even though I'm not faced by the huge problems of a different alphabet. It is making me think about the way my pupils learn reading, writing and spelling. For low achievers and dyslexic children, spelling is such a barrier in a school system which puts writing first - this can be very disheartening for pupils who do their best orally and then get very low marks for tests.
 

Iskra: I have tried teaching the shapes using different coloured plasticine with my 4 year-old students and it was great. They loved it; some tried making the shapes themselves and some kept asking me to make this shape or another in some colour, so in fact we had about an hour of very active communication practising vocabulary about shapes and colours and even whole sentences like, "Isa, make a blue circle!" or "Isa, I want red square!" or, "Look, Isa, I have orange triangle!" We have done fruits too. Of course, among themselves they revert to Chinese mixed with English, but when they address me and when I respond we speak only English and everything is fine. We understand each other very well. Sometimes I am amazed at their capacity to deal with a situation like this; having someone speak to you in a totally different language. It's as though their whole body vibrates and soaks up the information and then just spills out the appropriate response or reaction. Has anyone noticed this too?


Chris Hunt: Hi Wendy,Thanks for the link. I've had a quick look and I think... it's a program for first language learners! I don't mean that it couldn't and shouldn't
be used but that it requires careful modification depending upon one's situation. There's a lot of interesting and useful stuff there. But I think that children living in England have much more exposure to spoken English than the children I work with and that to some extent the program relies upon this exposure. I'm working with Japanese children in small groups that I meet once a week for no more than one hour. English has very different sounds, a different structure and a very different writing system. When we start out depending upon their age, the children have next to no vocabulary. With elementary school aged children I need
to help them build up their vocabulary at the same time that I help them
to read and write. In general I do this by working with three letter words. I usually aim to have children reading a three letter word within the first or second class. I think it is important that they can get meaning from the sounds I'm getting them to make. If any one is interested I can write a little more about the words I use and how I introduce them. Incidentally one interesting source for vocabulary is/was "A lexicon of English Spelling" by Susan Case, David Philpot and John Walker. If anyone can find a link to this pdf please post it. The only one I can find is an ebook at Lulu.com with an alternative title:

http://www.lulu.com/content/paperback-book/english-spellings/6810893
Iskra: Thank you, Wendy, for the site and the detailed information. I am sure I will find a lot to help me on the site. Caroline, that is a wonderful idea. I am working at present with some four-year-old Chinese kids do you think I could try it with them?

Chris: Hi Iskra, I don't know anything about Chinese names - what sound/letter relationships do they contain? How English are they? I think working with names can be motivational. I sometimes show Japanese youngsters their names using plastic letters - if they have indicated an interest. For myself, I would wait for the interest to come from the children. I think it important to work with English words that the children know. For example one activity I do with kindergarten aged children and younger uses colour flashcards. I say the first letter sound, wait a second or so and then show the colour and say the whole word. Pretty quickly the children will start naming the colours based on the first letter sound alone. Sometimes they will want to do the activity themselves with me guessing the colours based on their pronunciation! What age do get children writing? I resigned from a full-time kindergarten job I had because they wanted me to teach writing to 3 year olds. I work with sounds and shape recognition with youngsters but I don't do writing with them. I think it can be too much pressure for many and make the process of learning to read too stressful.

Helen E: Some of you might be interested to know that the National Curriculum for Primary has just brought out a publication called Support for Spelling – for use with Years 2 – 6. This is a 126 page document geared towards helping children in (L1) primary schools cope with learning English spelling. As Chris says though, it might have to be used selectively with L2 learners, although Wendy’s points about the relevance of L1 materials and techniques to reading and spelling in L2 are important to note. Has anyone got hold of a copy yet?

Wendy: Hi Chris, I hear what you are saying but I maintain that integration of a system like the Letters and Sounds from the UK into an L2 curriculum could have amazing results ... we need a keen person to do some research using it!

4. Dyslexia….. or just experiencing difficulty with reading and spelling?

Helen E: Helen Davies talks about the difficulties that some children have with learning to read and spell in English – and mentions the word ‘dyslexia’ as well. In my experience as a teacher trainer, I’ve often observed a primary (or sometimes even a secondary) English lesson where kids have been asked to write a story by the trainee- teacher. There are frequently 40 or so in the class, and it’s obvious that the teacher’s attention does not always get round the class. I make it a point to walk round, looking at children’s books and asking them questions – as well as observing the teacher! You’d be surprised at how many undiagnosed cases of dyslexia I’ve come across. Of course this is only my opinion (and I’m not an educational psychologist), but when you ask the teacher what their writing is like in the L1, they say the same thing “Oh, he can’t write in any language … I guess he’s never learned”. It amazes me that so many children in these schools appear to be undiagnosed dyslexics. The problem is that teachers are not trained to spot the difference between a ‘globally less effective reader’ (Gavin Reid’s term) and a dyslexic pupil. This week the UK Government announced an additional £10 million for dyslexia  – which will go towards training teachers how to spot it, amongst other things. Some countries are getting to grips with the problem of dyslexia, but others still have their heads in the sand. My first overseas job (more than 20 years ago) was in an African country. I had  identical twins in one class – they were severely dyslexic, but the school’s attitude was “If they have brain damage, they can go to a special school. They can’t have any advantages over other children here!”  Amazing eh?

Helen D: I completely agree with your observations on dyslexia and the lack of training for teachers. Very difficult to spot the difference between "less effective readers" and dyslexia and take the appropriate steps. After discussions with friends who are speech therapists - the many different forms of dyslexia make a clear diagnostic very difficult, even for them ! In my secondary school - "if" the teachers spot a problem, "if" the parents react by going to a speech therapist, "if" the parents come back to the school - then, there is a special support system with help for the kids. However, in the classroom, the individual teacher can more or less ignore this - depending on their level of awareness, and a lot of parents in difficult situations don't get past the "ifs".... Suprisingly, there is amongst educators a certain amount of "disbelief" about dyslexia - I've heard it being put down to : fashion, pushy parents, lazy kids etc etc. So dyslexia and learning a foreign language means double trouble - or are some languages less "prone" to dyslexia ? I hope this question doesn't sound too daft.

Helen E: Not a daft question at all. I know of one case where a Spanish speaker (from a South American country) sustained a traumatic injury to his left hemisphere, resulting in Dyslexia in English (the L2) but not in Spanish - his L1. It might seem a bit odd at first, till you start to understand the reasons behind this. There are different types of dyslexia - and this guy was diagnosed with Acquired Surface Dyslexia. Basically this meant he could no longer read via the lexical (or visual) route, but could still decode perfectly well. As English has a deep orthography, not all words can be successfully decoded: a reader has to rely on visual processing for the many irregularly spelled ones. However, Spanish is a shallow orthography and nearly all words can be read via decoding. His reading in Spanish was therefore intact (although much slower than before) but his reading in English severely impaired. This is why it's usually easier for children to learn to read in shallow orthographies - Finnish is the perfect example, than in more complex ones like English. It's also why Chinese is so difficult to learn to read, and requires so much memorisation. Chinese cannot be decoded, and every series of characters must be read visually and learned by heart. 

 

Shallow orthography languages like Spanish are still prone to dyselxia, but it's not always so immediately obvious. If a child had Developmental Phonological dyslexia (the most common type of dyslexia among children) he would struggle to learn to read in Spanish or English. He would have to memorise every word visually, like in Chinese. It's not really necessary to understand the underlying causes of dyslexia. But it is important for a teacher to be able to recognise it and report it to the Head of Department, and for some action to be taken. All too often this doesn't happen and the child suffers alone and with no help. 

Dennis: Helen and Helen remind me that when I first came across the term
"dyslexia" middle class English friends were scornful, suggesting it was a condition that did not exist, just a cover term for laziness on the part of non-serious young learners. As if the substantial problems are not bad enough without having to contend with such unhelpful, uninformed attitudes. (There is an equivalent condition and term for those with fundamental problems with processing mathematical data, but
I don't know it). There is so much for future teachers to learn, and so often they don't
get taught it - or am I being cynical?
 

 David Wilson: If I might intervene here, the research field of the foreign language learner with specific learning difficulties (dyslexia) has generated the most references in my bibliography of modern foreign languages and special educational needs at http://www.specialeducationalneeds.com/mfl/biblio. As a (semi-)retired French, German and special educational needs teacher, my advice is not to get too hung up on the dyslexia label. Some special educational needs teachers even deny the existence of dyslexia, saying it's all down to poor teaching of reading and non-adoption of the hallowed "synthetic phonics" method, or that dyslexia is an umbrella condition, ultimately indefinable, not only covering "word blindness" but also problems with organisation and memory. In the UK, only an educational psychologist or a similarly "authorised" expert can provide a diagnosis of dyslexia and most of them confine the labelling to "specific learning difficulties". What's more important to the teacher than the diagnosis itself is the list of recommendations about classroom-ready strategies that will work in the individual learner's case. If you are looking for a short compendium of advice about teaching foreign languages to learners with specific learning difficulties (SpLD), then I would recommend "Dyslexia and Foreign Language Learning" by Elke Schneider and Margaret Crombie, published by David Fulton. It's full of easy to understand, practical advice. It's recommended by the British Dyslexia Association. If you want to do more in-depth study of the impact of "learning disabilities" (the US term for SpLD) on foreign language learning learning, have a look at the prolific output of Ganschow, Sparks et al. They're in the SpLD section of my bibliography. And don't convince yourself that anybody with dyslexia learning foreign languages will automatically suffer a "double whammy". There are many good news stories in this field and one of the best tidings is that whatever's dyslexia-friendly is everybody-friendly. Oh, and the matter of dyslexia in other languages, as far as I know it's a known condition everywhere in the world. Finnish is supposedly the most dyslexia-friendly language to learn because it's written as it's spoken. Italian, Spanish and German are also fairly dyslexia-friendly, certainly much more so than English and French, whose spelling systems are either opaque or complex, depending on your point of view. But what matters in the long run is less the dyslexia-friendliness of the language and more the dyslexia-friendliness of the methods used to teach it to others.Hope this helps.

Wendy: In Hong Kong parents were loathe to have their children labelled as having a special education need even though this might mean (each school had a quota that they were allowed to be funded for!!!!!) they could get help. Teachers were also cynical about what dyslexia was even though I gave a workshop and made them experience what it felt like to have text run down the page like a river or hop,skip and jump all over the place ... but there are strategies to help these learners ... a few simple ones include

 -          Put a coloured film on top of white paper/black text

-          Print on pastel colours, not white paper

-          Show YL how to use a ruler or a straight edged item (another piece of paper/book) put under the line of text they are reading

-          Using a cut out window on a piece of paper so they can block out the other text and focus on one line at a time

 Apparently YL with dyslexia may also show difficulties with fine motor skills at the beginning so this might be an indicator but again I’m not an Ed Psych so this needs to be checked properly .... Does anyone else know of any strategies to help these YL?

Dennis:  Fascinating details about dyslexia. I don't know if there is any connection, perhaps not, but I'm reminded of a young man I once met who stuttered badly in German, but not at all in English, a foreignlanguage for him. I wonder if that happens frequently? I sometimes get glimpses into how language is stored in the brain and
how we access it, especially for writing, when I'm writing and should be asleep. I make mistakes that I do not not normally makes (I make others then) 'here' for 'hear', 'right' for 'write' - homonyms. I've read the brain does store some words according to sound and presumably when I'm tired my retrieval systems grab the wrong but similarly word for the context.We seem to be in an area in this discussion where there is a lot of scientific knowledge available that can be very helpful as long as the
focus remains effective learning and teaching and not knowledge for
its own academic sake.

Simon Greenall: This is fascinating, Helen, thank you so much. There's one small point I'm not sure about: you say  Chinese cannot be decoded, and every series of characters must be read visually and learned by heart. Do you mean by L2 learners, or by L1 learners as well? Actually Chinese can be decoded both by L1 and L2 learners, although in a fairly limited way. There is a small number of pictograms which teachers of Chinese as L2 like to point out, although these have usually been changed out of all recognition. The pictogram for jia meaning home is meant to represent
a pig under a roof, although as an L2 learner, I see no roof, and I see no pig, and anyway, what's the pig doing under the roof? There are also some phonetic indicators in compounds as well. But yes, in the end it relies a great deal on memorization, and the characters might as well all be ideograms, or at least highly stylized pictograms, (especially in simplified Chinese, but even in its traditional form). Hope I haven't misunderstood you, and yes, I take your general point.

L1 learners of Chinese leave primary school with about 4000 characters, but
the sounds of the characters are presented in pinyin, which means teaching
the Roman alphabet first. In L2 (I'm advising on the methodology of a putonghua [Mandarin Chinese] language course at the moment), you're quite right that every series of characters must be read visually and learned by heart. But it's because it's quicker than identifying pigs and decoding all the other pictograms. Rote learning is quicker? Shoot me down in flames! What I’d love to know is if languages with ideograms, pictograms etc also cause problems for dyslexic learners. But I guess this is outside the scope of the discussion. 

Helen E: Simon gives some very interesting observations about reading in Chinese. However, it’s important to note that word recognition (which is what I’m talking about here, not reading a whole text for global understanding) in a language requires the same skills in L1 and L2 readers. The problems occur when a reader who is familiar with a particular way of processing words in his L1, tries to extend this to the L2, where it may not be appropriate. Most research to date has indicated that this problem is particularly acute with Chinese L1 learning English as an L2 (See Liow, S.R. (1999) Reading skill development in bilingual Singaporean children, in Harris & Hatano eds. Learning to read and write: A cross-linguistic perspective. CUP.) The word ‘decoding’ has lead to some misunderstandings in the field of TEFL in my experience. It is commonly used to mean ‘understanding a text, i.e. decoding meaning’. However, this is not what we mean in Psycholinguistics. Decoding is the skill of reading a word in an alphabetic language, letter by letter as an aid to pronunciation. You do not have to know the meaning of a word to decode it. Excessive phonics training (amongst other things) has sometimes resulted in Barking at print, where a child can decode whole texts, but doesn’t understand a word. As far as I know Chinese logographs cannot be decoded as they do not carry sound – but please correct me someone if you are a native speaker of Chinese and disagree with this! 
 Some people have asked for references for the information I’ve given about various languages and orthographies. A very good source is Swan, M. & Smith, B. (1987) Learner English. CUP; or De Groot, A. & Kroll, J.F. (1997) Tutorials in Bilingualism: Psycholinguistic perspectives. LEA. 
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