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Supporting Students with Dyslexia
in the EFL Classrooms

Naomi Yukimaru

Abstract
Since the signing of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities in 2007, Japan has been working toward a symbiotic society. The
country has advocated the need for English language education that incorporates
a special-needs perspective and is based on a universal design that considers
students’ diverse needs. Several Japanese learners of English do not encounter
significant problems in reading and writing in Japanese, but they find it difficult
to read and write in English after they start learning the language. Meanwhile,
scholars have not actively addressed issues surrounding English reading and
writing difficulties among Japanese learners of English. Therefore, this paper
aims to discuss the challenges encountered by students with dyslexia in English
as a foreign language (EFL) classrooms. It provides an overview of dyslexia and
its mechanism and how it manifests in different languages. Then it will discuss
the methods through which teachers can support students with dyslexia in EFL

classrooms.
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Background of the Study

Japan has been striving to achieve a symbiotic society since signing the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2007.
With regard to English language education, studies have highlighted the need
to deliver education from a special-needs standpoint and that is founded on a
universal design that considers students’ diverse demands.

Scholars have revealed that some Japanese learners of English do not show
significant problems in reading and writing in Japanese but struggle in reading
and writing in English after they start learning it (Ijima, 2020; Murakami, 2021).
Considering the dyslexic population in English-speaking countries, Japanese
EFL learners who experience difficulties in learning English are assumed to
include those with dyslexia in English (Murakami, 2018). However, research on
English reading and writing difficulties and English dyslexia! among Japanese
learners of English is only in its early stages and has not actively addressed such
challenges in English education settings.

One reason for the lack of an active discussion of dyslexia in English is
that teachers have insufficient knowledge of it. Surveys of elementary, junior
high, and high school teachers’ perceptions of English learning stumbling blocks,
including reading and writing difficulties (e.g., Kagata, et al., 2015; Otani et
al., 2015; Yukimaru, 2020, 2022), found that elementary, junior high, and high
school teachers have a low awareness of English reading and writing difficulties
or dyslexia in English. In addition, many teachers believe in the urgent need to
be trained in English dyslexia and its relevant teaching methods.

In December 2022, for the first time in 10 years, the Ministry of Education,

' This paper uses the term “dyslexia” in the same sense as “developmental dyslexia.”
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Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) released survey findings on
children with special educational needs who are enrolled in regular classes. The
results showed that 6.5% of children in regular elementary and junior high school
classes “show significant difficulties in learning” (MEXT, 2022). Compared
with the 2012 survey results, which showed that 4.5% of the children “show
significant difficulties in learning,” the recognition of teachers in charge is
thought to have increased.

In addition, the survey revealed that only 28.7% of these children were
actually assessed by the school committee as requiring special educational
support, although teachers in charge considered that the children had “no
intellectual developmental delay but show significant difficulties in terms of
learning or behavior.” This result indicates that while several children have
teachers who recognize their significant difficulties in learning or behavior, they
have not received sufficient support.

This can be attributed to the lack of resources such as classroom teachers,
support staff, and other personnel who provide individualized attention and
support and the expertise of regular classroom teachers who can develop
methods to address these students’ difficulties (Kikuchi, 2022). Improving the

lack of resources within a short timeline is not easy, but in light of this situation,

2 The results of the MEXT survey are based on responses by classroom teachers and others and are

not based on the assessments of a developmental disability specialist team or a diagnosis made by a
physician. Therefore, it should be noted that the results of this survey do not indicate the percentage
of students with developmental disabilities but rather the percentage of those who need special
educational support. Also worth noting is that this survey is not simply comparable with the 2002 and
2012 surveys because its target areas and some of its questions are different.
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we could promote education that incorporates the concept of universal design® to
facilitate the learning of more students and secure the necessary resources.
Therefore, this paper aims to discuss issues and possible solutions
surrounding students with dyslexia in EFL classrooms. It provides an overview
of what dyslexia is and describes its mechanism and how it manifests in different
languages. Then it will discuss how teachers can support students with dyslexia

in EFL classrooms based on a universal design mindset.

What Is Dyslexia?

Dyslexia is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by severe
reading difficulties. An estimated 6%—10% of the world’s population have this
predisposition regardless of country or race, depending on diagnostic criteria
(Ishii, 2005; Shaywitz, Shaywitz, Fletcher, & Escobar, 1990). People with
dyslexia often encounter difficulties in phonological processing (Bradley &
Bryant, 1978; Pugha & Verhoeven, 2018) and experience specific challenges
in reading (and often writing) despite having average intelligence and sensory
functions (The International Dyslexia Association, 2021). The International
Dyslexia Association (IDA) (2002) defines dyslexia as

a specific learning disability that is neurobiological in origin. It is

characterized by difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition

and by poor spelling and decoding abilities. These difficulties typically

result from a deficit in the phonological component of language that is

3 Inclusive education that involves and educates all children, including those with disabilities, in

the same place has become a global trend, and curricula for children with special needs are being
developed. Japan has also been conducting practical research to incorporate a universal-design
perspective to formulate education that is easy to understand and easy to learn for all learners
regardless of their disability status.
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often unexpected in relation to other cognitive abilities and the provision

of effective classroom instruction. Secondary consequences may include

problems in reading comprehension and reduced reading experience that
can impede growth of vocabulary and background knowledge.

From a medical and educational perspective, the definition and nomenclature
of learning disabilities and dyslexia have several differences. Two systems in the
form of codes and manuals for diseases provide medical informatics regarding
diagnosis definitions: the 2013 revision of the American Psychiatric Association’s
diagnostic criteria (DSM-5) and WHO’s International Classification of Diseases
11th Revision (IDC-11). Both systems use standardized tests and describe the
severity of such diseases.

The DSM-5 (APA, 2013) defines specific learning disorder (SLD) as a
type of neurodevelopmental disorder that impedes one’s ability to learn and use
specific academic skills, such as reading, writing, and arithmetic, on which most
other academic learning is founded. Alternatively, the DSM-5 allows the use of
the term “dyslexia” to describe symptoms of limited reading within SLD (so-
called learning disabilities).

Meanwhile, the ICD-11, which is a global standard for diagnostic health
information developed by the World Health Organization, defines dyslexia as

[d]evelopmental learning disorder with impairment in reading is

characterized by significant and persistent difficulties in learning academic

skills related to reading, such as word reading accuracy, reading fluency,
and reading comprehension. The individual’s performance in reading is
markedly below what would be expected for chronological age and level
of intellectual functioning and results in significant impairment in the

individual’s academic or occupational functioning. Developmental learning
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disorder with impairment in reading is not due to a disorder of intellectual

development, sensory impairment (vision or hearing), neurological disorder,

lack of availability of education, lack of proficiency in the language of
academic instruction, or psychosocial adversity.

The Japanese government, through the MEXT (n.d.), follows the ICD-10
classification and defines a learning disability as

a condition in which a child has no intellectual developmental delay in

general, but faces various learning difficulties due to difficulty in acquiring

or demonstrating one or more specific skills among the basic skills necessary
for learning, such as listening, speaking, reading, writing, calculating, and
reasoning.

Although not defined only for dyslexia, “reading” and “writing” fall under
the dyslexia category. In the coming years, this definition will change along with
the switch from ICD-10 to ICD-11 although the Japanese government is yet to
advise when it will make the switch.

Factors that Cause Dyslexia

While the causes of dyslexia remain unclear, the IDA defines it as “a specific
learning disability that results from a neurobiological cause” (IDA, 2002).
Studies using neuroimaging techniques, such as functional magnetic resonance
imaging (fMRI) and positron emission tomography, have demonstrated a
correlation between functional and structural differences in the brains of children
with reading difficulties (Japan Dyslexia Research Association, 2014). Several
genes have also been associated with dyslexia (e.g., Doust et al., 2022; Fisher &
DeFries, 2002).

Orthographic complexities also play a role. A growing number of studies

has shown that language-specific orthographic complexities influence reading
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difficulties and reading acquisition (Seymour, 2005; Seymour et al., 2003; Ziegler
& Goswami, 2005; Ziegler et al., 2003). Differences in orthographic features
explain the varying proportions of people with dyslexia who speak different
languages (see Figure 1).

Figure 1
The Granularity and Transparency Hypothesis
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Note. From Wydell & Butterworth (1999). A case study of an English-Japanese
bilingual with monolingual dyslexia. Cognition, 70(3), p. 280. https://doi.
org/10.1016/S0010-0277(99)00016-5

Wydell and Butterworth (1999) suggested that language can be classified
along two dimensions: transparency and granularity. That is, opaque/deep
orthographies, such as English, produce a higher incidence of dyslexia than more
transparent/shallow orthographies, such as Japanese, whereas more transparent
orthographies such as Japanese, Italian, and German experience less difficulty in

decoding written words (Ijuin & Wydell, 2015).
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Transparency and granularity differences between a learner’s first (L1) and
second language (L2) or foreign language (FL) affect their ease of learning L2 or
FL. Therefore, a native speaker of Japanese, which is transparent and coarse, who
learns English, which is opaque and fine, could find English language learning
significantly more challenging than vice versa.

Comorbid Disorders with Dyslexia

Dyslexia frequently co-occurs with other developmental disorders such as
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) (Carroll et al., 2005). Studies on
ADHD and dyslexia are more abundant than those on autism spectrum disorder.
Studies on co-occurring developmental disorders revealed that 40% of children
with ADHD have dyslexia and that 30% of those with dyslexia have ADHD
(IDA, 2020; Kelly & Phillips, 2022).

Particularly in English-speaking countries, research has reported overlaps in
clinical symptoms, cognitive function, and genetic levels for ADHD and dyslexia
(Pennington, 2006). Carrol et al. (2005) found that among ADHD symptoms,
inattention affects reading ability, but hyperactivity is not necessarily associated
with reading ability. Many reports have also been published on working memory
deficits and processing speed related to dyslexia in English-speaking countries
(Kormos, 2017), suggesting that inattention is as deeply involved in dyslexia as

in ADHD.

How Does Dyslexia Manifest in Different Languages?
Dyslexia is widely known and investigated in English-speaking countries,
but only a few related studies have been conducted in the Japanese EFL context.
In addition, Japan recognizes fewer people as dyslexic and pays little attention to

them, and there are two potential reasons for this. First, the Japanese syllabic kana
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and morphographic kanji, which are first learned in elementary school, are more
transparent in their orthography, and the granularity of the smallest orthographic
unit is coarser than in English (Wydell, 2012) as shown in Figure 1. Conversely,
English has often been considered as having deep/opaque orthography since its
phonology from print is not always consistent (Ijuin & Wydell, 2015).

The frequency of occurrence is not always constant because of the use of
various cutoff values, but this is generally reported to be 10% or more in English-
speaking countries. Meanwhile, in Italian and Finnish, frequency is reported to
be about half of that in English-speaking countries (Lindgren et al., 1985). An
estimated 1%—8% of the population in Japan is dyslexic in the Japanese language
(Uno et al., 2009), which reflects the generally low interest in dyslexia.

When learning L2 or FL, people may display dyslexic symptoms in the
target languages despite appearing to be average readers in their L1 (Meara et
al., 1985). Notably, if learners’ L1 is a “transparent” language like Japanese, in
which letter—sound correspondence rules are easy to understand, students with
dyslexia would experience difficulties learning a “less transparent” language like
English (Kormos, 2017). One can therefore predict that certain challenges are
likely to arise for Japanese students with dyslexia, especially in learning English.

The second reason for the weak focus on dyslexia is that learners with
dyslexia exhibit fewer difficulties in verbal communication than those with
apparent behavioral and social problems (Ishii, 2005). Because of this, teachers
and parents who lack knowledge of dyslexia may not realize that students are
experiencing difficulty in reading and writing because of their dyslexia.

When learning English in Japan, students with dyslexia who officially start
studying English in elementary school (Grade 3) may encounter challenges in

reading English despite not exhibiting severe difficulties in verbal communication
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and in reading and writing Japanese. These students may face more difficulties
than their classmates and could develop negative attitudes toward learning

English.

Effective Ways to Support Students with Dyslexia in EFL Classrooms
Teachers’ Perceptions of Dyslexia in English Learning

With respect to Japanese EFL learners with dyslexia, only a few studies
have been conducted on dyslexia in Japan, and diagnosis methods for Japanese
EFL learners are scarce. Schools in Japan have also shown a low recognition of
dyslexia. A survey by Moriwaki (2007, cited in Murakami, 2012) revealed that
more than 50% of English teachers in junior high school and high school have
never heard of dyslexia, and although approximately 40% have known about it,
they did not have a thorough understanding of the disability.

Kagata et al.’s (2015) survey of 70 elementary school and junior high school
teachers regarding their perceptions of their students’ difficulties showed that
regardless of whether students had developmental disorders, teachers experienced
difficulties conducting classes and communicating with students who struggled
in the primary stages of reading and writing the alphabet. One limitation of the
study is that despite investigating elementary and junior high school teachers, it
did not specify the difficulties observed at each level, which have different aims
for English language teaching. This highlights the need to separately examine
how teachers in each school type perceive their students’ difficulties.

Yukimaru (2020, 2022) conducted a series of paper-based survey to
investigate elementary, junior high, and high school English teachers and identify
their apparent needs and the problems they face when educating students with

reading and writing difficulties in English language learning. The results of a
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series of questionnaire surveys and interviews revealed that teachers, despite
being familiar with students’ difficulties when learning English, have shown
a low awareness of dyslexia in English learning. On the contrary, teachers are
clearly trying to find ways to teach students who are struggling to learn English
although some of their methods may not be ideal for learners with dyslexia.

In addition, the Benesse Educational Research and Development Institute
(2009) surveyed 3,643 English teachers in public junior high schools on English
teaching and learning. Findings showed that the main challenges to students’
English learning were their difficulty remembering words (e.g., pronunciation,
spelling, and meaning) (68.8%), lack of study habits (68.0%), low motivation
for learning (61.0%), inability to read (e.g., convert letters into sounds) (50.2%),
struggles in understanding grammar (45.7%), failure to achieve desired results in
tests (33.8%), and resistance to learning English (27.5%). Although the survey
did not intend to highlight the difficulties encountered by students with dyslexia,
it identified “difficulty remembering words” and “inability to read letters and
sentences” as issues that must be carefully considered, including the possibility
of dyslexia.

Despite these studies, there continues to be a lack of practical research on
how to support students with dyslexia in English learning, especially in regular
classrooms. Teachers are also clearly aware of their need to acquire knowledge
and skills to efficiently support these students. Therefore, it is necessary to
investigate what kind of training and instructional programs would be required
and feasible for the future given the potentially higher attention on special-needs
education knowledge (Kagata et al., 2015; Otani et al., 2015). Teachers must be
ready to support FL learning, especially since Japan is moving toward ensuring

equal rights for students with developmental disorders including dyslexia.
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Three Ways to Support Students with Dyslexia in EFL Classrooms
Research shows that an effective method to support students with dyslexia
is to help them develop basic reading skills (e.g., Morrison, 2014; Murakami,
2018). Figure 2 shows the development mechanism of literacy skills. The three
elements at the bottom of the pyramid—phonological awareness, phonics, and

print awareness—are the basic reading skills that students must learn before

proceeding to the acquisition of higher skills.

Figure 2

Comprehensive Literacy Development Paradigm
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Note. Adopted from Morrison, A. (2014). Literacy Development and
Disabilities. https://slideplayer.com/slide/7642968/
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Phonological awareness is the ability to focus on the sound of speech as
distinct from meaning and detect or manipulate these sounds in words. Print
awareness refers to the ability to quickly and correctly identify letterforms and
includes the alphabet and the spelling of words. Phonics knowledge pertains to
the ability to read by focusing on letter—sound relations.

As Murakami (2015) argued, English education in Japan does not provide
sufficient instruction in “phonological awareness” and “decoding” as practiced in
English-speaking countries. As a result, the acquisition of basic English reading
and writing skills may not be seamless, especially for learners with reading and
writing difficulties. Therefore, this paper suggests three ways to support students
with dyslexia in EFL classrooms following the three basic skills derived from
research and practice in English-speaking countries: phonological awareness
training, phonics instruction, and multisensory language teaching. Some of
the trainings can be conducted not only individually but also in mainstream
classrooms as a way to provide a universal design of English language learning
in the limited amount of time allowed by the national curriculum.

Phonological Awareness Training

Phonological awareness refers to the ability to concentrate on the sound of
speech separately from meaning and detect or manipulate sounds in words. It
consists of four subskills: word, syllable, onset/rime awareness, and phonemic
awareness (see Figure 3). As mentioned above, phonological awareness is a
crucial skill for students’ literacy development and a predictor of later reading and
spelling success (Kormos, 2017). In English-speaking countries, phonological
awareness has been shown to enable reading and writing and has been linked to
vocabulary acquisition (Bowey, 2001; Metsala, 1999). It is also vital for students
learning English as a second language (e.g., Yeung et al., 2013). Therefore,
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Japanese EFL learners must undergo phonological awareness training before

proceeding to letter—sound relations.

Figure 3
Phonological Awareness Continuum
Phoneme
Blending &
Segmentation
Onset-rime
Blending &
Segmenting

Syllable
Blending &
Segmenting
Sentence
Segmentation

Increasing in Difficulty

Rhyming &
Alliteration

Note. Adapted from Chard, D. J., & Dickson, S. V. (1999). Phonological
awareness instructional and assessment guidelines. Intervention in School
and Clinic, 34, 262.

For Japanese EFL students, whose L1 does not require onset/rime awareness
and phonemic awareness and has a unique level of sound called mora—the unit
of time equivalent to an ordinary or normal short sound or syllable—Ilearning
onset/rime awareness and phonemic awareness does not occur naturally. Studies
have shown that mora affects Japanese EFL students when they acquire English
sounds and spellings (e.g., Tsuda & Takahashi, 2013). Therefore, for Japanese
learners of English, phonological awareness should be taught in consideration of

mora interference.

_34_



Naomi Yukimaru

Phonics Instruction

Currently, Japanese elementary, junior high, and high schools often expect
students to memorize new English vocabulary. Some students do not find
memorization easy, however, which causes them to be left behind. One effective
teaching method for these learners is phonics, of which there are two main kinds:
analytic phonics and synthetic phonics. Analytic phonics has been prevalent in
the United States since the 1980s. Here, students learn spelling rules by analyzing
and breaking down words they already know. Unlike synthetic phonics, another
type of phonics method, analytic phonics does not teach sound blending. Analytic
phonics is also called implicit phonics because the relation between sounds and
letters is not directly taught but rather implicitly understood.

English-speaking countries introduce analytic phonics to children aged
4-5, which means that, in these countries, children receive a wealth of audio
input before they encounter written instruction. Children in English-speaking
countries are said to consume approximately 17,000 hours of audio input over
five years. In Japan, however, EFL learners are exposed to a total of 210 credit
hours of English in “foreign-language activities” and “foreign-language studies”
at elementary school. Thus, care should be taken in teaching analytic phonics to
establish sound—letter correspondence from words that these students already
know.

A more recent phonics method, synthetic phonics, introduces letters in
stories and contexts that are familiar to young children and uses multisensory
cues to help them learn letters (e.g., Jolly Phonics). The United Kingdom and
other countries are starting to use synthetic phonics to teach children who do
not know English letters and sounds (Yamashita, 2015). Synthetic phonics

has also been found effective for children whose first language is not English
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(Stuart, 1999). Although in-service and preservice teachers take some time in
acquiring the training skills within a short period, having the knowledge and
skills associated with the phonics method allows teachers to support a wider
range of students in classrooms.

Multisensory Language Teaching

Multisensory language teaching is a teaching approach that uses visual,
auditory, and kinesthetic senses simultaneously and is said to be more effective
than single-sensory learning because it stimulates all areas of the brain (Shams
& Seitz, 2008). Multisensory approaches have been found more effective for
learners who experience problems obtaining information from specific senses
(including students with dyslexia). This type of instruction can be used to
improve students’ phonological awareness, phonics skills, and print awareness.

One benefit to adopting the multisensory approach is that instruction
is more memorable. Multisensory teaching involves traditional visual and
auditory learning and physical instruction that incorporates motor senses, such
as dance, and special materials that utilize the sense of touch. This type of
learning is enjoyable, and students may store such an experience as episodic
memory. Another advantage is that it can compensate for the weak phonological
processing ability of children with dyslexia (Kormos & Smith, 2012).

Studies in EFL settings have shown the effectiveness of the multisensory
approach in FL learning (e. g., Mori, 2014; Murakami, 2018). For example,
Murakami (2018) reported educational practice on reading and writing the
letters of the alphabet, English phonological awareness, and reading and writing
words of the basic structure for fourth-grade students with reading and writing
difficulties. She used kinesthetic sand, braid, whiteboard for tabletop, cardboard

for skywriting practice, iPad apps to trace letters, and original teaching materials
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(e.g., picture cards, games, magnets, etc.) in a yearlong training for a fourth-
grade EFL student. The student showed a significant improvement in reading and
writing alphabetic letters and in phonological awareness of English as well as in
reading and writing tests of words with basic structures.

Although many of the reported multisensory language teaching practices
have mainly focused on individual tutoring and small-group methods, they can
also be adopted in mainstream classrooms. Since many students are not provided
special treatment although teachers recognize they struggle in mainstream
classes, as observed in a MEXT (2022) survey, such practice can benefit not
only learners identified within the school as requiring special support but also
those who need help but fall outside that category as well as those who do not

necessarily require special support.

Conclusion

This paper aimed to discuss issues surrounding students with dyslexia
in EFL classrooms. To this end, this study provided an overview of dyslexia
and explained its mechanism and manifestation in different languages. It also
clarified how teachers can support students with dyslexia in EFL classrooms.
Surveys of elementary, junior high, and high school teachers’ perceptions of
English learning stumbling blocks (e.g., Kagata et al., 2015; Yukimaru, 2020,
2022) have found that teachers have limited awareness of English reading and
writing difficulties or English dyslexia. Many teachers also believe that they need
to be trained in knowledge and teaching methods associated with English literacy
difficulties and urgently so.

Another critical perspective entails delivering training in knowledge and

teaching methods with respect to reading and writing difficulties in preservice
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English teacher education programs at the university. By enhancing the knowledge
and teaching skills in English literacy in these programs, trainee teachers will be
empowered to work with a more diverse range of students when they officially
become teachers. To this end, this paper suggested three ways to help students
with dyslexia in EFL classrooms based on a universal design perspective. Future
studies must develop practical training programs for both teachers and preservice

teachers.
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