A case study – a deaf secondary school student with dyslexia
Laura, not her real name, arrived at our resource base for the deaf at the beginning of year 7.  Implanted at age 2½, she came from a primary unit where sign language had been her main means of communication.  Transition visits had shown her to be introverted and anxious girl with very poor literacy skills and lacking confidence in speaking.  Her teachers were concerned about her lack of progress and had initiated different tests, none of which revealed the source of her difficulties.  Her parents were extremely concerned about her.

Within a few weeks of arriving with us, it was clear that there was a serious mismatch between her intellectual ability and her literacy and speaking skills. Although she took a very real interest in the world around her, asked relevant and probing questions across a range of subjects and retained information explained to her, she was virtually unable to read and write and became exceedingly anxious if anyone suggested she should try!  She also really struggled to pronounce words of more than one syllable.
We approached literacy through texts of well-known and age appropriate stories which were written especially for her in an attempt to engage her interest and to enable her to read simple sentences successfully.  She struggled with even the most simple sentences.  It was noticed that she often read ‘on’ as ‘no’ and ‘for’ as ‘from’.  This suggested she might have dyslexia but she had already been tested for this while at primary school and no evidence had been found. While investigating whether a ‘look and say’ method might work for her, a PowerPoint presentation was used with familiar words being flashed on to the screen.  She had very little success  but was obviously putting all her energy into remembering the sequence of words as she had no idea about how to decode them.
The educational psychologist was persuaded to come and test for dyslexia.  Of course, it is not an easy thing to diagnose in a deaf child and in the days before cochlear implants was much more difficult.  The use of cochlear implants has revealed that a considerable number of deaf students have a range specific language and specific learning difficulties in addition to their deafness; difficulties which would have been virtually impossible to diagnose fifteen years ago.  

While the educational psychologist was reluctant to give a definitive diagnosis, she agreed that she had very specific reading difficulties and a decision was made to approach the problem in three ways.  The first was to introduce a phonics programme in an attempt to get her to look at the text rather than at the ceiling when trying to decode a word.  The second was to adopt a very thorough approach of ‘over-learning’ the spelling of the most common words.  The third was to give her as much reading experience as possible with simple texts which would boost her confidence.
We decided to use the ‘Toe by Toe’ scheme but supplemented it with lots of additional work on phonics particularly at the beginning.  We worked with flash cards with sounds on the front and pictures on the back.  We did lots of simple discrimination exercises, starting with a small number of sounds and gradually building up to cover all the main sounds and blends.

We did the following sorts of activities:  Here are five sounds, which one am I saying? Which sound is at the beginning/ end of this word? Here is a word skeleton, put in the missing vowel/ consonant/ blend. Are these sounds the same or different? Which words rhyme with this word?  Which of these words/sounds am I saying (no lipreading)? We did rapid reading of lists of words to reinforce the sound we had been practising.  We used PowerPoint to produce flash cards of words with the same blend or vowel.  We used the interactive white board to move sounds and words around to an auditory cue.  
Three times a week, we did ten to fifteen minutes on ‘Toe by Toe’.  There were serious limitations with using this scheme.  Her speech was not especially intelligible (Speech Intelligibility Rating = 3) so it was not possible to insist on perfect articulation of each word.  She did not know the majority of words she was decoding in the book which made it more difficult to judge her reading and made it less interesting for her.  We ticked the word if we felt that she had made a good attempt to articulate all the sounds in it and was running them together reasonably fluently.
In addition we gave her five spellings a week to learn.  These spellings were tested every day but in a relaxed way on a small white board.  If she got stuck we sounded out the sounds for her as much as possible.   In subsequent weeks she was tested on the five new words and five or ten from previous weeks.  In year 7 we covered the top one hundred most used words and then moved on to the next one hundred.
Reading material at school was written by the teacher with a view to making sure that she could decode the material.  Age appropriate texts were selected in order to engage her interest.  Initially it was suggested that her parents should do paired reading at home, using  whichever book Laura chose. However this was unsatisfactory and failed to motivate her as she could not access the meaning. Eventually, her parents also started to use texts at home written especially by her teacher of the deaf.

We have continued with this three pronged approach and the progress Laura has made good progress with reading.  She is clearly a very bright girl who is able to process all the teaching she has had about reading and use it to help her to decode the text.  Her reading age is now 7 years and she has turned into quite a bookworm, devouring Enid Blyton books at home with great delight.  She is not able to read these books independently but with her mother’s help is getting a huge amount from the stories.  Her spelling remains poor but we are continuing with the daily practice and she is able to spell or nearly spell about one hundred and fifty words.  The programme has had a definite impact on her speech and she is becoming increasingly confident at pronouncing three syllable words with considerable success. We have spent time explaining what dyslexia is to her and to her peers.  We also have a communication support worker with dyslexia who has discussed the difficulties with her.  

She is now a much more confident girl generally and now happier and more out-going than she was two years ago.  There is still a long way to go but, as a teacher, it has been a real privilege to see her making real progress in front of our eyes!
