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Abstract 

Much has been done in the past few years to provide support systems for students with 

dyslexia in larger universities, however, small colleges often discover they do not have the 

knowledge, financial resources or support systems to identify and assist students with dyslexia 

and other student learning disabilities.  This research was conducted to examine what can be 

done to provide a support structure for students with dyslexia in a small college setting without 

extensive existing support systems.  The research will ask what methods are available to 

institutions of higher education to identify students with dyslexia and what adjustments can and 

should be made by faculty in a small, higher education school setting with limited resources to 

provide a support system for students with dyslexia?  The literature review shows that several 

adjustments can be made to assist students in overcoming this learning disability. 
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While much has been done in the past few years to provide support systems for students 

with dyslexia in larger universities, small colleges often discover they do not have the 

knowledge, financial resources or support systems to identify and assist students with dyslexia 

and other student learning disabilities.  College X, a small accredited Midwestern US College in 

formed within the last five years, discovered through student progress reports and ensuing 

interviews that one student suffered from dyslexia.  Although this student was aware of her 

dyslexia, she did not make it known to the Academic staff.  She attended home school 

throughout high school and therefore had little experience with the traditional classroom setting.  

This literature review and research is conducted to examine what can be done to provide 

a support structure for this student with dyslexia and other future students with similar learning 

disabilities.  The research question is two-fold: 

1. What methods are available to institutions of higher education to identify students 

with dyslexia? 

2. What adjustments can and should be made by faculty in a small, higher education 

school setting with limited resources to provide a support system for students with 

dyslexia? 

Literature Review 

Dyslexia, according to Taylor, Duffy and England (2009), “can be defined as a 

processing difference, often characterized by difficulties in literacy that can affect other 

cognitive areas such as memory, speed of processing, time management, coordination and 

directional aspects,” (p.139).  Persons with dyslexia often experience a variety of difficulties that 

can be obvious in the educational environment.  In areas of reading, students will often have 

difficulty reading fluently but will instead hesitate, misread or have difficulty making the 
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material understood.   Often, persons with dyslexia will have difficulty in clearly organizing 

thoughts, managing time and maintaining a sense of organization.  Difficulty in spelling is 

another common symptom of students with dyslexia.  In their research, Warmington, Stothard 

and Snowling (2013) demonstrated that dyslexia problems continued into adulthood.  Faced with 

these problems, most students often do not attend college.  Of those students who do enroll in 

college, few attend beyond the first year without proper support (Taylor, et. al., 2009).  

 In “Beyond spelling: the writing skills of students with dyslexia in higher education,” 

authors Tops, Callen, Lammertyn, Van Hees, and Brysbaert (2012) discovered that even with 

well educated college students, students with dyslexia demonstrated a significant increase in the 

number of spelling errors.  In addition to increased spelling errors, students also exhibited 

extensive difficulty in academic writing.  These difficulties were demonstrated as students 

struggled while crafting assignments with proper sentence structure and organization.  

 Authors Mortimore and Crozier (2006) studied students with dyslexia with a specific focus 

on study skills.  Results indicated that three areas of difficulty were consistent among the vast 

majority of dyslexic students.  Students were unable to effectively take notes, organize essays or 

other academic writing assignments, and had trouble expressing ideas in writing.  A majority of 

students articulated difficulties in reading speed, spelling, general organization, time keeping, 

handwriting, concentration and remembering facts. Of the sample population in this research, 

less than half reported difficulty with reading and listening.  Furthermore, very few indicated 

difficulty with expressing ideas orally.  

 In summary, dyslexia interferes with the student’s ability to accurately read and fully 

comprehend academic materials, study and memorize facts, and clearly articulate knowledge in 

assessments, exams and other assignments.  Dyslexia stands as an obstacle to the very nature and 
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purpose of higher education.    

 The first step in overcoming a student learning disability is to identify students with the 

disability.  In “Identifying students with dyslexia in higher education,” authors Tops, Callens, 

Lammertyn, Hees and Brysbaert (2001) evaluated two hundred Dutch-speaking freshman, of 

which half suffered from dyslexia.  The purpose of the study was to determine if the small 

number of tests currently used in identifying dyslexia were beneficial beyond the English-

speaking students educated in the Anglo-Saxon education system.  Results indicated that a wide 

variety of tests were not needed and that the standard three tests were sufficient in identifying 

dyslexia regardless of educational system or language. These three tests evaluated student’s 

ability to read words and correctly spell.  The test also considered the student’s awareness of the 

sound structure of spoken words or phonological awareness.  Unlike other problems that are 

potentially difficult to diagnose, dyslexia can be identified through a series of tests available to 

educators. 

 Once students with dyslexia are identified, the college has the responsibility to provide 

support necessary to assist the student.  Tilly Mortimore (2013) considered the integration of 

dyslexic students into a British university to determine effectiveness. This case study identified 

student and staff experiences through interviews, surveys and focus groups.  The purpose of the 

study was to identify differences between what the school said they would do to help students 

with dyslexia and how well the students felt the university helped them.  Results indicated that 

although most schools have inclusion as central to their mission, many schools were also not 

well prepared to assist students with dyslexia.  Data also suggested that the additional 

responsibilities of caring for dyslexic students overloaded faculty and resources; furthermore, 

unresolved issues and a lack of transparency were evident.  
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Much research has been conducted in larger Universities throughout the world.  Specific 

adjustments have been shown to be beneficial to students with dyslexia, yet as shown in the 

research by Stampoltzis and Polychronopoulou (2008), each student is different and will require 

variations on any adjustment tried.  Regardless, research data suggests the importance of having 

a policy in place to intervene once a disability is known.  

Dyslexia has been defined, its symptoms described, and methods for detecting it have 

been suggested.  The literature review will now focus on adjustments that have been made in 

larger universities, both successful and unsuccessful, and identify predictors of success 

discovered for students with learning disabilities.   

Mark Taylor, Sandi Duffy and David England (2009) conducted a case study in a British 

university to consider what adjustments are beneficial for students with dyslexia.  Twenty-two 

students were evaluated over a four-year timeframe.  The researchers discovered that the 

university held extensive interviews with students identified as dyslexic.  These interviews were 

held privately to determine what needs were necessary to assist students throughout the college 

experience.   

Researchers also discovered specific adjustments that could be made in the classroom, 

although each adjustment had varying degrees of success. Students were given the opportunity to 

have larger learning materials (handouts), different colored handouts, the use of computers in the 

classroom, tutoring opportunities, and the use of a Virtual Learning Environment such as 

Blackboard or Moodle.  While all students made use of the Virtual Learning Environment, all 

other opportunities were met with limited success.  Researchers concluded that the Virtual 

Learning Environment offered visual and kinesthetic learning opportunities that augmented the 

auditory learning common to lecture style teaching (Taylor, et. al., 2009). 
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Third, Taylor, et. al. (2009) found that students with dyslexia were far more successful 

when they were given more time in examinations and had the opportunity to use computers for 

tests and other assignments.  Alternate forms of assessment and extra time for coursework were 

also beneficial to students.  In general, students with dyslexia were most successful when given 

ample time to complete assignments and tests. 

Finally, Taylor, et. al. (2009) pastoral care was shown to be a key component of student’s 

success.  Students were likely to succeed when faculty understood the nature of dyslexia and 

made efforts to assist students in their classes.  Also, students with learning disabilities tend to 

have higher levels of anxiety and lower levels of self worth. However, when provided with care 

and understanding, students with dyslexia were shown to have about the same success rate as 

students without a learning disability.  

While adjustments can be beneficial for students with dyslexia, not all adjustments are 

successful.  In 2007, Taylor, Duffy and Hughes (2007) considered the possibility that animation 

would be beneficial to the educational process. In their research, animations were used to further 

learning for 13 dyslexic students as well as 13 students without learning disabilities.  The results 

indicated that all the students benefited from the animation, but dyslexic students showed less 

improvement than non-dyslexic students.  Based on this research, it can be concluded that 

animation is not necessarily beneficial in assisting students with dyslexia.  

In the literature, several research projects considered the importance of the individual’s 

view of him or herself in the identification and treatment of dyslexia.  Mellard and Woods (2007) 

interviewed adults with dyslexia and discovered that most who graduated from high school went 

straight into employment.  Further research showed that these adults who graduated from high 

school and went straight into the workforce did so because they did not believe they would 
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succeed in college and wanted to avoid the stigma of having a learning disability.  Some adults 

indicated that, after high school, they withdrew from society in order to avoid being identified as 

dyslexic or suffering from a learning disability.  Of those who went to college, many self-

reported that they went on to higher education because the support they received while in special 

education high school encouraged them to continue in their studies.  The researchers concluded 

that students were most likely to succeed when they received unconditional love and acceptance 

and perceived that their disability was part of them, but not their sole identity.  Similarly, Evans 

(2013) discovered that students’ self-perception would impact how that student shares his or her 

disability.  

In “Predictors of Success in Individuals with Learning Disabilities: A Qualitative 

Analysis of a 20-Year Longitudinal Study,” authors Goldberg, Higgins, Raskind and Herman 

(2003), analyzed an extensive two decade study of persons identified as having a learning 

disability including dyslexia.  Results indicated six predictors of success for persons with 

learning disabilities.  First, self-aware students who saw their disability as only part of the person 

instead of the whole were far more likely to succeed.  Students who were proactive and therefore 

engaged their world instead of withdrawing in seclusion were more successful.  Understandably, 

perseverance was another character trait that was common among those who were successful. 

Persons who were emotionally stable and had effective methods of coping with difficulty were 

more likely to succeed.  Successful persons also set attainable and beneficial goals and 

completed those goals in a timely manner.  Finally, persons who had a loving, supporting family 

and a strong network of friends were more likely to succeed than those who did not. 
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Table 1 – Predictors of Success (Goldberg, et. al., 2003, p. 224) 

Success Attribute Successful Unsuccessful 
Self-awareness 93% 11% 
Proactive 93% 22% 
Perseverance 93% 22% 
Emotional stability 64% 22% 
Appropriate goal settings 93% 22% 
Use of social support 93% 78% 

 

These results suggest that an educational support system should help students understand who 

they are and assist them as they set and complete goals, persevere in difficult situations, and be 

proactive in life and opportunity. 

Research Design Proposal 

A significant amount of research has been conducted to determine appropriate 

adjustments in large university settings with ample financial and personnel resources. However, 

very little research has been conducted in small colleges where additional financial and 

personnel resources are limited or non-existent.  The research hypothesis states that while 

support staff may not be available in the small school setting, specific adjustments made by the 

teacher combined with the smaller class sizes will give students with dyslexia the resources 

needed to succeed. 

This research will be conducted with a qualitative case study design where, over a period 

of two years, researchers will conduct student interviews, faculty interviews, other discussions 

and observe the classroom experience.  The sample population will be self identified students 

with dyslexia in five small Christian colleges, three of which also identify as classical in design. 

These colleges were specifically chosen for their similarity in concept to the researcher’s school 

and for their diversity in location throughout the United States.  In each situation, students will 

remain integrated into normal school life, including the academic classroom.  Interviews and 
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class observations will be scheduled at specific intervals throughout each semester.  Teaching 

styles, assignment types, and additional resources provided to students with dyslexia will be 

noted and evaluated in relation to students’ academic and perceived success. 

As with all case studies, this study will be subjective in nature based upon the opinions of 

students, faculty and the observers.  Furthermore, each student with dyslexia is different and will 

have different strengths and weaknesses.  This study will identify adjustments that were 

beneficial as a whole. 

Data gathered from interviews, discussions and observations will be evaluated according 

to an interpretational analysis.  Themes and patterns identified in the data will be used to suggest 

which methods of teaching and adjustments were beneficial or harmful. 

Personal Analysis 

The purpose of higher education is to further the students’ growth intellectually, 

emotionally, physically, and – if the institution is Christian – spiritually.  If an obstacle, such as a 

learning disability, prohibits or significantly hampers the student’s ability to learn, it is 

incumbent upon the institution to help that student overcome.  Small colleges often do not have 

the financial resources to hire full time special education staff.  More importantly, these colleges 

often do not have the knowledge available to intervene with students with special needs.  As an 

administrator in a small college, the researcher seeks to determine how to best assist students 

within that small school environment.  By understanding the problem and identifying solutions, 

the researcher can provide a support system that would teach the student how to better learn and 

comprehend the material.  Likewise, he can prepare the faculty to meet the needs of the student 

with dyslexia. 
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Throughout the literature, a consistent theme emerged:  students with dyslexia were more 

likely to be successful when faculty and administration sought to meet the student’s individual 

holistic needs.  These students need to be identified, their value as a person affirmed, and their 

specific needs considered.  Previous research repeatedly demonstrates that solutions to dyslexia 

are not one size fits all, but individualistic.  Logic suggests that although a small school may not 

have the resources of a larger institution, caring faculty and administration combined with small 

class sizes and personal tutoring may be the most beneficial means of overcoming dyslexia.  The 

proposed research will evaluate whether these theories can be shown to be true in the small 

college setting.   

Practical Application 

Based upon previous research identified in the literature above, five adjustments can be 

made to the small college classroom that would help students with dyslexia overcome their 

learning disability.  First and most importantly, students need to feel that they are loved and 

accepted by the faculty and school.  Students are shown to be far more successful when they can 

feel accepted and safe in the educational environment.  Second, schools need to provide 

opportunities for students to self identify as having a learning disability. Colleges also need to 

have testing information available for students that demonstrate symptoms of dyslexia or other 

learning disabilities.  Third, students identified as having a learning disability need to be given 

more time for assessments, a wider variety of learning materials, and a variety of teaching 

formats that do not rely on lecture. Fourth, students should be given the opportunity to use a 

computer whenever possible for assignments and assessments. Fifth, students with dyslexia 

should have a mentor who can help the student set and meet attainable goals, provide emotional 
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support while helping the student to identify coping mechanisms, and encourage the student to 

keep engaging his or her world. 

Although the literature has identified these items in larger school settings and that data 

can hypothetically be transposed into the small college setting, the proposed research will 

demonstrate whether these items can and are enacted in an actual small college setting.  The data 

may also identify other adjustments that can be made to enhance the educational experience, or 

show adjustments that are detrimental to students with dyslexia.   
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