
Copyright 2014.  Dr. Kelli Sandman-Hurley.  Dyslexia Training Institute.  All rights reserved.



Copyright 2014.  Dr. Kelli Sandman-Hurley.  Dyslexia Training Institute.  All rights reserved.



Introduction
Every teacher in every classroom in every school 
in this country (and beyond) will come across 
several, if not dozens, of students who just can’t 
keep seem to get the ‘reading thing’ down. The 
students are smart, articulate, and creative, yet 
they omit small words, read slowly, have 
difficulty spelling, and stumble, guess or mumble 
through multisyllabic words. They are placed in 
reading groups for extra instruction and still don’t 
seem to ‘get it.’ And during his or her career, 
every teacher in every classroom in every school 
will ask themselves, “How can I help these 
children?” The answer is to learn as much as 
possible about dyslexia, because the child 
described above has dyslexia.

I have compiled a list of resources in response to 
questions from dozens of teachers who asked 
about dyslexia. I am very excited to see so much 
enthusiasm for the topic and on behalf of the up to 
20% of students who have dyslexia everywhere 
we thank you for taking the time to learn more.

Before we get started, it is necessary to address 
some frequently asked questions and dispel some 
popular and pervasive myths:  

• Dyslexia is not a vision problem and 
cannot be remediated by color overlays or 
vision therapy. Sure, those may seem to 
help, but for true dyslexia, an intensive 
remediation is necessary. People with 
dyslexia see things the way people without 
dyslexia do, therefore is vision problems 
are suspected they need to be ruled out or 
remediated before a diagnosis of dyslexia 
can be made.

• Reversing letters and numbers is normal 
through the first grade, after that it is a red 
flag for dyslexia.

• Dyslexia occurs on a continuum; one 
student can have mild dyslexia while his 
classmate can have severe to profound 
dyslexia. They both have dyslexia and 
they both require remediation; one will 
just need less remediation than the other.

• Dyslexia can run in families and it is 
common for a parent or other family 
member to realize why they struggled in 
school when they see their child 
struggling.

• There is no ‘cure for dyslexia’ because it 
is not a disease. 

• Students with dyslexia do qualify under 
IDEA and it is listed under the definition 
for Specific Learning Disability (SLD) – 
don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.

• Students with dyslexia can and should be 
identified as early as kindergarten.

• Dyslexia can be diagnosed by a properly 
trained professional. However, it is not 
currently a medical condition and is not 
usually diagnosed by a pediatrician.

• Finally and most importantly, dyslexia is 
real, it exists and it can be remediated by a 
correctly trained educator using an Orton-
Gillngham-based approach.
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What is Dyslexia?
The International Dyslexia Association defines 
dyslexia the following way:

It is characterized by difficulties with 
accurate and / or fluent word recognition 
and by poor spelling and decoding 
abilities. These difficulties typically result 
from a deficit in the phonological 
component of language that is often 
unexpected in relation to other cognitive 
abilities and the provision of effective 
classroom instruction. Secondary 
consequences may include problems in 
reading comprehension and reduced 
reading experience that can impede 
growth of vocabulary and background 
knowledge.
Adopted by the IDA Board of Directors, 
Nov. 12, 2002. 

This Definition is also used by the National 
Institute of Child Health and Human 
Development (NICHD).

To learn more about dyslexia, watch this short 
video: http://ed.ted.com/lessons/what-is-dyslexia-
kelli-sandman-hurley.

Advocating for a Student with 
Dyslexia

Advocating for a child with dyslexia or suspected 
dyslexia can be tantamount to moving a cruise 
ship with a piece of string and your teeth. But if 
you pull hard enough and you give the ship 
enough fuel to move, you can make progress. 
Once you set sail the whole ordeal will be worth 
the struggle. So, why is it so difficult to get 
appropriate services or even recognition of a 
problem from most schools?

“Dyslexia is a broad term that 
covers a lot of different 
issues.” 

If I had a dime for every time I heard this mantra 
that has been adopted by countless participants at 
IEP meetings, I would have a lot of dimes. I have 
to admit, I have had to control my smirk when I 
hear this mantra and wait for my turn to set the 
record straight. The fact is the opposite is true. 
Dyslexia has a very narrow definition and only 
includes those students with a phonological 
processing and/or rapid naming weakness 
(www.interdys.org for a complete and official 
definition). It can be identified with the correct 
battery of tests which are correctly interpreted.

Solution: Be prepared for this response and do 
your homework. Bring FAQ sheets with you 
about dyslexia, ask them about their training in 
dyslexia, and ask them what they think dyslexia is 
and how they came to this conclusion and do so in 
collegiate manner – it’s an academic conversation 
not an accusation. Dyslexia is so hotly debated 
that is important to remain calm in order to truly 
teach the team about it. Be prepared to 
compromise and pick your battles. If they seem to 
understand the underlying cause of the 
reading/spelling trouble and seem willing to 
provide the appropriate strategies, then accept the 
label Specific Learning Disability. Last but 
certainly not least, remind them that dyslexia is 
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listed as one of the conditions under Specific 
Learning Disability. This is where the humor 
comes in: Dyslexia is too broad, but it is listed as 
one of the eligible conditions. Specific Learning 
Disability encompasses every learning disability 
but it is not too broad? Do you see why I am 
smirking now? Silly, right?

“We don’t test for dyslexia.” 

This is a true statement. Schools only assess to 
determine eligibility for special education 
services, they do not diagnose – anything.  If 
testing has been done by a school psychologist or 
outside professional that includes the following 
areas: phonemic awareness, phonological 
awareness, oral reading , silent reading, spelling, 
and cognitive ability, then they usually have 
enough information to determine the root cause of 
the reading problem. However, they often lack the 
expertise to parse it out of the data and instead 
rely on visual or auditory processing problems. 
So, why not go ahead and call a duck a duck? It is 
covered under IDEA after all. This is where a 
dyslexia advocate can hit a brick wall if they are 
not careful.

Solution: Have an independent professional with 
expertise in dyslexia read the testing and 
determine if they see scores that indicate dyslexia. 
If so, request an Independent Educational 
Evaluation (IEE) from someone who is trained in 
dyslexia. Contrary to popular belief, this does not 
have to be a psychologist and they are wonderful 
if trained, but it can be a professional with an 
Ed.D. or equivalent. The most important 
qualification is their understanding of dyslexia. 
But do your homework and make sure their 
reports will hold-up in an IEP. Also, make sure 
that person is willing to come to the IEP to 
explain their report. This can go a long way for an 
advocate in just getting the student qualified for 
the services they need. Also, remind them about 
the inclusion of dyslexia in IDEA, it is effective 
and you will probably learn that many IEP teams 
do not know this fact.

“We will provide the appropriate 
instruction in the resource 
room.” 

Any advocate’s next question would be, “What 
does that instruction look like?” More times than 
not, the answer will include ‘small’ (I’ve seen 
‘small’ groups as big as 5 kids) group instruction 
using a district-adopted textbook. The problem 
here is very significant when it comes to true 
intervention. To truly help a person with dyslexia, 
the instruction needs to be individualized (as it 
should be in an IEP) and it needs to start from the 
beginning. Many students will begin an IEP mid-
year and they join another group, this is not going 
to be beneficial in most cases. There is a bigger 
problem which is the training of the teacher.

Students with dyslexia need teachers who are 
trained in the Orton-Gillingham approach and are 
capable of using a program that is based on that 
approach. Don't get me wrong here. I love 
teachers and I love schools, but this is the 
cornerstone of a good program for a student with 
dyslexia. Herein lies the biggest challenge for a 
dyslexia advocate; how to get the child the 
appropriate intervention.
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Solution (most of the time): Again, doing your 
homework is key here. Bring research or be 
prepared to cite research that makes the case for 
one-on-one instruction in an Orton-Gillingham-
based program. Be sure to know which programs 
are more effective and widely used. (Wilson and 
Barton are both effective). When school districts 
state the program they are using is based on the 
Orton-Gillingham approach call the publisher and 
verify that this is true – it usually is not the case. 

Some schools will have appropriate programs that 
they did not offer until you specifically ask for it 
and when they do then you are in luck. The next 
step is to make sure the teacher is properly 
trained. Don’t be intimidated to ask for his or her 
training and credentials – it is essential to the 
student’s success. 

When schools do not have the appropriate 
intervention it is time to make the case for outside 
tutoring. This is where things get sticky. As a 
dyslexia advocate you need to be realistic about 
how far you can take a case. If you have enough 
evidence that the student was not identified early 
enough or had been denied an IEP previously, you 
can request compensatory services and sometimes 
your case is so strong that this is relatively easy 
and sometimes this is the end of the road for the 
advocate the beginning for an attorney.

“We won’t test him because he is 
getting A’s and B’s.” 

While it is true that the student seems to be 
passing or even excelling in school, the truth may 
be that he is working four times as hard and four 
times as long on his homework than his peers. 
This may work in the earlier grades, but as school 
get harder and begins to get text-heavy, this 
student will begin to struggle. Many schools will 
argue that because they are not struggling they do 
not need extra help. You can also remind the team 
that IDEA explicitly states that passing grades and 
passing from grade to grade does not

 automatically disqualify someone from receiving 
special education services.

Solution: If a student has received Prior Written 
Notice (PWN) for the reason above, you can do 
two things: Begin to document how long it takes 
the student to complete work, collect writing 
samples from first drafts through final drafts, 
observe the child in the classroom then collect 
what he did in class. Once you have collected 
your data, approach this school with new 
information in a compelling letter and resubmit a 
request for assessment. You can supplement this 
letter with a meeting with the principal to show 
them your data. Secondly, if you believe the 
student only needs accommodations to be 
successful, you can request a 504 instead of a full 
IEP. Again, expect resistance but offer examples 
of how this would help. Data is imperative this 
case.

I became an advocate because my students and 
their parents were so defeated by the time they 
figured out what was causing the school struggles 
and they did not know where to go next. I knew 
there was a niche in this area. I went through the 
training to become a special education advocate 
and thought I was going to save the dyslexic 
world. What I encountered was a world of 
misinformation amidst well-meaning and caring 
teachers and administrators. 

It is very difficult to be a dyslexia advocate, but it 
can be done. With a little finesse and a whole lot 
of preparation mixed with some sugar, it can be 
done. 
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COMMON POSSIBLE PITFALLS 
FOR PARENTS

Most parents (I am also a parent) love schools and 
put all of their trust into the school system. They 
trust the people that run our schools to do the 
right thing, be properly trained, qualified and 
equipped to help each and every student that 
walks through their door. Unfortunately, when it 
comes to children with dyslexia, this trust can be 
misguided and mishandled. However, there are 
things parents can do to avoid losing any precious 
time for their children.

Pitfall: Ignoring that inner voice and 
early identification.

Almost every parent that walks into my office 
recounts when their child was about three or four 
years old and they were not interested in learning 
to read. They wanted to listen to stories and 
investigate the pictures, but learning the letters 
and the sounds was just not something they 
wanted to do. Most parents have an inner voice 
that will tell them something is amiss, but at this 
age it is so easy to listen to well-meaning friends 
and family members tell you it is normal and they 
will outgrow it, but that inner voice won’t go 
away. This might also bring up memories of the 
parent’s own struggle with reading and send up a 
red flag- don’t ignore it.

Solution: Research/Second Opinion

A simple Google search for a developmental 
reading chart will reveal what typical children 
should be doing at a particular age. Of course, 
there is always variation, but a medium to large 
deviation should not be ignored. Contrary to 
popular belief there are neuropsychologists that 
can diagnose dyslexia at this tender age. Above 
all else, do not ignore your parental instinct and 
do not allow the “he’ll grow out of it” mantra that 
begins at this age.

Pitfall: Trusting that the school 
knows how to help.

I will say it again, I love schools, but I also know 
what they do not know. I know they are not 
trained in dyslexia. I know the majority of 
teachers are terrified and/or too intimidated to 
utter the word. Yet, parents trust them almost 
completely with the education of their children.

Parents believe that they must be trained in how 
to teach reading, even to those who are struggling. 
Parents also tend to believe (read: want to 
believe) it when they are told they will ‘grow out 
of it’ or “we are just waiting for the phonics 
fairies” (my favorite yet). They trust that even 
when the child is identified, their small group 
instruction is structured and individualized.

Solution: Research/Second Opinion/Speak up

Question everything! What is the teacher doing to 
help your unidentified student? How is she 
tracking his/her progress? Remember to keep 
track of everything, many dyslexia cases are 
based on failure to identify.

For those children that have been identified: 
Question the material being used. Is it based on 
the Orton-Gillingham approach? Is it a program 
that is responsive to your child’s identified needs? 
Is the teacher trained in the program? 
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Most importantly, is the teacher trained in 
dyslexia? Don’t be afraid to ask for a second 
opinion or an Independent Educational Evaluation 
(IEE). Don’t be afraid to have a non-partisan 
person of your choosing observe your child 
during their school day. Call an IEP meeting any 
time you wish.

If you cannot get your child tested or qualified, 
don’t be afraid to hire an advocate and record 
every meeting. The moral of the story is, don’t be 
afraid to challenge the school and be a little 
uncomfortable.

Pitfall: Not doing everything in 
writing

Put everything in writing! And I mean 
everything! Parent after parent has told me they 
asked to have their child evaluated but they did 
not submit this request in writing. It is not enough 
to mention something to a teacher in passing. A 
student study team (SST) is not a replacement or 
appropriate response to a request for testing. 
Document everything.

Solution: Know the law/hire an advocate/keep a 
paper trail.

Some basics: To have your child evaluated, you 
have to submit a compelling letter in writing 
requesting the testing. Once you have done this a 
time line goes into effect. The school now has 15 
calendar days (check your state laws) to respond. 
If they deny your request, it has to be in writing 
and it has to explain the reason for the denial. 
Some common, but illegal, reasons are: Response 
to Intervention (RTI) has not been tried yet or a 
Student Study Team (SST) is suggested. These are 
grounds for a compliance complaint. Keep a 
record of all of this.

Pitfall: Not knowing how to read the 
testing.

I was recently in an IEP where the school 
psychologist was talking about standard scores, 
percentiles, normal curves, and discrepancy at a 
pace that was hard to follow and in a 
condescending tone that would make any parent 
hesitant to ask for clarification. Every parent 
needs to know what those tests are assessing and 
what the results mean.

Solution: Ask questions and know the law

Ask questions! Ask the school psychologist to 
explain everything you do not fully understand. 
Educate yourself about the nuances of testing. 
Many dyslexia diagnoses depend on the trained 
eye picking up inconsistencies in the subtests. 
Many schools will only report or dwell on the 
composite score and ignore the clear deficits that 
show up in the spelling, fluency, phonemic 
awareness, and processing speed scores, because 
they have been overshadowed by the 
comprehension and writing samples. Remember, 
the composite is an average and it needs to be 
picked apart. 

Most importantly, under IDEA, there no longer 
needs to be a discrepancy to make someone 
eligible under Specific Learning Disability. Yes, it 
is true. 

The IEP team needs to evaluate all of the 
information to make a determination, not just the 
scores. In the case of dyslexia, this is extremely 
important information that every parent (and 
advocate) needs to arm themselves with.
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Pitfall: Not knowing a spelling-only 
issue is not resolved by a 
pencil grip.

I admit it, when it comes to dyslexia cases I have 
a lot of pet peeves. Nothing gets me hotter under 
the collar than the ubiquitous pencil grip. Let me 
be very clear, dyslexia can manifest in spelling 
only; sometimes that spelling is messy. The 
appropriate intervention for spelling is not a 
pencil grip. I have seen no less than ten parents be 
offered a pencil grip in response to a student who 
cannot spell. I am still waiting for a rational 
explanation to this ‘intervention.’

Solution: Education

Common sense should prevail here, but I know 
emotions run high. Spelling issues that are a result 
of dyslexia require the same intervention as 
struggling readers. They need a multisensory, 
structured, systematic program (usually based on 
the Orton-Gillingham approach). Also, this is a 
great time to discuss accommodations. A student 
with spelling issues can be granted smaller 
spelling lists and the teacher can ease up on the 
red pen for those students who struggle with 
spelling. No more “frownie faces” for poor 
spelling. I will discuss more accommodations in 
the assistive technology pitfall.

Pitfall: Not using assistive 
technology.

Assistive technology is the great hidden secret of 
the school system. Many parents and advocates 
will not realize that there are many technologies 
that would be appropriate for students with 
dyslexia.

Solution: Ask for an AT assessment

Ask for an Assistive Technology assessment 
every time. Some examples of assistive 
technology for students with dyslexia are: Speech 
to Text, Co-writer, Kurzweil, and even raised 
paper. It doesn’t have to plug in to be assistive 
technology.

The theme is not to be afraid. Don’t be afraid to 
make the school irritated and to become ‘that 
parent.’ Unfortunately, dyslexia is still a fight in 
an IEP. It does exist. It is real. Tests can identify 
it. It is not outgrown. There are no ‘phonics 
fairies.’ Parents hold the key to their child’s 
success when it comes to dyslexia and, hopefully, 
this information will help navigate the system and 
get help early.
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DIAGNOSIS & THE IEP
You’ve suspected it since your child was three. 
You were quite sure of it when your child was 
five.  Now your child is in school and you are 
convinced and unwavering about it. The school is 
not quite as convinced and they are slow to react 
to your suspicions. Be prepared; the road to the 
diagnosis may not be easy or cheap, but in the 
long run it will be worth it. 

The steps to diagnosis that follow make the 
assumption that you have done your research 
about dyslexia and you understand the symptoms. 
If you are still at that stage, you can visit 
www.interdys.org for more information.

Step One: Start collecting data and 
buy a notebook.

Does it take your child an inordinate amount of 
time to complete homework? Is the classwork or 
homework too difficult for your child’s current 
level? Is your child being kept in at recess or after 
school to complete work they cannot complete 
during class? Is he or she in the lowest reading 
group? How about spelling? Document all of this. 

Keep a chart of the homework assignment, how 
long it takes and why it took so long, as well as 
what grade or comments they received from the 
teacher.

Stop doing your child’s homework. 
Many parents will help with homework so that 
their child does not fall behind or come home 
with a paper filled with red marks. In order to 
build your case that dyslexia may be present, the 
school needs to see how the child is truly 
performing independently. If they continue to 
receive completed homework, they continue to 
claim that they do not have any evidence that an 
intervention is needed.

Keep every report card, every test, every written 
assignment, every spelling test, and every note 
and email from the teacher; place it all into the 
notebook you are going to buy.

Start a conversation with the school. Let them 
know you are collecting data and that you are 
concerned. Do everything via email and 
document their responses.

Step Two: Request an assessment 
from the school.

Remember all that information you gathered for 
the previous step? Now you are going to take that 
information and write a compelling letter to the 
school requesting that your child be evaluated. 
You can find a template at 
http://www.specialeducationadvisor.com/request-
for-special-education-assessment-including-
sample-letter/. 

Do not be afraid to use the word “dyslexia” and 
use it often. Under IDEA, dyslexia is listed as one 
of the eligible conditions under Specific Learning 
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Disability, so do not back down from this term. If 
they tell you they do not test for dyslexia, then 
without removing the word, just agree to have his 
academic skills tested. This is not the time to 
argue about terminology, you are just trying to get 
the testing. 

There are two directions this can go: they can test 
and they can deny. The next two steps deal with 
both scenarios.

Before we move on, it is important to understand 
that schools are only qualified to determine 
eligibility for special education services and they 
are not equipped to diagnose any condition. 
However, dyslexia is listed as one of the eligible 
conditions under the Specific Learning Disability 
(SLD) category.

If the school tests: how to interpret 
the results and how to find 
dyslexia (if it is present).

Most schools will test all areas of concern and 
this usually includes (but is not limited to) 
cognitive testing (aka intelligence testing), visual 
processing, auditory processing, and reading and 
writing skills. If you learn nothing else from this, 
learn this, dyslexia is not an auditory processing 
problem nor is it a visual processing problem, it is 
a phonological processing problem that often 
shows up in the subtests of the reading and 
writing assessments. 

You can request certain tests, though schools can 
choose the tests they want to use. However, when 
dyslexia is suspected, phonological processing 
really needs to be tested. The CTOPP-2 is a good 
tool to accomplish this. 

Lastly, make sure the observation for a child 
struggling with reading and writing is actually 
observing their academic performance during 
class, not their behavior.

Scenario One: Denial 

They deny services based on test results. When 
the IEP team reviews the test results with you and 
states your child does not qualify, because his or 
her reading, writing, and/or math scores are in the 
average or low average range, ask to see the 
subtests. Dyslexia often hides in the subtests. 
Many times the child will have done very well in 
the comprehension or writing of ideas and that 
score is pulling the composite into the average 
range. Yet, almost every time, a look at the 
subtests will reveal significant difficulty with 
word reading, spelling, and fluency – all signs of 
dyslexia. 

We already know these children are smart enough 
to comprehend, but how difficult is it to get them 
to that point? Pay particular attention to any 
writing samples that you bring with you – they 
often tell the story all on their own. A 
knowledgeable advocate will point this out (if it 
exists) and usually be able to get services. The 
final step is to have the term dyslexia noted in the 
notes at the very least.

Scenario Two: They agree with you 
and offer services. 

Wonderful news! Now it is time to make sure the 
goals are responding to the needs. Recently, I 
have seen far too many IEPs with three or less 
goals. Just last week I saw a goal that included 
decoding, fluency and comprehension. This is 
absurd and highlights the lack of knowledge not 
only about dyslexia, but about the reading 
process. There should be a separate goal for 
fluency, decoding and comprehension. Also often 
left out are spelling and sight words. These also 
need goals. Don’t be shy; ask for as many goals as 
the child needs to succeed. 
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Because we are talking about getting a diagnosis, 
in this scenario, the term dyslexia also needs to be 
in the IEP somewhere. Remember the mantra: 
“Needs drive goals and goals drive services.” If 
need be, bring a copy of the definition of SLD 
and highlight the word dyslexia.

The bad news: It is very important to keep in 
mind that even if your student is identified by the 
school or another professional, they are often not 
equipped to remediate it. 

Advocate Involvement 

If it is possible, it is extremely important for your 
advocate to also be knowledgeable about 
dyslexia. If they are not, if will be difficult for 
them to make the case that dyslexia is present. 
Check with your local branch of IDA for 
advocates in your area.

Step Three: The Independent 
Educational Evaluation (IEE)

Unfortunately, all roads usually lead to an IEE in 
the case of dyslexia. You may be able to have the 
school financially sponsor this evaluation or may 
need to pay for it out of pocket (fees range from 
$800.00-3500.00), but either way, it is worth its 
weight in gold – if done correctly. In order to 
make this a solid evaluation, you must do your 
homework. The person you choose to do this 
evaluation needs to be completely independent of 
the school district. A Ph.D. or Ed.D. is not 
enough; they need to have expertise in the area of 
dyslexia. They should test ALL of the following 
areas:

• Phonological Processing
• Oral Reading
• Silent Reading
• Single word reading
• Processing speed/rapid naming
• Spelling
• Vocabulary
• Writing sample
• Evidence of cognitive ability
• Review of school records
• Thorough review of family and school 

history
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This person should provide a very thorough report 
and be available for IEP meetings to discuss the 
results. Once you have this report in your hands, 
you can go back to the school to discuss a review 
if services were previously denied and insist it is 
placed in the student’s educational record. If the 
testing is done correctly, it is very difficult to 
repudiate these evaluations.

Do you really need a diagnosis?

In my experience a diagnosis does three things: 

1) gives the child the evidence he or she 
needs to know he or she is not ‘stupid,’ 
and removes that emotional stress;

2) places evidence in the student’s file so that 
he or she can receive accommodations in 
high school and college;

3) gives everyone involved a clear path to the 
correct intervention so everyone can move 
forward.

GOALS: REMEMBER THAT ‘NEEDS 
DRIVE GOALS AND GOALS 
DRIVE SERVICES.’

I am noticing a disturbing trend when I read IEPs 
and I have had some nonsensical conversations 
about reading with IEP teams lately as well. This 
trend and these conversations center around the 
goals section of the IEP. What this has revealed to 
me is what I have suspected all along – there is a 
lack of expertise and understanding of not only 
dyslexia, but the progression of teaching reading 
and the components of the reading process. To 
correct this trend I offer the following examples 
to illustrate some fallacies about reading as well 
as how to fix goals.

Parents have asked me, how important are the 
goals anyway? Remember: needs drive goals and 
goals drive services. The school is only held 
responsible for the goals that are set and agreed 
upon in the IEP. If they are low or incorrect and 
the IEP is signed, the school is only responsible 
for those goals. It seems to make more sense to 
make sure the goals are written so that the child 
receives some educational benefit and that the 
goals make pedagogical sense. For example, if 
there is a need for fluency improvement then 
there should be a goal for that. If there is a need 
for spelling, there should be a goal for that. If 
there is a need for sight word improvement, then 
there should be a goal for that. If there are ten 
needs, then there are ten goals. There is no limit 
to the number of goals an IEP can have.

IEP Team: We did not include a fluency goal 
because he is only reading 12 words per minute 
correctly right now, so what is the point in 
teaching fluency?

For those of you who have read my prior work, 
you can just insert a snarky comment here. I will 
only say, really? I have to admit, I was speechless 
while I gathered my thoughts to respond.  When 
reading improvement is a need, the IEP should 
always include a fluency goal. Fluency is the 
ultimate goal of reading and needs to be taught 
and practiced from day one. Make sure the 
baseline has a present WPM, not just a grade 
level. The goal WPM should be high enough that 
it would be noticeable and measurable progress. 
Additionally, the tool to assess should be the same 
for progress monitoring.
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IEP Team: We did not include a phonological 
awareness goal because we have a vocabulary 
goal.

Again, this is simply a lack of awareness of the 
reading process. If a child is struggling with 
single word reading, non-word reading, spelling, 
and/or fluency, then it is a need and they require a 
phonological awareness goal. Vocabulary and 
phonological awareness are not one in the same; 
in fact, they are two entirely separate components 
of reading. Phonological awareness teaches the 
student to understand and manipulate the 
language by understanding phonemes, syllable 
types, and spelling rules. This is accomplished 
using a multisensory, structured, sequential 
program. Because we are talking about students 
with dyslexia, they will always need a 
phonological processing goal. It is also imperative 
that the program being used and the teacher 
qualifications be documented in the IEP – usually 
in the notes section.

Below is a real example. Please read it and ask 
yourself what is wrong with the goal.

Proposed Goal: John will be able to decode 
multisyllabic words that include words with long 
vowel sounds (a,e,i) in words like turmoil and 
chipper.

Did you find the problems? Are you stunned? 
Embarrassed for the author of this goal? It is very 
common to see goals like this and it is a fabulous 
illustration of the importance of nit-picking the 
goals. Here are the problems: 

1) where are o and u;

2) what grade level, how many words – 
where is the measurable part of the goal;

3) the goal states that only one concept will 
be learned in a year (the long vowel sound 
of only three of the vowels); 

4) last, but certainly not least, turmoil and 
chipper do not contain long vowel sounds!

Below is the same goal rewritten:

New Goal: When given a list of 50 words John 
will be able to accurately decode multisyllabic 
words that contain closed, open, vowel teams and 
vowel-consonant-e (beside, statement, remain) 
syllable types with 90% accuracy as measured by 
teacher records.

This new goal includes more than one syllable 
type which means he is expected to learn more 
than the original goal suggested, it is measurable, 
and most importantly, the words used as examples 
are correct and show an understanding of what 
John will actually be learning.

IEP Team: We don’t really teach spelling, we just 
do worksheets and weekly tests.

For students who are not struggling, this might 
work. For those with dyslexia, this is disastrous. 
The fact of the matter is that most teachers and 
curriculum developers do not know any other way 
to teach spelling. How to teach spelling is a topic 
for another discussion, but if there is a need to 
improve spelling, then there is a goal for spelling. 
Additionally, this should be a stand-alone goal, 
not grouped in with sight words, etc.

Please see 
http://www.wordworkskingston.com/WordWorks/
Home.html     for an extremely effective way to 
teach spelling. I have no affiliation, but always 
share a wonderful resource.

Here is an example of an acceptable, measurable 
spelling goal with high expectations:

New Goal: When presented with a list of 50 
multisyllabic third grade words that includes 
closed, open and vowel-consonant-e syllable 
types, John will spell them with 90% accuracy.

Again, ask the IEP to document in the notes how 
this will be accomplished.
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Some additional tips about goals for students with 
dyslexia:

� Goals should say either 90% or 4/5 times, 
but not both.

� Goals should be measurable.

� Goals should respond to each and every 
need identified by assessments and teacher 
observations.

� No one reading goal should include more 
than one component of reading. (i.e. 
comprehension, fluency and phonological 
awareness should not be in the same goal 
– they are different skills).

� Baselines need to be accurate and current. 
They need to include data, not subjective 
descriptions.

� Improving the reading and writing of sight 
words are stand-alone goals.

� Goals should be written to expect 
significant progress. Beware of the low-
expectation goals.

Read the IEP from the top down. The present 
levels need to include data, not observations. 
Goals should be directly derived from 
assessments and progress monitoring. Every need 
should be addressed. Goals drive services, so if 
the goals are incomplete, low or inaccurate, the 
services will be incomplete and ineffective. It 
never hurts to ask an expert to read the IEP and 
get a second opinion. For students with dyslexia, 
goals can be very tricky, but they are the pinnacle 
of the IEP – make them count.

The Disappearing Goals: How to 
Keep Track of Goals and 
Progress on Goals

What could I possibly mean this time? A 
disappearing goal? Was the goal written with a 
special pen? Did the goal disappear when the 
student met the goal? Nope and Nope. What 
happened was really a brilliant and quite creative 
way for a school district to solve the problem of 
failing to teach a child with dyslexia to improve 
his reading and spelling. Following is the story of 
the incredible missing goals and other IEP magic 
tricks that every parent and/or advocate should be 
on the lookout for.

I would like you to meet Jason. He is entering the 
fifth grade and has had an IEP since the middle of 
third grade. His initial assessment included 
documentation of teacher comments from each 
grade who reported that Jason had difficulty with 
phonemic awareness, fluency and spelling. He has 
dyslexia. His initial IEP included two goals, 
fluency and spelling high frequency words. His 
fluency goal was to read a third grade passage (he 
would have been in 4th grade by the next IEP) 
with 90 CWPM – not a terrible goal, right? Now, 
I am not going to get into the fact that there only 
two goals and no baselines…yadda yadda yadda 
What I have to tell you is much more interesting.

Jason’s second IEP, that was held exactly one year 
later, showcased a brilliant move by the school 
district. His present level of fluency was reported 
on the new IEP to be 63 CWPM on a 4th grade 
passage. At this stage in 4th grade he should have 
been reading a 112 CWPM. So, he did not meet 
his previous goal, a sign that he needed more (or 
different) services, right? That is what the 
thinking person would suggest. Nope. Not even 
close. Instead, this goal just disappeared. 
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That’s right…Jason did not meet his goal (not 
even close) so they chose to just make it go away. 
Because that seemed to work so well, they went 
ahead and made the spelling goal disappear too. 

Since they were on a roll, they decided to dazzle 
us with their next trick. They created a goal that 
Jason had already met. His present levels 
indicated that he was able to give a retell of a 
fourth grade passage with three details. What was 
their response to his present level in 
comprehension? This goal: Jason will read a 
fourth grade passage and be able to give three 
details. Do you see the brilliance in this goal? 
They not only made a goal disappear, but they 
then created a goal they already accomplished. 
So, not only does this make them look good and 
set the expectations low, but it also requires no 
services to be delivered or services that can be 
delivered in a lackadaisical manner and they will 
still ‘meet the goal’ at the end of the year.

Although it is fun to write a story that is dripping 
with sarcasm, I can’t look you in the eye and say 
that I believe this was a purposeful act by the 
district. There is a moral to this story and there is 
something practical to learn. First, the moral of 
this story is that goals are important and they 
serve a very important purpose. They need to be 
monitored and taken seriously and they need to 
respond to an identified need. 

Tip #1: Always read IEPs in chronological order 
from the first year to the current year. Compare 
Present Levels from IEP to IEP. Compare goals. 
Analyze why goals are in the IEP and why some 
goals are not. Along with the disappearing goal is 
magic trick #2 which is the repeating goal that 
never changes. 

Tip #2: Make a goal comparison chart that 
includes a present level and a baseline. Visuals 
and data will always make your case for you – no 
need for arguments. Below is an example:

Goal 2012 Goal 2013
Jason will 
read a 3rd 

grade 
passage at 
90CWPM

Not included 
in new IEP

Goal Met? 
Evidence?

N/A – Initial 
IEP

Goal not 
met. 

According to 
present 

levels he is 
reading a 4th 

grade 
passage at 
63 CWPM. 
Middle of 4th 

grade 
should be 
reading 

112CWPM 
(50th 

percentile)
Baseline WJIII – SS- 

89 (not a 
measurable 

baseline)

Teacher 
record of 63 

CWPM 
using a 4th 

grade text
Present Need? 

Where is it 
identified?

Yes. 
Teacher 
records 
indicate 
Jason is 
having 

difficulty in 
this 

component 
of reading

Yes. 
Identified in 

present 
levels of 
2012 and 
2013 IEP
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In this case the parents have a case to file a 
compliance complaint, because the school failed 
to respond to documented needs and therefore 
failed to provide a Free and Appropriate 
Education (FAPE) - all because they did not take 
the goals seriously. So, be goal savvy and just say 
no to disappearing goals. 

THE IEP MEETING
A recent IEP meeting began the same way they 
always do, “Jake is a great kid. He has a lot of 
friends and he tries really hard. We really like him 
and enjoy having him on campus.” Much to my 
surprise and utter joy, Jake’s dad took off his 
glasses, leaned forward and said, “I know my kid 
is great. I know he has a lot of friends. But that is 
not why we are here. My kid can’t read, so let’s 
talk about that.” I beamed with pride and wished 
this could be said at every IEP/school meeting. 
Guess what? It can – just do it.

The niceties are over. The pleasantries are done. 
Dyslexia affects up to one in five children in this 
country, and it is still laughed off, brushed off, 
ignored and scoffed at in almost every IEP/SST 
meeting I attend. The word is not getting to the 
frontline staff and administrators, and I think it is 
because we are whispering. Well, now it is time to 
roar. 

I usually advocate for a win-win relationship and 
a healthy relationship between the school and the 
parents, but my tune is beginning to change. 
Niceties and pleasantries are not working, so the 
gloves are off, and we are asking schools the 
tough, relevant questions. It’s time for the 
dyslexia community to take control of the 
situation and ask the questions that require the 
districts to justify their responses and create some 
positive, meaningful change.

So, what questions should you ask in any school 
meeting (while the recorder is rolling of course)?

Question #1: How do/did you determine if the 
student has a Specific Learning Disability (SLD), 
such as dyslexia? (If they scoff at dyslexia, 
quietly hand them a copy of the definition of SLD 
with the word dyslexia highlighted). Let them 
know you understand they cannot diagnose but 
only determine eligibility. Again, how do you 
determine that?

Common Answer:  We look for a discrepancy 
between cognitive achievement and academic 
skills.

Your Follow-up Question to #1: If you do not 
find a discrepancy, do you use any other 
information, such as private testing, parent 
interview, classroom samples, teacher interviews, 
or state testing to determine eligibility?

Common Answer:  We only determine eligibility 
based on a discrepancy.

Your Response: The reauthorization of IDEA in 
2004 states that you do not have to use the 
discrepancy model to determine eligibility.
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Question #2: What reading programs will you be 
using with my child?

Common Answer #2:  We use a variety of 
programs that have been adopted by the district. 
They work for the other students we have in 
Special Education.  We do not name any specific 
programs. We use the same program for everyone.

Your response to #2: Well, since the IEP is 
supposed to be individualized, can we discuss 
which programs are most appropriate for my 
child, based on the data, to receive meaningful 
educational benefit? What programs do you have 
that were developed for children with dyslexia? 
Also, please remember that since Rowley there 
have been several cases where the hearing officer 
stated the child should be able to achieve to their 
potential, not just some benefit.

Question #3: What training does the teacher have 
and will my student be meeting with a 
credentialed teacher or an instructional aide? If he 
is meeting with aide, what are his/her credentials? 
Are they trained by the publishers of the program 
or just by another teacher?

Common Answer #3:  The special education 
teacher has a mild/moderate credential.  The 
instructional assistant is trained by the teacher and 
supervised by the teacher.

Follow-up to Question #3: Did the special 
education teacher receive training in teaching 
reading in his/her credential program? Why is my 
child meeting with the assistant and not the 
teacher?

Question #4: What is your understanding of 
dyslexia, and how did you come to that 
understanding?

Common Answer #4:  Dyslexia is an umbrella 
term that encompasses many different reading 
problems.  Dyslexia is caused by inattention and 
lack of motivation.  It doesn’t matter; we don’t 
work with dyslexia here.  Dyslexia does not exist.

Response #4: I would like to invite you to read 
the materials I have brought to this meeting for 
you. In this packet you will find articles published 
by respected journals, book suggestions, websites 
and various other resources about dyslexia. I 
would also like to remind you that dyslexia is 
included in IDEA, and it therefore is real, and it is 
recognized by your district.

Unwavering Request and Your Chance to Roar 
(In a polite way): I would like my child to be 
taught using a research-based program that is 
directly responsive to his/her individual needs. 
Under IDEA and NCLB he/she should be taught 
by a highly-qualified teacher. I would like the 
curriculum you are using to be noted in the Notes 
section of the IEP, and I would like to see the 
research that indicates that this is curriculum that 
will be effective for my student. Furthermore, I 
would like evidence that the teacher has received 
training in teaching reading to students with 
dyslexia. I would like progress reports every 
month, and I will be sending someone to observe 
my student during specialized academic 
instruction.
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This is just a short script of the hard questions to 
ask at any and all school meetings, and these are 
not unreasonable questions. They are well within 
the law to ask. It is important to gather this 
information for many reasons: 

1) to let the school know that you 
know your rights and you will not 
accept anything subpar because 
they lack the knowledge to provide 
FAPE for students with dyslexia;

2) you are there to educate them 
about dyslexia and you are not 
going away; 

3) they need to begin to understand 
dyslexia because 
parents/caregivers of students with 
dyslexia across this nation are 
arming themselves with 
information that has been elusive 
until now. You can do it. All it 
takes it is a little organization, 
research, preparation and whole lot 
of heart.

HOW CAN I HELP?:  
RESOURCES 

Develop Empathy
Before beginning the journey (and it is a journey) 
to help a student who is struggling with dyslexia, 
it is important to develop empathy. This will come 
in handy to ward off your own frustration of the 
slow progress some students make and create the 
patience needed to allow for extra processing time 
and constant repetition students with dyslexia 
require. Below is a list of simulations to help you 
get started on your path to dyslexia empathy:

Dyslexia for a Day: 
http://youtu.be/ZznFCz6V1cM 
http://youtu.be/-TcQDhwyPuY

Dyslexia for a Day is also a kit that can be used 
by individuals or groups of experienced teachers, 
teacher training candidates, practitioners, 
immediate and extended family members, or 
anyone interested in learning more about dyslexia 
and what those with dyslexia often experience 
with reading, writing and processing. The kit 
walks participants through five different 
simulations: two reading, two writing and one 
processing simulation. It is designed to help 
individuals gain a better understanding of, and 
empathy for, those children and adults who 
struggle with dyslexia. 
http://dyslexiatraininginstitute.org/dyslexia_simul
ation_kit.html

PBS Misunderstood Minds:
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/misunderstoodminds/ex
periences/readexp1a.html 

F.A.T. City: How Difficult Can This Be: 
http://youtu.be/Xx5kr2T7rK8
http://youtu.be/zhzh9kt8z7c
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Building Background Knowledge

Unfortunately, dyslexia has been the victim of 
misinformation, myths and half-truths that have 
gone unchecked which has led to many children 
and their families being denied the appropriate 
intervention (I will address the legalities of this 
later). Luckily, there are legitimate and highly 
researched books that are must-reads for anyone 
interested in dyslexia and how to help those with 
dyslexia.

Overcoming Dyslexia by Sally Shaywitz
This is the current go-to book for anyone 
interested in dyslexia and should be the first book 
you read. Dr. Shaywitz explains the neurological 
basis and the appropriate interventions in a 
fashion that is accessible and practical for parents, 
teachers, para-eductors and policymakers alike.

Proust and the Squid by Maryanne Wolf
A little denser than Overcoming Dyslexia, it does 
an exemplary job of explaining how the brain has 
adapted to the invention of reading and why that 
has made reading difficult for some students – 
hence, why dyslexia exists. Also, if you get the 
opportunity to hear Dr. Wolf speak in person 
don’t miss it, she’s phenomenal.

Reading in the Brain by Stanislaus Dehaene 
If you are interested in the science behind all the 
claims that dyslexia has a neurological
basis and want to know more about the inner 
workings of the brain and reading, then this is 
your book. It is a fascinating read that requires 
some serious concentration, but the effort will be 
handsomely rewarded with a profound 
understanding of the reading process and 
dyslexia. This is an informational text and not a 
book to consult for practical applications.

The Dyslexia Empowerment Plan by Ben Foss
While other books tell you what dyslexia is, this 
book tells you what to do. Dyslexics’ innate skills, 
which may include verbal, social, spatial, 
kinesthetic, visual, mathematical, or musical 
abilities, are their unique key to acquiring 
knowledge. Figuring out where their individual 
strengths lie, and then harnessing these skills, 
offers an entrée into learning and excelling. And 
by keeping the focus on learning, not on standard 
reading the same way everyone else does, a child 
with dyslexia can and will develop the self- 
confidence to flourish in the classroom and 
beyond.

Professional Development About 
Dyslexia 

Dyslexia Training Institute (DTI), 
http://www.dyslexiatraininginstitute.org/
DTI offers an online course titled, What is 
Dyslexia? In this course you will be introduced to 
the signs and symptoms of dyslexia and learn 
about many popular myths. You will be given the 
opportunity to go in-depth with the scientific 
research and evaluate the remediations supported 
by research. We will also discuss current 
accommodations available to children and adults 
with dyslexia.
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Bright Solutions for Dyslexia, 
http://www.dys-add.com/ 
Susan Barton travels the country to deliver onsite 
free presentations about dyslexia. You can find 
her schedule on her website.

International Dyslexia Association, 
http://www.interdys.org/
The International Dyslexia Association is a 
national organization that is comprised of local 
branches. Many local branches offer workshops, 
trainings and conferences about dyslexia.

National Center for Learning Disabilities 
(NCLD) 
http://www.ncld.org/ 
A comprehensive website about learning 
disabilities with a Dyslexia Toolkit that is free to 
download.

Movies about Dyslexia

Embracing Dyslexia  
http://www.embracingdyslexia.com/ 

How Can I Help? Instructional 
Techniques

So, let’s get down to the nitty gritty. What really 
works with children struggling with dyslexia? The 
simple (or not so simple) answer is that 
instruction has to be a structured, explicit, 
multisensory program that is based on the Orton-
Gillingham approach. There are many programs 
that provide the structured, phonics-based part of 
the equation, but the multisensory piece is 
missing. I have seen programs that are structured 
but not explicit, meaning the children are being 
told how to spell a word, but not why. 

The Orton-Gillingham approach teaches the 
student how the language works from the 
beginning. It builds upon itself and while this is 
occurring, the teacher is proving the answers to 
all the ‘why’ questions. For example, there is a 
rule for when to spell a word with ch versus tch. 
Educators that teach students to use their fingers 
to tap out the individual sounds of a syllable are 
employing a powerful multisensory tool and the 
techniques of an Orton-Gillingham-based 
program go on and on. 

Unfortunately, this training is not included in 
teaching certification programs or even graduate 
level education programs – which is why you 
have so many questions about how to help these 
very deserving students. The good news is that 
you can still get the training and following is a list 
of places where you can receive the training that 
you need to help those kids that baffle you.

Dyslexia Training Institute, 
http://www.dyslexiatraininginstitue.org/

• Overview of Orton-Gillingham Course 
You will learn about multisensory 
teaching/learning, terminology used in the 
O-G method and V/A/TK strategies, 
phonemes of the English language, the 
importance of clearly isolating each 
phoneme, be given an overview of the 
seven syllable types, using real and 
nonsense words, syllable division, and 
word patterns.

• Dyslexia Certificate Program
The certificate program is designed on 
quality evidence-based research and will 
teach you about dyslexia and train you in 
the first level of the Orton-Gillingham 
approach. The program consists of on-line 
coursework and a required practicum. 
Upon successful completion the 
participant will earn a certificate.
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Bright Solutions for Dyslexia, 
http://www.dys-add.com/ 
Susan Barton offers certification in her Orton-
Gillingham based program, Barton Reading and 
Spelling System.

Wilson Reading System, 
http://www.wilsonlanguage.com/ 
Educators participating in Wilson Professional 
Development:

• Acquire multisensory teaching strategies 
and a comprehensive understanding of the 
structure of the English language;

• Gain the confidence and experience 
necessary to succeed at teaching reading 
and spelling;

• Improve their ability to diagnostically plan 
and implement a lesson based on the 
diverse needs of their students;

• Learn to teach Wilson programs with 
fidelity resulting in sustainable success for 
their students.

How Can I Help?:  Dyslexia and 
Advocacy

Advocating for a child with dyslexia is extremely 
difficult - mostly because of the lack of 
information and/or misinformation that has 
permeated school districts nationwide. To make 
this long story short would not do anyone any 
good, so below are some links to blogs that 
contain articles which explain several different 
facets of dyslexia and advocacy, including how to 
get a diagnosis.

• www.dyslexiatraininginstitute.org/blog  
• www.specialedcucationadvisor.com  
• www.wrightslaw.com  

Books about Advocacy
1. Wrightslaw: Special Education Law, 2nd 

Edition
This includes the full text of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act, the IDEA regulations with analysis 
and commentary. 

2. Wrightslaw: From Emotions to Advocacy, 
2nd Edition 
The Special Education Guide includes 
tips, strategies, references, and Internet 
resources.

3. Wrightslaw: All About IEPs
Find clear, concise answers to over 200 
frequently asked questions about IEPs.

Special Education Law and Advocacy Online 
Course
“Special Education Law and Dyslexia”
Dyslexia Training Institute, 
http://www.dyslexiatraininginstitute.org/
In this class, participants learn about the 
Individuals with Disabilities and Education Act 
(IDEA), IEPs, 504’s, letter-writing, receiving 
appropriate services and interventions, dispute 
process and resolution, as they relate to a student 
with dyslexia.
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Free Webinars

• Dyslexia: Know Your Rights 
https://www.learningally.org/webinar-for-
parents-know-your-rights/

• Dyslexia: Make Sure the IEP is in Tip-Top 
Shape 
https://www.learningally.org/dyslexia-
webinar-make-sure-iep-tip-top-shape/

How Can I Help? 
Accommodations

For students with dyslexia, the teacher that 
understands them and gives them 
accommodations could be the teacher that 
changes their entire outlook on school. Here is the 
short list:.

• Allow time to process information 
• Do not require oral reading (without 

warning or practice) 
• Do not mark off for spelling 
• Toss the red pen into the trashcan 
• Give less homework 
• Allow them to shine in the subjects in 

which they excel 
• Use Assistive Technology
• Do not punish (i.e. keep in for recess) for 

work not completed during class.

For a more comprehensive list of 
accommodations visit this site: 
http://www.ncld.org/students- 
disabilities/accommodations-
education/accommodations-students-learning-
disabilities

CONCLUSION
You are now well on your way to a thorough and 
accurate understanding of what dyslexia is, how 
to help in the classroom, how to advocate in an 
IEP meeting, and how to help in the resource 
room. The time you are taking to learn about 
dyslexia is increasing the likelihood that you will 
have a profound impact on a struggling reader – 
and his or her family. So enjoy the ‘a-ha’ 
moments, the moments where you realize a 
student you have fits the dyslexia definition, and 
the feeling of joy when you realize you can get 
the tools to help that student. 

Always remember – dyslexia is real 
and you have the power, and 
now the knowledge, to help.
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