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CONTEXT

This research explored the kinds of interventions that junior and senior infant educators use when supporting
children with dyslexia and literacy difficulties. The research also investigated the rationale for using
interventions in their class and the factors that they considered when selecting specific interventions. To
address this overall aim, the following research questions were used.

Research Questions:
1. What is dyslexia and how is it defined in literature?

2. What are teachers’ understanding of dyslexia and what evidence-based interventions can be used to support children with
dyslexia in the classroom? What factors are taken into consideration by the teachers when selecting these interventions?

3.  What are the challenges faced by teachers in supporting dyslexic children in their classroom?

Snowling (2014), and Goswami (2013), point out that struggling readers have phonological awareness
difficulties. This refers to a continuum of awareness of sound of speech, ranging from the ability to separate

different words into a sentence. Challenges in relation to phonological awareness are evident in this research
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(Massachusetts Department of Elementary Education, 2021). The lack of explicit instruction and practice in
phonological awareness, along with the problem in the phonological processing system of language are
causes of difficulty. Concurrently NEPS ((National Educational Psychological Services) Report, The Best
Practice Guide, acknowledges that “there is a view that dyslexia is often misdiagnosed as an explanation for
reading failure” (NEPS, 2015, 2016 P.7). To bridge this gap efficient word reading should be promoted.
Additionally, it is important to include an understanding of the alphabetic principle and phonological
awareness.

METHODOLOY

The methodology selected was qualitative in nature. This allowed the researcher to obtain insights into the
experiences of infant teachers and SETs encounter and to gain an understanding of interventions and
strategies in literacy and dyslexia. A qualitative approach effectively gains insights and gives a voice to
participants because participants had the opportunity to share experiences and viewpoints which opens new
avenues for the researcher to discover (Pathak et al, 2013). A qualitative research design was employed using
semi-structured interviews in a face-to-face manner. Interviews are purposeful conversations between the
researcher and interviewee, either individually or part of a group. Semi-structured interviews were chosen as
the main form of data collection. The interview consisted of open-ended questions which could be altered
depending on the participant’s responses. Prior to conducting interviews, the interview schedule was piloted.
This was to test the interview questions for their clarity and relevance for the actual study, and to identify
and prepare for any problems beforehand.

The researcher interviewed 6 participants, which consisted of mainstream junior infant and senior infant
educators and Special Education Teachers (SETs). This selection of participants facilitated qualitative analysis
of the first-hand experiences of the educators which were conducted in a natural setting (the school
environment). To reduce costs, interviews were conducted on the school grounds but outside of school
hours for the convenience of the educators. As the sampling of the participants was close to my home
location, it should be acknowledged that it may not represent a typical classroom. However, participants
responses were closely monitored in order to form links and themes. Convenience sampling was used to
identify and recruit participants with at least 5 years of experience, from rural schools, and with at least a
Bachelor’s Degree were recruited using convenience sampling because data could be compromised
otherwise. Convenience allows researchers to gather data that would not, otherwise be possible
(Nikolopoulou, 2023).

The objective of thematic analysis is to identify themes and to use those themes to address the research or
address an issue that may arise. While there are many ways to approach thematic analysis, for this research
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 6-Step framework will be adopted. The 6 phrases of thematic analysis, suggested
by Braun and Clarke (2006;2022) are:
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5. Defining & Naming
the themes

4. Reviewing the themes

3. Searching for the themes

2. Coding data

1. Organising, Preparing and reading the data.

FIGURE 1: Braun & Clarke’s 6 Step framework of thematic analysis.

The motivation behind my analysis was the research question, and a top-down approach was adopted. The
objective of the initial phase of data analysis was to become very familiar with the data by reading and re-
reading the transcripts and listening back to the recordings. Any early impressions that were made were
noted at this stage. The next step involved organising the data in a meaningful and systematic manner. Coding
allowed me to condense the transcribed data into categories that could then be further analysed using a
thematic analytical approach. As this was a top-down thematic analysis, each segment of data relevant to the
research question was coded. This was conducted using highlighter pens. The third step required me to search
for themes within the data. A theme considered a pattern that captured something significant about the data
and/or research questions. The fourth step was reviewing themes, modifying and further developing themes
that were identified in the previous step. This was achieved by grouping relevant themes that arose from the
first-hand experiences during the 6 educator interviews. The objective of the fifth phase is to ‘identify the
essence of what each theme is about’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This thesis aimed to explore and investigate what interventions and strategies educators use to support Junior
and Senior Infant educators with dyslexia and literacy difficulties. Many of the educators (3 out of 5) had more
than 5 years’ experience and surprisingly only one completed any continuous professional development (CPD)
Misneach (Primary) Programme with the PDST, the educator’s motivation behind this was to enhance and
enrich the quality of education in their school for children with additional needs.

It identified three key findings which have emerged from the analysed data:
1. The Importance of early intervention.
2. Dyslexia and literacy difficulties: its impact on self-esteem and confidence.
3. Technology and the child.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF EARLY INTERVENTION

The literature review makes it clear that the sooner intervention is implemented, the more responsive
children will be (SESS, 2023). This has been significant in the overall results of the research as the educators
addressed in depth the importance of early intervention in identifying potential difficulties early and
implementing the necessary supports for children. Much of the literature pointed to the importance of
providing early intervention to prevent future reading problems (Bos et al., 2001; Coyne, Kame’enui, &
Simmons, 2001). One early literacy skill that has been proven as a precursor to and predictor of children’s later
reading achievement is phonemic awareness (Adams, 1998; Ball & Blachman, 1991; Bradley & Bryant, 1983;
Carroll & Snowling, 2004; Carson et al.,2013; Ehri et al., 2001, Gillon, 2004; Lonigan, 2003; Snow et al., 1998;
Storch & Whitehurst, 2002). Despite the progress that has been made in the early identification of potential
reading disorders, it has been impossible to predict who is going to respond well to instruction (IDA, 2016).
Early intervention and assessment are essential in positively impacting children with special educational needs
such as dyslexia (NCSE, 2014). Three out of the four educators (Educators, A, B, and C) remarked on separate
occasions that its more important to provide intervention early and continue providing intervention over a
long period of time. (Educator B). This has been further backed up by researchers (Balsigner, 2018; Bock,
1998), as they believe that interventions for at-risk children should begin before they start first class since this
is the most crucial time for learning to read.

When children are given the opportunity to collaborate and make decisions that drive their progress, a sense
of empowerment is gained. Confidence and choice play a crucial role in fostering dedication which in turn
enhances motivation. Bissett (2021; 2020) stresses the importance of early intervention by stating “Strong
research shows intervention is significantly more effective if done at five, six or seven, rather than later at
nine, ten and 12.” This was pointed out by Educator A, part of the reason | decided to come and teach Senior
Infants. | felt like early identification of whether it may or may not be dyslexia. | think it is huge, and it makes a
huge difference 0-7 for language and for so much learning for kids. Educator A, also went on to say that, get
the resources in early; do as much as you can as early as you can; have them hearing it from every angle. To
identify children who are at risk we need to identify them early and introduce effective instruction at a time
because it is better to intervene earlier than to wait until the child actually fails because after that it is less
effective (National Centre on Improving Literacy, 2019). This viewpoint was echoed by Educator C, do as much
as you can as early as you can; have them hearing it from every angle, everywhere from as much as singing it,
dancing it, looking at it, tracing it. Everything you can to try to get it in. | think you just have a window and try
and do as much as you can.

Assessment according to the NCSE (n.d.), is an integral part of good teaching that not only identifies the
strengths and weaknesses of the child but also, identifies children who require more comprehensive
examinations or early intervention which is achieved through assessment. Educator B, remarked that Quest
Screening Test is a quick way to identify those who are at risk of becoming struggling readers and should not
be used as a substitute for a formal assessment. It is merely a stepping stone for parents to act on their
concerns whilst waiting for a formal diagnosis.
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Educator C was unhappy with the NEPS approach of the consultative model of service. As an educator, they
felt inadequately trained and to take responsibility for the initial assessment to seek the appropriate
interventions. Parents might blame me if | get the diagnosis wrong and the child doesn’t get the right support
and interventions to allow them to progress. Time wasted...... Parents then opted to go for private expensive
assessments as a result of them being unhappy with the initial teacher assessment and the possibilities of
delays this could create if the assessment was incorrect. Educator C, felt that while there was effective
communication more could be done to engage with parents at an earlier stage, so as to identify and explain
the rationale behind the NEPS approach. This would allay parents' fears and concerns around a diagnosis or
lack of diagnosis and include them in the early intervention programme that the school would put in place,
which might be all that the child needs.

HOW DYSLEXIA AND ASSOCIATED LEARNING DIFFICULTIES CAN IMPACT SELF-ESTEEM AND CONFIDENCE IN
THE CLASSROOM

In the interviews, it was felt that educators were concerned as to how dyslexia and learning difficulties in some
cases impacted on confidence and self-esteem. Winters (2006), expands on this notion by saying “.... inclusion
must be successful by teachers possessing a positive attitude.” While, the International Dyslexia Association
(2016), point out that psychosocial issues can in turn lead to an avoidance of reading, further exacerbating
both cognitive and social-emotional outcomes. For that reason, it is important to identify and implement ways
of social-emotional resilience to break this cycle. There was a consensus among all educators regarding the
psychosocial impact, dyslexia has on children and their learning. Dyslexia affected the children's confidence
and self-esteem, resulting in periods of distress for them.

Educators (A,B) are in agreeance, with EC adding that it can be a challenge in terms of the additional label that
the neurodiverse conditions because children's motivation is lowered because they sense or feel “I am
different” which they may struggle to understand and cope with. [Early]intervention is very very important for
the child’s self-esteem, in particular, that you know that they are not struggling which can lead to huge
frustration. (EB)

This finding acknowledges that appropriate intervention has an important role in maintaining a child’s self-
concept and self-esteem (Williams et al., 2009a). Lovette (2017), found that outcomes were almost twice as
good if delivered in second or third grade, which is equivalent to second or third class, however, most of the
research on early intervention that has been carried out on kindergarten or first grade reports positive
outcomes. In a seminal study carried out by Miles and Miles (1984), it was argued that “if dyslexic children are
caught early, less time is needed for catching up, while in many cases children can be helped before frustration
sets in.” Chasty (1996), maintains “...the more immediate help, the less serious damage for the child”.( Report
of the Task Group on Dyslexia, pp.23). there is an agreeance that signs can be observed, and intervention can
take place prior to diagnosis.

Another challenge, noted by the author throughout the interviews is children who experience low self-esteem
don’t persevere or power through challenging tasks or wouldn’t voice answers orally, due to linguistic and
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auditory issues which would make them feel different. Educator C remarked, absolutely and utterly heart-
breaking and | know from my own personal experience how uncomfortable this is especially in school where
you are almost afraid of making a show when it is just a part of you, like it doesn’t define the person you are.
Educator C, said that we offer praise, encouragement and motivation to empower these young children to be
the best that they can be. #### results in enhancing their self-esteem which leads to a vast improvement on a
gradual basis in their reading ability, reading targets and just socialisation amongst their peers.

All three educators echoed similar thoughts that self-esteem automatically rises because of the differentiated
teaching approach. EA highlighted the empowering nature of pursuing areas of interest and engaging in
hobbies, ...trying to associate it with something- like if we have a child who loves farming, we try to get
something that interests them, something specific that is not too generic, that keeps them interested, and like
repetition — it 100 times recommended compared to 20 for the average child. Children’s confidence and
motivation can be nurtured by allowing them to make their own choices and helps motivate them towards
their aspirations. This is aligned to the hobby based theory of learning which confirms that individuals are
more motivated and engaged in their learning when they are able to explore topics or activities that connect
with their interests or hobbies. This is linked with the engagement principle of UDL (the “why of learning)
because allowing children to make choices and giving activities related to their lives is a way of how teachers
can sustain children’s interests (Morin, n.d.).

Almumen (2020), states that the “engagement of all children with different capabilities, abilities, with or
without disabilities is the main goal of UDL. A study conducted by Hidi and Renninger (2006), showed that
when students are intrinsically motivated by their interests they are more likely to engage in deep learning.
The Kentucky Department of Education (2021), found that UDL boosts the self-esteem of children because it
provides multiple ways of engagement in class, and they are more likely to find a learning strategy that suits
their needs. Similarly, Hidi & Krapp (2014), supported this idea that incorporating students’ interests and
hobbies into the learning process can have positive effects on motivation and academic achievement.

Positive self-esteem is an essential prerequisite for enhanced academic achievement. Self-esteem can affect
the ability, motivation and achievement of a child with reading and other aspects of literacy (Hisken, 2011).
The findings showed this isn't always easy, however, the participants worked around their learners by subtly
tweaking class lessons, paired reading activities or just giving the children a confidence boost by just saying ...it
doesn’t define you. The insights above reflect that the learning environment is a factor when it comes to
building a child’s self-esteem since learners connect with one another. Schunk (2000) and Hisken (2011), have
highlighted the relationship between self-esteem and task completion in academic settings. According to their
research, individuals with higher self-esteem are more likely to succeed in completing tasks, while those with
lower self-esteem may be prone to giving up when faced with challenges, doubt their abilities and have a
negative perception of their own competence. This suggests that those with a higher sense of self-esteem
demonstrate greater persistence and flexibility in approaching their tasks.

When individuals have a positive self-perception and belief in their abilities, they are more likely to approach
tasks with motivation and confidence. This self-assurance can contribute to their ability to persist in facing
difficulties as they believe in their capacity to overcome obstacles and achieve success.
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Another equally important piece to recognise as well as academic achievement is to nurture social and
emotional strengths. Dyslexic learners may possess creativity, empathy and resilience that can be
harnessed and celebrated (Dyslexic Support South New Zealand, 2019). Encouraging participation in group
activities, fostering positive relationships with peers and providing opportunities for self-expression can
help learners develop a strong sense of self-worth and belonging (Christison, 2013).

Findings have provided evidence of the importance of early intervention, the role educators play in
supporting dyslexic children. It is essential to create an inclusive, safe and supportive classroom
environment where all children including dyslexics feel valued, respected and comfortable embracing their
strengths and taking on new challenges.

TECHNOLOGY AND THE CHILD

Technology can be used to the child’s advantage in the classroom because it subtly enforces inclusivity in
the classroom and enables the production of information in a dyslexia-friendly manner with clear language
and accessible text in design which improves accessibility and readability. All educators pointed out that
technology are “game changers” and a “differentiated approach to learning”. EB, advocated strongly for
technology as a way forward especially when tailoring it to the needs of the child as she stated that any
child who scores below the second percentile could apply for assistive technology.

Educator B, like even you can get phonics programmes for them that allow them to type their answers; use
text to speech and yeah, | think that is a welcome addition and | hope to see more of it in the future. EB
and EC were quite enthusiastic about ICT as an additional support because they likened it to the children
collaboratively working and learning together in an inclusive classroom because there is a differentiated
approach to teaching when technology is in use. EC stated Everyone is on the same wavelength, and with
that too we are at a stage where we have to be digitally literate so it is imperative that in small doses they
enhance their hand-eye coordination through using the iPad because collaboration, creativity and critical
thinking is supported because children are empowered to become active in their own learning, grow in
confidence and to take ownership of their own learning. Technologies fit well with the principles of
universal design for learning (UDL), personalised learning, differentiated instruction, and inclusion—
especially in the ways that they help “make differences ordinary” (McLeskey & Waldron, 2007).

A recent study, (Keelor et al, 2020), further proves what previous studies have found (Meyer & Bouck
2014; Hodapp & Rachow, 2010; Izzo et al., 2009; Hecker et al,. 2002; Elkind et al,. 1993) that TTS is quite
beneficial in bolstering the reading comprehension of struggling readers. This research also pinpoints the
effectiveness of this strategy because it was found that comprehension scores were better than Silent Read
under all the conditions of text-to-speech. Educator B, gave an example, where the use of this technology
increased the child’s reading targets significantly and gave them back more time to complete other tasks.
This improved their self-esteem as they were then able to keep up with their class in certain subjects.
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Educator B stated that while technology is very effective and beneficial, the software needs to be
adaptable to suit a typical classroom and better incorporated into teaching practices and the school
environment. [Child A] got the Dragon programme, the d | found is that you need a quiet space like the
SEN room because it does pick up a good bit of background noise, which was done for him for most of the
recording. The Dragon software facilitates faster production of written text, minimises spelling errors and
enhances vocabulary usage. Noise level has a significant impact on children's listening and learning skills,
and exposure to high levels of noise in the environment is associated with lower scholastic achievement
(Kokkinakis & Loizou, 2011, as cited in Gheller et al,.2020). The findings illustrate that children with
dyslexia or dyslexic tendencies can be supported to the best of their abilities even though it may be
challenging to implement into practice.

CONCLUSION

This article concludes with a summary and a set of recommendations for the intervention and supports for
children in the early years with dyslexia. The results of the research showed the best supports and
interventions that support dyslexic children in Junior and Senior Infants. It is by having support such as the
importance of early intervention, dyslexia and literacy difficulties: it's impact on self-esteem and
confidence, and technology and that children can be supported. Educators agreed that early intervention
is of crucial importance when it comes to identifying children at risk early and introducing effective
instruction because it is better to intervene early than to ‘wait to fail’ method (Reilly, 2011). Early
intervention and assessment are essential in positively impacting children with special educational needs
such as dyslexia (NCSE, 2014).

RECOMMENDATIONS

More resources should be allocated to NEPS

e Earlier identification and intervention

e Greater Investment in ICT

e To review the design and construction of classroom acoustics to reduce noise level and reverberation
time which will optimize circumstances for teaching and learning.

e Greater availability of interactive games to reinforce phonetic and reading skills, s spelling and math.

e The implementation of the Department of Education digital strategy for schools 2027 to every school.

e Greater research into the importance of integrating information and communication technologies
[ICT] a multimedia resource tools are supportive tools for children with dyslexia. (NEPS, 2016a, 2016b,
2012).

e More studies that specifically examine the effects of multimedia learning when used by dyslexic
learners themselves [Knoop-van Campen et al,. 2018).

Programmes
e Educators were of the belief that programmes such as Toe by Toe and Jolly Phonics are vibrant multi-
sensory approaches where children are at the centre of their learning and can engage with letters,
sounds and remedial sounds. The complexities of sound language are clear because a multisensory
approach is created through auditory experiences (Hafeez,2023). Shaywitz (2020) cites thatzypically
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Dyslexia as a module for ITE

e Inservice Training on Dyslexia - Over half of educators have had some in-service training on dyslexia but
not enough (Dyslexia Association of Ireland, 2021). § Further training on identification, interventions, and
assistive technology - Over 96% said that they would benefit from this. Research Everydayisaschoolday,

e (2022) and Made by dyslexia (2021) found that training takes place privately. § Dyslexia training should be
included in initial teacher education - only 18% of teachers received training on dyslexia (DAI, 2021). This
was previously pointed out by the DES (2007) and Task Force of Dyslexia (2001), that teachers should be
supplied with courses for adequate training on different teaching styles on a continued professional basis.
However, the findings from the DAI (2021), make it obvious the need for better integration of dyslexia as a
module which involves a placement and an award of certification, either in conjunction with their degree
or as an additional qualification.

Supports for dyslexics

e Educators expressed that supports such as peer learning, and group activities foster positive relationships
that provide opportunities for self-expression and boost a dyslexic child’s confidence. As per Christison
(2013), this helps learners develop a strong sense of self-worth and belonging. However, due to a lack of
resources, schedule flexibility and time pressures this is not always possible.
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