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Language learning is the biggest challenge for students with dyslexia.
Therefore, special education teachers play a pivotal role in assisting students
with dyslexia to mitigate any difficulties in their language learning process.
This study explored the perception of special education teachers in terms of
their experience, challenges faced, and strategies adopted to assist students
with dyslexia in the learning process. A semi-structured interview session
was conducted with three participants from three primary schools under the
Special Education Integration Program (SEIP) Dyslexia Program. The
findings indicated that it was challenging for special education teachers to
teach students with dyslexia because they lacked the effective teaching
methods and resources. Based on their teaching experiences, students with
dyslexia encountered difficulties in phoneme-grapheme associations, sound
blending, and segmentation. Additionally, the participants perceive that the
adoption of a multisensory approach and the utilisation of mobile learning
applications are two effective strategies to improve the teaching of language

to students with dyslexia. Lastly, this study provided vital findings to be
used as research materials by other like-minded researchers in the future.
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1. INTRODUCTION

According to the Malaysian Education Blueprint (2013-2025), 1% of the population in the country
is identified as having special educational needs. Students with special needs require additional support to
achieve academic success due to their disabilities. In the Malaysian school system, special needs students can
choose from one of the three schooling options, namely special education schools, Special Education
Integration Program (SEIP) or inclusive education program (IEP). Special Education Schools cater to
students with hearing or vision impairment, and/or learning disabilities, whereas SEIP incorporates specific
classes for students with special needs and learning problems in the mainstream schools. As for IEP, one to
five students with special needs attend the mainstream classes in the mainstream schools. Based on the
statistics from the Malaysia Special Education System, the majority of the students with special needs
enrolled in the SEIP [1].

In general, students with special needs in Malaysia are categorised as having three main disabilities,
namely visual impairment, hearing impairment, and learning difficulties. Data from the special Education
Department indicated that students with learning difficulties contributed to the biggest proportion, compared
to the other two groups of students with special needs [2]. Learning disability is defined as a neurological
condition that affects the learner’s ability in receiving, recognising, storing, and retrieving information on
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demand [3]. The learning difficulties (LD) group comprises children diagnosed with dyslexia, autism,
attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), down’s syndrome, and minimal mental retardation.

Among the various diagnoses, dyslexia are the most common learning disability that affects the
learner’s ability in reading, spelling, and writing. Leaners with dyslexia often experience difficulties in
mapping the sounds with the corresponding letters and blending the sounds to form a word. Furthermore,
they also exhibit characteristics such as inability to decode and recognise words, omission of words while
reading and writing, difficulty with sequencing, and poor short-term memory. These difficulties are
neurological in origin and not directly related to low-level intelligence. Typically, learners with dyslexia read
at a significantly lower level than expected for their age and level. They frequently lose directionality in the
text and miss out on certain lines, causing them to read with long pauses and hesitations [4]. Therefore,
students with dyslexia are sometimes mistakenly labelled as lazy, slow, and less smart in school, resulting in
them having low self-esteem.

Even though it is crucial to focus on the needs of students with dyslexia in language learning,
understanding the experiences of teachers in dealing with students with dyslexia is also important as they
play a pivotal role in supporting students with dyslexia in learning. Many studies on the teachers’ experiences
in educating students with dyslexia have been conducted. For instance, Lemperou, Chostelidou, and Griva [5]
revealed that a vast majority of English Foreign Language (EFL) teachers lacked the knowledge in devising
an appropriate teaching approach to ease the load of students with dyslexia in the process of learning a
language. Likewise, Ahmad, Ali, and Salehuddin [6] reported that EFL teachers were not equipped with
effective teaching approaches to mitigate the difficulties faced by students with dyslexia.

Moreover, Alawadh [7] indicated that most of the teachers did not possess sufficient knowledge of
dyslexia and they were also not given special training to manage students with dyslexia. Apart from that,
many teachers lacked basic knowledge on how to teach children with dyslexia [8]. For instance, most
teachers could only apply basic language concepts such as syllable counting but they often failed to
demonstrate explicit knowledge such as phonics principle. Moreover, they also possess certain
misconceptions such as dyslexia is a visual processing deficit rather than a phonological processing deficit.

Previous studies mainly focused on the challenges encountered by educators who taught students
with dyslexia in mainstream classrooms. However, Malaysian special education teachers’ perspectives under
SEIP Dyslexia Program have not yet been explored. Therefore, this study aimed to explore the perceptions of
special education teachers who teach students with dyslexia under the SEIP Dyslexia program in Malaysia.
The study set out to answer the following questions: i) What are the experiences of special education teachers
in teaching students with dyslexia under the SEIP dyslexia program?; ii) What are the challenges encountered
by special education teachers in teaching students with dyslexia under the SEIP dyslexia program?; and iii)
What are the strategies employed by special education teachers in teaching students with dyslexia under the
SEIP dyslexia program?

The findings of this study could greatly contribute to gain a better insight into the current situation.
It also challenges encounter by special education teachers under SEIP dyslexia program. In turn, it enables
school administrators to provide the kind of needs and supports for teachers who teach students with dyslexia
under SEIP dyslexia program.

2. RESEARCH METHOD

This study applied the qualitative method in exploring the perceptions of special education teachers
in teaching students with dyslexia. A semi-structured interview session was conducted with three participants
from three different primary schools involved in the SEIP dyslexia program. There were two schools located
in Melaka and one in Johor, Malaysia. A purposive sampling technique was used to select teachers with at
least three years of experience in teaching students with dyslexia under the SEIP Dyslexia Program.

The questions in the semi-structured guide for this study were designed based on the literature
relevant to the experiences of special education teachers in terms of the challenges they faced and the
strategies they adopted when teaching students with dyslexia [8]-[10]. The interview guide included
questions and the participants could converse in Malay or English based on their preferences. The interviews
were recorded, transcribed, and analysed with NVivo software. Pseudonyms i.e. Teacher A, Teacher B, and
Teacher C were used in this study to protect the identities of participants.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Based on the interviews with the three teachers, the findings can be divided into three sections. The
sections are the experience of special education teachers, the challenges faced, and the strategies adopted.
Table 1 displays an overview of the participants’ baseline characteristics.
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Table 1. Baseline characteristics of participants
Experience in teaching

No Participants Gender  Location of school Subject . -
students with dyslexia

1 Teacher A Female Johor Malay Language 10 years

2. Teacher B Female Melaka Malay Language 5 years

3 Teacher C  Female Melaka English 15 years

3.1. The experience of special education teachers with students with dyslexia

The participants shared some of their experiences in relation to the difficulties faced by students
with dyslexia during the interview sessions. All three participants agreed that the students faced difficulty in
mapping the sounds with letters and blending the sounds to form a word. These results are consistent with the
claim that dyslexia arises from an underlying phonological deficit [11]-[13]. Learners with phonological
deficits often experience difficulties in discriminating the sounds in a word, manipulating the sound to form a
word, and segmenting a word into constituent phonemes [14]-[16].

Teacher B complained that a majority of students struggled in sequencing the letters of a word. For
instance, they tended to omit or add a letter in a word. As a consequence, they made more errors in word
spelling compared to their peers. Moreover, two participants agreed that students with dyslexia showed
impaired writing skills.

“They take time to copy the passage or text and they have poor handwriting as well. No
spacing when writing...When the teacher asks the question from the text (after the teacher
read the whole text), they can answer the question verbally but unable to write it down.”
(Teacher A)

“Constructing the sentences is quite difficult for them and there are so many mistakes in
writing, especially in spelling.” (Teacher B)

This finding is supported by Hebert et al. [17] in which students with dyslexia are unable to write
rapidly with correct letter formation as they need to develop ideas while writing. On top of that, they often
have poor handwriting. As to the reason why students with dyslexia make more spelling errors compared to
their peers, one of the postulated theories was that these students found it more difficult to produce the
serially-ordered letters when presented in an auditory rather than visual form [18]. Moreover, they tend to
spell the words by imitating the sound of the words (e.g. ‘thay’ for they, ‘wus’ for was) as they do not receive
any visual cues in the spelling process [19]. Apart from the spelling errors, impaired motor skills such as poor
pencil grip can also result in them having messy handwriting [20].

Teacher A reported that some of the students with dyslexia were unable to differentiate b and d, p
and q, as well as u and n even though they were already upper primary students. Furthermore, they also had
poor working memory. This finding supports the idea of Duff, Hulme, and Snowling [21] who suggested that
learners with dyslexia have poor phonological short-term memory and slow automatic naming. Nevertheless,
two teachers claimed that students with dyslexia could understand and answer in the right context when the
teacher read the sentences or passages. A possible explanation for this might be that students with dyslexia
have trouble with language, not knowledge [22].

“Students with dyslexia can answer the questions when the teacher reads the text or
sentences. They will take a long time to read without any assistance and this causes them to
be unable to complete the examination on time.” (Teacher A)
“They need a reader to understand the context.” (Teacher C)

3.2. Challenges encountered by special education teachers in teaching students with dyslexia

The main challenge faced by the three participants was the lack of training related to dyslexia. They
obtained better awareness and understanding of dyslexia via private dyslexia workshops or Peer Learning
Coaching (PLC) in schools. Additionally, Teacher B expressed that she was less proficient and confident in
teaching English phonics to students with dyslexia even though she graduated from a special education
degree program. The consensus from all three participants centred on the need for the Ministry of Education
to provide more dyslexia training courses that enhance their teaching method. However, these results differ
from the study carried out by Ghani et.al [23]. They reported that mainstream teachers who are appointed to
teach students with dyslexia were provided a short course (3 to 7 days) for them to improve their teaching.
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“No special dyslexia training course for us. MOE only organised one training course that
integrated all special needs in 2008. We held PLC to exchange teaching ideas among
ourselves and attended dyslexia workshop.” (Teacher A)

“MOE did not provide any course or training for us. I can only rely on my teaching
experiences and the MOE dyslexia guideline to teach students with dyslexia. ” (Teacher B)

“So far, I have never attended any courses on dyslexia held by KPM, JPN, or PPD. I hope
MOE can provide such training for us.” (Teacher C)

Additionally, all three teachers agreed that they lacked the appropriate resources and teaching tools
to assist students with dyslexia in learning languages, particularly English. This issue was also mentioned by
Yuzaidey et al. [24] who highlighted the lack of structured teaching and learning modules for students with
dyslexia in Malaysia. Teacher C asserted that teachers require more resources to help students with dyslexia
as every student has different levels of difficulties. Teacher A highlighted the fact that they do not have any
special modules for students with dyslexia, other than textbooks.

Hence, Teacher A also mentioned that students with dyslexia in her school were placed in
mainstream classrooms. It was happened due to insufficient special education teachers who were qualified to
teach English. As a consequence, they may fall behind in the mainstream classrooms as they require different
approaches to teaching, not to mention customised supporting materials.

Managing the emotion, behaviour, and motivation of students with dyslexia is another challenge
faced by special education teachers. Teacher A and teacher B both asserted that they felt quite challenged
when dealing with students with dyslexia who suffered from low self-esteem and high sensitivity. They
require tender love, care, and attention from the teachers instead of knowledge. Teacher C also highlighted
that inexperienced special education teachers or mainstream teachers lacked the knowledge in managing the
behaviour or emotion of students with dyslexia. Teachers’ emotions are triggered by such a condition and
they often end up stressed.

3.3. Strategies in teaching students with Dyslexia

Based on the study, the participants employed various strategies in teaching students with dyslexia.
It is including the incorporation of a multisensory approach and the adoption of assistive technology tools
such as mobile learning applications and other strategies. Both teacher A and teacher B stated that the
incorporation of a multisensory approach in the learning session represented an effective way to help students
with dyslexia in learning.

“l requested the students to build an alphabet using plasticine. | used different colour
cardboards to represent syllables before teaching word blending. They are required to
pronounce the word and simultaneously write the word in the colour cardboard until they can
memorise the word.” (Teacher A)

“By using the collage method to build up an alphabet, they will easily remember the
alphabet.” (Teacher B)

This finding is in line with the previous studies carried out by Subramaniam and Nasir [25], Mazjud
et al. [26], as well as Ambros and Cheong [27]. They reported on the effectiveness of the multisensory
approach on improving literacy skills among learners with dyslexia. A possible explanation could be
attributed to the multisensory approach leads to the formation of visual-auditory associations via kinaesthetic
activities, thus making the learning process more meaningful [28].

All three teachers agreed that adopting assistive technology tools particularly mobile learning
applications could greatly support students with dyslexia in learning. This finding accords with many
published literature which reported that mobile learning applications can improve the literacy performance of
students with dyslexia [22], [29], [30]. A possible explanation for this might be its ability to provide students
with sources or tools that are suitable to their skill levels as well as attractive visual elements and auditory
features. Nevertheless, all participants stressed that to date, there are no mobile learning applications based
on the Kurikulum Standard Sekolah Rendah (KSSR) curriculum that can be downloaded.

“Students with dyslexia require sound pronunciation when learn to read, and mobile learning
application fulfils this requirement.” (Teacher A)

“Mobile learning application has the function to teach phonemes or syllables with sound,
which are the important element in learning to blend. The child prefers to listen to the sound.
When the word is repeated many times, they can memorise the word (drilling strategy).
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Mobile learning application provides a fun learning environment and motivates them to have
more curiosity to learn.” (Teacher B)

“Students with dyslexia can reinforce their learning content via practices in the mobile
learning application.” (Teacher C)

Furthermore, Teacher C also recommended the use of a reading pen to assist students with dyslexia
in reading the words or sentences. She addressed that students with dyslexia can trace back the words or
sentences that were read by using the playback function on the reading pen. Hence, she suggested assistive
technology tools should be integrated into educational settings to assist students with special educational
needs and dyslexic in particular.

For students who are unable to differentiate b and d, Teacher A suggested using the mirror method
and hand method. For the hand method, the left hand represents b and the right hand represents d and this
method is more effective compared to the mirror method. However, these findings do not support the
previous research [31]. It demonstrated that rotating the letters in their own axes (mirror method) in the
Desembaralhando mobile application was facilitated the learners to recognize the visual difference of the
letters such as d and b, g and p, aand e.

Teacher A also recommended the use of a ruler word divider in assisting them to write the words in
a sentence with proper spacing. In addition, Teacher A suggested that letter or word spacing should be
increased to reduce the visual crowding problems. Teacher A’s idea is also similar with previous study [32].
For Teacher C, she recommended the application of 21st-century learning methods such as individual
presentation in teaching students with dyslexia. With individual presentations, she can guide the students
when they have the difficulty in pronouncing or reading the words. She also proposed the inclusion of video
in learning sessions to stimulate the student’s visual and auditory senses to boost their learning.

4. CONCLUSION

This study provided vital insights about the experience of special education teachers in teaching
students with dyslexia, the challenges faced during the lesson, and the strategies employed to overcome
literacy difficulties faced by students with dyslexia. The analysis revealed that dyslexic students often
encounter difficulties in phoneme-grapheme associations, sound blending, and segmentation, thus resulting in
impaired reading, spelling, and writing skills. Lack of dyslexia training and resources are the main challenges
faced by special education teachers. The participants opined that a multisensory approach should be
incorporated into the learning session via a mobile learning application. This approach will be more effective in
teaching students with dyslexia as it utilises many senses simultaneously.

This study provided vital information for like-minded researchers. Future studies should explore the
perspective of special education teachers in teaching other subjects such as English Language, Mathematics, and
Islamic Education. Additionally, quantitative studies with large sample size such as questionnaire surveys can
be used to ensure a more comprehensive data collection.
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