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ABSTRACT

At present, university students with a learning disability (LD) are identified by a lengthy, expensive battery of tests administered by an educational psychologist, and some are discouraged from seeking assessment by the cost and perceived difficulty of this process. Its purpose is to provide the student and the university with a detailed cognitive profile of the student’s strengths and weaknesses, as a basis for deciding what measures will be needed to enable each individual to study without disadvantage. However, the LD reports are often hard for students to understand, and in the absence of trained LD tutors, this information remains under-utilised. We considered whether a simpler approach might be feasible. 

Our project trialed an alternative instrument, adapted for use in Australia from the York Adult Assessment developed in the U.K. The objective was to enable university staff in disabilities and academic skills units to identify students with dyslexia quickly, easily, and at no cost to the student, and to recommend a limited range of appropriate accommodations based on the result. The instrument was trialed by volunteers already identified as having LD, and a control group. Unfortunately, the trial showed that the instrument may fail to identify at least two-thirds of students with LD, so its use cannot be recommended, and the need for a reliable alternative instrument remains. This presentation will consider the problems surrounding the present method of assessment, and discuss the methodological problems of devising an alternative.

1. INTRODUCTION

This presentation recounts a trial in an Australian university of the York Adult Assessment (YAA), adapted for Australian use. The authors hoped that this instrument might prove reliable enough in identifying dyslexic students to be used as a limited assessment to trigger limited accommodations to support their studies. The presentation explains why the authors saw a need to develop such an instrument, intermediate between screening and full assessment.  It explains how the YAA was originally created, and how it was adapted for Australia; the method and outcome of the trial; problems both with the instrument and with interpretation of the results; and the ongoing need for a more effective means of supporting the studies of university students with mild but persistent dyslexia.

2. THE CONTEXT

In Australia, as elsewhere, students with dyslexia who request educational accommodations must undergo a full assessment which only an educational psychologist is qualified to conduct. The purpose of this is to provide the student and the university with a detailed cognitive profile of the student’s strengths and weaknesses, as a basis for deciding what measures will be needed to enable each individual to study without disadvantage. As every dyslexic person has a different constellation of strengths and weaknesses, is affected to a different degree, and has developed more – or less – effective coping strategies in the course of their education (Reid & Kirk 2001, p. 3), these measures can vary considerably between one student and the next. Provisions (to make up for what is physically lacking in a student with a disability) may include a computer, screen reading or voice-recognition programs, a scribe, note taker, or library assistant, extra time to complete assignments and exams, and/or a specialist dyslexia tutor. Accommodations (special procedures to enable the student to demonstrate their learning differently) may include alternative types of assessments, such as oral presentations, posters, portfolios, or multi-media productions. 

Although the legislation which ensures that students are not discriminated against is very similar from one country to the next (Commonwealth of Australia 1992), the provisions to support their studies vary both between countries and between institutions. Importantly for the present study, a major difference between the United Kingdom and Australia is the provision of trained, specialist dyslexia tutors, for which there is no equivalent in Australia (British Dyslexia Association). Instead, dyslexic students in Australian universities work with the academic language and learning lecturers who are available for any student in the institution to consult, and who do not normally have any training in disabilities (Chanock 2005). 

3. THE PROBLEM: INEQUITABLE AND INEFFECTIVE METHODS
It is arguable that the way in which dyslexia is currently assessed is both inequitable and ineffective as a basis for providing study support. It is inequitable in that Learning Disabilities are the only type of disability that students must get diagnosed at their own expense. If a student has a vision or hearing impairment, or limited mobility, it is diagnosed by the health system, but a ‘hidden disability’ is not covered in this way. Assessment can cost up to $600, and can take up to 8 hours. This means that many students, especially if their disability is mild, choose not to go for assessment; and some, though severely affected, are simply unable to afford it. 

When students do go for assessment, its utility is variable. Many students are distressed by the diagnosis of disability (although ultimately relieved that their difficulties are no longer to be considered their own ‘fault’) (Lee & Jackson 1992; Dalton 1994; Pollack 2005). Moreover, they often do not understand how to use the psychologist’s report, if it relies upon specialized language and describes their abilities in terms of percentiles  or reading ages (Pollack 2005, pp. 63, 65, 130, 168, 176) (a practice that humiliates students without offering them guidance). It might be argued that the report is designed to guide the professionals who will provide study support, rather than the students themselves, but this too is questionable. Disabilities Liaison Officers, whose responsibility it is to match students with compensations and accommodations, do not necessarily have the expertise to apply the student’s profile in detail, while academic language and learning advisers lack the knowledge required to tailor a program targeting phonemic awareness or training  working memory. In the UK, students are referred to specialist centres that assess their needs and recommend assistive technology (British Dyslexia Association), and to dyslexia tutors for weekly tutorials, all funded by their local education authority. In Australia, neither of these supports exists; therefore, the full assessment provides more information than our system can use, at a cost in excess of what our students can afford. (It is worth noting, in this connection, that many of the students in the UK who have entered university as a result of the push for Widening Participation have gone through Access courses in colleges of further education, where dyslexia assessments are paid for by the college (British Dyslexia Association)).

While a full report can guide the provision of equipment, software, or specialist tutoring, many dyslexic students require only academic skills support, which their universities already provide, plus extra time for assignments and exams, and information to help their lecturers understand their situation. Such accommodations are not expensive and do not require a nuanced cognitive profile. If more expensive accommodations are required, for which a full assessment would be useful, the student would then need to go through the usual procedures, but we hoped that a more limited assessment might prove adequate to indicate more limited accommodations. As universities are unlikely to approve accommodations based on students’ self-reported difficulties, we considered objective tests of performance on tasks known to be difficult for people with dyslexia.

4. THE PROJECT

Funded by a Higher Education Equity Support Projects (HEESP) Grant, we adapted a 1-hour screening instrument developed by psychologists at the University of York in the U.K., who had found it capable of identifying dyslexia in adults with 96% accuracy (Hatcher, Snowling, & Griffiths 2002). The York Adult Assessment is freely available on the web (Hatcher & Snowling n.d.) and can be conducted by teachers or disabilities staff without special training. We substituted Australian content in places to make it more accessible, and trialled it with 22 dyslexic students and a control group of 24 students with no diagnosis of dyslexia. 

5. WHAT THE YAA (AUSTRALIAN) TESTS: PHONEMIC AWARENESS, SPEED, AND ACADEMIC SKILLS
As dyslexia is thought to restrict ability to distinguish phonemes, the YAA tests this ability through two tasks: 

· Nonsense Passages to be read aloud (The traphestal difference between the bafister jacepot and the torquil wexid lies in the function of the dighton….). This tests whether students can readily match sounds to symbols, a different skill from recognising the appearance of familiar words in print.

· Spoonerisms (convert Ned Kelly to Ked Nelly, Bart Simpson to Sart Bimpson)

These are timed, as are other tasks designed to gauge the student’s academic skills:

· Writing Speed (students copy a sentence over for 2 minutes)

· Spelling Test drawing on the Academic Word List (Coxhead, 2000) 
· Silent Reading of a newspaper article, then writing a precis of the content 

· Proofreading of a passage

6. THE RESULT

Although the assessment did show differences between the groups in both accuracy and time taken to perform the various tasks, it did not discriminate between dyslexic and non-dyslexic individuals with sufficient sensitivity to justify recommending its use to trigger accommodations. While it did not produce false positives (that is, identifying non-dyslexic students as dyslexic), it failed to identify more than 2/3 of previously assessed dyslexic students as dyslexic. This was because we took the criteria for identification of dyslexia to be a poor performance – up to the 10th percentile – in all of the four tasks of Nonsense Passage Reading, Spoonerisms, Writing Speed and Spelling, and though each dyslexic student scored low – often very low -- in some of these, most did not score low enough in all of them. Indeed, self-reporting proved to be more accurate, when we checked the students’ dyslexic status against their responses to the Vinegrad Adult Dyslexia Checklist (British Dyslexia Association, 1994) which we had included for triangulation.

7.   DISCUSSION
     It seemed puzzling that significant differences between groups were not matched by consistent differences between individuals, and this made us wonder whether our assumption that a person with dyslexia would be handicapped in all situations requiring phonemic processing was flawed. Indeed, closer inspection suggests that the tests vary in the extent to which they do, necessarily, call upon phonemic processing. Nonsense Passage Reading requires the student to operate the symbol-to-sound code of writing, as it includes words that cannot have been rote-learned previously; and Spoonerisms require the student to separate the phonemes they hear and manipulate them separately rather than as components of whole words. The extent to which spelling words require phonemic awareness, however, must depend upon whether they are new to the student, as some dyslexic students have a good visual memory and use this as a strategy to learn spelling of whole words. Finally, copying would probably handicap a student with visual disturbance but possibly not one without; and while many dyslexic people experience visual disturbance while reading, many do not. If these variations contributed to the anomalous result of our trial, it is daunting to consider how to design an instrument sufficiently nuanced to be more effective for the purpose.
    Apart from that main difficulty, we also found that the Precis writing task proved useless for our purpose, as none of the students in either group had any idea how to write a précis (summary) of a passage of reading! Perhaps this is a skill taught in British schools, but not in Australia. The quite inadequate attempts our students made suggest, however,  that this skill ought to be taught, for it is useful for note-taking; and the students’ difficulties suggest that they do not know how to distinguish main points from detail, nor how to condense material. 

7. A POSSIBLE ALTERNATIVE

We did discover, in the course of the project, another screening tool that shares the YAA’s advantages of being cheap, brief, and able to be conducted by higher education staff without special training. The  DAST (Dyslexia Adult Screening Test), developed by Angela Fawcett at the University of Sheffield, is available online (Fawcett & Nicolson, 1998). It tests, in addition to the things the YAA tests:

· Short-term memory

· Fluency (rapid naming of objects shown in pictures)

· Non-verbal reasoning (recognising patterns of shapes)

· Postural stability. 

Furthermore, the DAST is backed by norms based upon use with large numbers of adult students, which makes it more likely to be reliable than the YAA. However, a Canadian trial of the DAST found that it failed to identify an unacceptable proportion of known dyslexic students as dyslexic, while identifying an unacceptable proportion of non-dyslexic students as dyslexic (Harrison & Nichols 2005). 

8. CONCLUSION

The need remains, therefore, to find a suitable tool on which to base recommendations for limited accommodations for students who have not undergone a full dyslexia assessment. 
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