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LETTER NAMES AND SOUNDS 
The at-risk child will have difficulty with learning and remem-

bering the names of the letters and have even more trouble associ-
ating the sounds with their corresponding letters. 

 
PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS/PHONEMIC AWARENESS 

Phonological awareness (PA) is a broad term which refers to a 
child’s understanding that sentences are made up of words, and 
words are made up of individual sounds and sometimes syllables. 
PA is acquired through listening, and children who can clap out 
words in sentences or syllables in a word have PA. These children 
can also tell if two words rhyme. About two-thirds of dyslexic chil-
dren have a deficit in phonological awareness (Ring & Black, 2018). 

Phonemic awareness is a subskill of PA which involves aware-
ness of individual sounds (phonemes). Children with poor phone-
mic awareness may not be able to segment sounds in a word or 
blend sounds together. If your classroom uses phonemic awareness 
activities, this child will be puzzled by these activities. For example, 
identifying initial sounds, final sounds, and medial sounds will be 
difficult for this child even after the teacher models this task. These 
children may find blending and segmenting sounds in short CVC 
(consonant- vowel-consonant) words - cat, dog, bat, tip - very diffi-
cult. 

Other phonemic awareness activities – especially phoneme 
manipulation - will be challenging for them. Phoneme manipula-

tion involves adding, deleting or substituting phonemes: In the fol-
lowing deletion example, the teacher says, “My word is bat. Say bat. 
Now say bat without the /b/ (The teacher makes the sound of the 
letter b.) The // symbol represents the sound of b rather than the let-
ter name. The child should be able to respond with at. Or in the 
case of a substitution activity, the teacher says, “My word is bat. Say 
bat. Now change the /b/ to /c/. The response should be cat. 

 
SIGHT WORDS 

They will find sight words more difficult to learn than most chil-
dren. They may not recognize them when they encounter them in 
text – even if they have memorized them. 

 
EARLY LANGUAGE HISTORY & SKILLS 

Some children at risk for dyslexia may have a history of early 
language delay. This is a strong predictor of dyslexia (Raschle, 
Becker, Smith, Fehlbaum, Wang, & Gaab, 2015). Some children 
might also show signs of specific language impairment (SLI), but it 
is a distinct disorder not always associated with dyslexia. Usually 
parents will report an early language delay if the child has SLI. The 
child might already be receiving speech and language therapy. 
Children with dyslexia and children with SLI represent 2 separate 
subgroups of reading disability. Behaviorally, their reading problem 
appears similar, but with different underlying causes (Lauterbach, 
Park, & Lombardino, 2018). 
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READING AND HANDWRITING – 
CONFUSION / FATIGUE / FRUSTRATION / EMBARRASSMENT /  

ANXIETY/RELUCTANCE 
These children may at this point understand the alphabetic prin-

ciple (that letters represent sounds), and even have strong phonics 
knowledge, but they have difficulty applying this knowledge in real 
time when reading. They may continue to sound out words they 
should be able to instantly recognize. As self-awareness increases, 
they begin to realize that they are behind their peers, and their 
self-esteem begins to suffer. They experience anxiety and begin 
to develop reading reluctance. They may instantly recognize 
the word top in a text, and painstakingly try to sound it out 
when it is repeated on the same page. They may read slowly 
and deliberately or read quite fast, scrambling letters and/or 
words. They may not observe punctuation, may pause 
more than other readers, and possibly lack expression 
when reading. 

When reading orally, they may omit/add words in a 
sentence and letters within words (reading blad for 
bad) and omit or substitute articles and prepositions 
(reading the for a, and for for of). Their reading 
comprehension may be poor, even when 
decoding improves. 

The b/d reversal and other common rever-
sals that occur in kindergarten and 
early first grade may persist in both 
reading and writing beyond first 
grade and second grade without 
intervention. As in kindergarteners 
who are at risk for dyslexia, you may 
also notice symptoms of dysgraphia – not 
only impacting handwriting, but the ability to 
copy or generate an original sentence. Handwriting may be uneven, 
letters/words sometimes floating above the line, sometimes under, 
and lower case mixed with upper case letters. They may have an 
awkward pencil grip and may write letters from the bottom up. 

When writing dictated sentences, they may skip prepositions and 

articles or other words, and they often need sentences repeated 
several times. This may be associated with weak auditory memory. 
They may forget to capitalize sentences and omit end punctuation. 

Fatigue in both writing and reading activities (including word 
level phonics work) may be apparent. The child may want to “give 

up” during these activities because the effort 
involved produces cognitive overload and may 
result in both physical and mental exhaustion. 

 
SPELLING 

They may have trouble spelling even the 
simplest words. They may pass a spelling 
test on Friday after practicing all week, 
and not remember how to spell any of 
those words on the following Monday. 

Spelling their last name may be very difficult 
and they may replace it with an initial. 

 
MATH CONCEPTS 

Because the comorbidity between dyscalculia 
(math difficulties) and dyslexia is so high, this 

child may also require intervention in math, as 
math concepts and operations become more complex. 
Towards the end of second grade, without intervention, 

the child may continue to have problems with math con-
cepts - telling time using an analog clock, memorization of 

the multiplication tables (if introduced), word problems, and 
understanding math symbols (all signs of dyscalculia). 

 
READING COMPREHENSION 

For children with dyslexia, reading comprehension is poor rela-
tive to their listening comprehension (Spencer, Wagner, 
Schatschneider, Quinn, Lopez, & Petscher, 2014). 

When asked to narrate what they have just read to assess com-
prehension of the text, children with decoding impairment show 
weaker performance in terms of the number of main ideas retold 
(Kida, Ávila, Capellini, 2016). 
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KINDERGARTEN

GRADES 1-2

Keep in mind that most of these behaviors are not typical behav-
iors found in beginning readers but are unique to dyslexia. 

 
LETTER NAMES AND SOUNDS 

Like children in Pre-K who are at risk for dyslexia, at risk chil-
dren in kindergarten will probably struggle learning their letter 
names and sounds. 

 
PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS/PHONEMIC AWARENESS 

See Pre-K above for discussion of what this deficit looks like. 
 

SIGHT WORDS 
They may be able to recognize sight words in a list but fail to rec-

ognize them in text. Often, they recognize a sight word in text on 

line 1, but fail to recognize the very same sight word on line 2 of the 
text. They will frequently try to sound out sight words that they 
should recognize as a unit. 

 
READING AND HANDWRITING 

You may also notice that their handwriting is less legible than 
their classmates. They may display a very awkward looking pencil 
grip even after instruction in handwriting. They may begin to show 
signs of avoiding phonics activities and becoming a reluctant reader. 

 
MATH CONCEPTS 

Math concepts such as addition and subtraction may be difficult 
for this child to grasp, even when the teacher uses counting objects 
to demonstrate the concept. 



In addition to the problems experienced by children in PreK-2, 
specific reading behaviors may be common especially as the 
older student attempts to read longer passages, chapter books, or 
articles. These students are often known to be “reluctant read-
ers.” 

 
TYPICAL READING BEHAVIORS THAT MAY BE OBSERVED 

• Sounding out words (and sight words) that should be instant-
ly recognized 

• Reading a word correctly on one line, and then reading the 
same word incorrectly elsewhere in the text 

• Slow deliberate reading or fast scrambled reading 
• Skipping lines in the text or parts of sentences 
• Omitting words in the sentence (prepositions, articles, or 

other words) 
• Adding words in the sentence (preposi-

tions, articles, or other words) 
• Semantic substitutions (home for 

house, yell for shout) 
• Transposition of letters within words 

(broad for board) 
• Transposition of letters within words with 

wild guessing (griddle for garden – student 
pulls the r in garden towards the g to make 
gr and takes a wild guess, bringing in the d 
sound) 

• Migration of letters between words 
(late flight might be read as flate light 
or other variation) 

• Vowel switching (bug for bag) 
• Switching initial or final sounds 

(tack for back, man for mat) 
• Adding letters to a word (blad for 

bad) 
• b/d confusion (brink for drink, did for bid) 
• Dropping/adding/skipping/substituting syllables in 

multi-syllable words, especially words with suffixes 
(park or parked for parking) 

• Incorrect Plural/Singular Form and/or Verb Tense 
• Poor recognition of base words (such as skate in skating – 

may read skating as skatting because of inability to recognize 
the fact that the silent e has been dropped before adding ing) 

• Weak error detection or high number of self-corrections 
with multiple corrections on a single word (trying it 3 - 4 
times) 

• Prosody Issues – poor phrasing, expression, and overall 
smoothness and timing. Poor observation of punctuation, 
especially commas and periods. 

 
MORE DETAILS ABOUT SOME OF THESE READING BEHAVIORS – 

LETTER TRANSPOSITION/MIGRATION OF LETTERS BETWEEN 
WORDS/ 

PREFIX DROPPING/SWITCHING 
They may also have difficulty discriminating between words 

with transposed letters such as board/broad, diary/dairy, 

clam/calm, cloud/could, form/from. They may drop a letter that 
appears more than once in a single word – especially if the result 
of the drop is an actual word. An example would be for the word 
drivers, the student might read it as divers, dropping the first r. 
The word garden might be read griddle as the letters migrate to a 
point that the student makes a guess without any reference to 
context. This is especially true as the student encounters more 
two and three syllable words. They might also drop or switch pre-
fixes, suffixes, and other syllables. The prefix pre will often be 
read as per and vice versa. The word unclear might be read as 
clear. 

 
VOWEL SWITCHING 

When the student begins to read passages or pages, there is 
more of a tendency to switch vowels even in simple CVC words. 

 
DROPPING/ADDING/SKIPPING/SUBSTITUTING SYLLABLES 

IN MULTI-SYLLABLE WORDS 
This problem becomes more noticeable as the 

student gets older because s/he is required to 
read more difficult text involving multi-syllable 
words. They may delete or add entire syllables as 

they read. This very weak sensitivity to syllables, 
especially when reading unfamiliar words may lead 
the student to replace a word like parking with park or 
parked. 

 
POOR RECOGNITION OF BASE (ROOT) WORDS 

WITH SUFFIXES 
Suffixes ed and ing are often dropped or 
changed, as well as words ending with 
ies and ied. These students have diffi-
culty recognizing base words and they 
find these suffixes very confusing. For 

example, in a simple word like buried, 
they may not recognize that the base word 

is bury. Again, these errors are not the same as 
the errors typical of beginning readers; instead, their 

errors are unique to dyslexia. 
 

INCORRECT PLURAL/SINGULAR FORM AND VERB TENSE 
The student may read the word horses as horse and vice versa. 

Another frequent error pattern relates to verb tense. Jumped may 
be read as jump, and vice versa. 

 
WEAK ERROR DETECTION OR HIGH NUMBER 

OF SELF-CORRECTIONS 
Although error detection can be very weak in dyslexic stu-

dents, some make a high number of self-corrections, sometimes 
trying a single word 3-4 times. 

 
INACCURATE ARTICLES, PREPOSITIONS, TENSE, 

AND PLURALITY 
There is a frequent disregard for prepositions and articles. 

They are often deleted altogether or changed in ways that impact 
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the meaning of the text. There is sometimes a tendency to add 
prepositions and articles – even in a simple sentence like the fol-
lowing: 

The cat went up the tree. 
Might be read as 
The cats went up into a tree. 
or 
The cat will go to the trees. 
Notice that the above examples also show changes in 

tense and plurality. 
 

LACK OF PROSODY 
Problems with prosody (appropriate pacing, expres-

sion and phrasing) may be the result of poor decod-
ing and missed punctuation cues. The student 
may read slowly and deliberately, sounding out 
words that should be instantly recognized, or 
may read quite fast, scrambling words togeth-
er and creating non words without 
noticing. Pacing may be uneven and 
punctuation almost completely 
ignored. Frequent and inappropri-
ate pausing is common. 

Placing commas and periods 
where they do not exist, and missing 
these important cues where they do exist 
dramatically interferes with comprehension of text. Students 
with dyslexia will often combine the ending and beginning of two 
sentences instead of acknowledging a period between the two, 
totally missing the meaning intended by the author. The following 
is an example using an excerpt from National Geographic Kids 
Level 1 Reader titled Frogs by Elizabeth Carney, 2009. 

But some frogs live in trees. Some even live in the desert. Frogs 
can be found all over the world. Wherever they live, that’s their 
habitat. 

The student may read the above passage in the following 
way: 

But some frogs live in trees. Some even live. In the desert frogs 
can be found all over the world wherever they live. 

That’s their habitat. 
This student will not even realize that reading 

it this way does not make sense or changes the 
author’s intended meaning. Students who 
read this way have very weak meta-cognitive 
and/or self-monitoring strategies while read-

ing. Their reading may be choppy, fast and 
then slow, with no attention to punctuation. 

 
WEAK COMPREHENSION/RETELLING/ 

THE WRITING PROCESS 
They will usually exhibit poor reading comprehen-

sion and great difficulty organizing ideas in prepara-
tion for written expression. Composing more than the 

simplest sentences may be almost impossible. Their 
weak spelling skills will continue without intervention. 
When retelling stories, they might begin in the middle of 

the story and have trouble retelling in sequence. Many of 
these students have excellent oral comprehension and some 
are able to develop compensatory skills with and without 
receiving accommodations in school. 

As school becomes harder and the student feels more and 
more left behind, some may develop behavior problems, 
become depressed or angry, and/or have low self-esteem. Early 
intervention is the most important way we can help them. • 

Excerpt from the Fluency Builders Teacher 
TOOLKIT (Fluency Builders Dyslexia Kit). 
www.earlyliteracysolutions.com.  Since every student 
with dyslexia has a unique profile, the obser-
vations in this excerpt will vary from stu-
dent to student. Some of the examples above 
are taken from research by Alves et al. 
(2017), Friedman & Coltheart (2018), Hanley 
(2017), Jones, Castles, & Kohnen (2011). 

References 
 

Alves, L.M., Reis, C., Pinheiro, A., Capellini, S., Lalain, M., Ghio, A. 
(2017). Prosodic aspects of reading in children with dyslexia. HAL 
Archives-Ouvertes. HAL Id: hal-01619599. 

Friedman, N., & Coltheart, M. (2018). Types of developmental 
dyslexia. In A. Bar-On & D. Ravid (Eds.) Handbook of Communication 
Disorders: Theoretical, Empirical, and Applied Linguistic Perspectives. 
Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter Mouton. 

Hanley, J.R. (2017). Is there just one dyslexic reader? Evidence for 
the existence of distinct dyslexic subgroups. Current Developmental 
Disorders Reports, 4, 101-107. 

Jones, K., Castles, A., & Kohnen, S. (2011). Subtypes of developmen-
tal reading disorders: Recent developments and directions for treatment. 
Acquiring Knowledge in Speech, Language and Hearing (ACQ), 13(2). 

Kida, A.S.B., Ávila, C.R.B., & Capellini, S.A. (2016). Reading com-
prehension assessment through retelling: Performance profiles of 
children with dyslexia and language-based learning disability. 
Frontiers in Psychology, 7, Article 787. 

Lauterbach, A.A., Park, Y., & Lombardino, L.J. (2018). The roles of 
cognitive and language abilities in predicting decoding and reading 
comprehension: Comparisons of dyslexia and specific language 
impairment. Annals of Dyslexia, 67, 201-218. 

Raschle, N.M., Becker, B.L.C., Smith, S., Fehlbaum, L.V., Wang, Y., 
& Gaab, N. (2017). Investigating the influences of language delay 
and/or familial risk for dyslexia on brain structure in 5-year-olds. 
Cerebral Cortex, 27(1), 764-776. 

Ring, J., & Black, J.L. (2018). The multiple deficit model of dyslex-
ia: What does it mean for identification? Annals of Dyslexia. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11881-018-0157-y 

Spencer, M., Wagner, R. K., Schatschneider, C., Quinn, J. M., 
Lopez, D., & Petscher, Y. (2014). Incorporating RTI in a hybrid model 
of reading disability. Learning Disability Quarterly, 37 (3), 161–171 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: 
 
Georgie Normand, M.A. 
holds a Master’s degree in 
Reading Education and has 
spent many years working 
with students with dyslexia. 
She is the founder of Early 
Literacy Solutions and the 
author of the Orton-
Gillingham based Fluency 
Builders Dyslexia Program 

(www.earlyliteracysolutions.com). Designed for parents, 
tutors, and teachers, the Fluency Builders program 
utilizes the latest neuroscience in dyslexia. These 
new studies found that dyslexia is not a one-size-
fits-all learning disability. Georgie has also devel-
oped the Certified Dyslexia Practitioner Program, a 
professional learning program that trains teachers 
and tutors to identify and succeed with multiple 
dyslexia profiles. Contact her at 
georgienormand@earlyliteracysolutions.com

epmagazine.com | EP Magazine • September 2022  29

 


