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Primary school teachers’ readiness in identifying children with dyslexia:  

A national survey in Sri Lanka 

Abstract 

Primary school teachers should be able to identify struggling learners who may have 

dyslexia type learning difficulties, in order to facilitate early intervention. Considering 

this importance, a nationwide survey was conducted in Sri Lanka with 705 primary 

school teachers among randomly selected schools in order to investigate teacher 

readiness to identify learners with dyslexia.  Teacher readiness was measured based on 

three variables (1) teachers’ self-reported basic knowledge on dyslexia, (2) their self-

reported awareness of local tools and processes used to identify dyslexia and (3) their 

self-reported attitudes towards engaging in identifying dyslexia. Data was gathered 

through a structured questionnaire. Logistic regression analyses revealed that the 

participants had minimal readiness to engage in identifying learners with dyslexia. 

However, most of them showed positive attitudes towards actively engaging in 

identifying dyslexia.  
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Introduction 

Dyslexia is a difficulty related to language processing abilities (Lawrence, 2009). 

Those with dyslexia may face difficulties in reading, spelling, pronunciation and 

phonological processing. Dyslexia is categorised under the umbrella term Specific 

Learning Difficulties (SpLDs) due to the fact that those who are dyslexic also show 
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features common to other learning difficulties (Kormos, 2017). For example, those who 

have one or more learning difficulties may have issues in memory, organisational skills, 

concentration, and attention control and these features are common to dyslexic learners 

too.  

Most children with dyslexia show signs from early ages and early identification 

is vital to provide necessary support (Kormos & Smith, 2012). There can be several long-

term negative consequences such as poor educational outcomes (e.g., Ricketts, Sperring, 

& Nation, 2014), poor physical and mental health (Dewalt, Berkman, Sheridan, Lohr, & 

Pignone, 2004) and reduced employment opportunities (OECD, 2013), if early identifi-

cation is not made and necessary support is not provided. There is also growing evidence 

that early intervention is more effective (Catts, Nielsen, Bridges, Liu, & Bontempo, 

2015) than late intervention (Wanzek & Vaughn, 2007). However, as Rose (2009) high-

lights, the screening tests available are unreliable to do blanket screening of all children 

who enter school. Therefore, a more practical option that Rose suggests is to observe 

children’s pre- and early reading activities and compare their performance with their 

peers. Teachers’ involvement in observing children’s reading activities and identifying 

learners with dyslexia type difficulties is vital in this regard. For example, in the UK, 

when teachers identify learners with dyslexia type difficulties, they refer such children 

to dyslexia specialists for formal assessment (Carroll, Bradley, Crawford, Hannant, John-

son, & Thompson, 2017). However, previous research highlights that teachers’ general 

understanding of dyslexia or other SpLDs is minimal in many contexts in the world and 

therefore their ability to identify learners with dyslexia is questionable (e.g., Author 2, 

2019). In addition, misconceptions and limited understanding of dyslexia and its features 
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may lead to misidentification, which is likely to cause anxiety among learners and their 

parents (Colenbrander, Ricketts, & Breadmore, 2018).  

Minimal attention has been paid in research so far to directly investigating teacher 

readiness to identify learners with dyslexia. In contexts such as Sri Lanka, research on 

SpLDs is scarce and the limited existing studies (e.g., Author 2 & Hettiarachchi & Das, 

2014) highlight that teachers in Sri Lanka seem to have minimal understanding of dys-

lexia or other learning difficulties. Considering the importance of teachers being able to 

recognise learners with dyslexia to facilitate early intervention, and also the danger of 

them misidentifying cases, this study was conducted with the aim of analysing primary 

school teachers’ readiness to identify learners with dyslexia in the Sri Lankan context. In 

order to investigate this, participating teachers’ self-reported basic knowledge on dys-

lexia, their self-reported awareness of local tools and processes used for identifying dys-

lexia and their self-reported attitudes towards engaging in identifying dyslexia were in-

vestigated using a questionnaire. 

Literature review  

Evaluating learners who show dyslexia type difficulties involves identification, 

screening, testing, diagnosis and other information gathering (International Dyslexia As-

sociation, 2020). When screening, it is necessary to systematically assess cognitive abil-

ities related to language processing in addition to assessing behavioural patterns. In 

standard tests, two domains of cognitive abilities are screened (Lawrence, 2009). One is 

the verbal domain which includes phonological awareness, verbal working memory and 

phonological processing speed. Under the visual domain, visual working memory, visual 

processing accuracy and visual processing speed are assessed. In addition to these cog-

nitive abilities, other features such as motor coordination weaknesses that affect overall 
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language performance are screened, as issues in handwriting and speed of writing may 

be determined based on fine and gross motor difficulties (ibid). There are standard 

screening tests available to assess the above mentioned cognitive and motor-control abil-

ities. Some of them are the Phonological Assessment Battery developed by Fredrickson, 

Frith and Reason (1997) and the Phonological Abilities Test developed by Muter, Hulme, 

and Snowling (1997). Such standard tests are used by trained dyslexia assessors and dys-

lexia screening centres. Those who use these tests need specialist training in order to run 

the assessments and to interpret findings. Although it is apparent that dyslexia screening 

is a specialist’s job, it is important for teachers to engage in early identification in order 

to direct children with dyslexia type difficulties to formal assessment.  

Teachers’ involvement in identification of learners who show dyslexia type dif-

ficulties depends on their readiness to engage in the identification process. Teacher read-

iness in general has been measured in different ways in the existing research. For exam-

ple, Van Gorp, Giupponi, Uebel, Dursun, and Swinehart, (2019) use teachers’ technical 

skills, pedagogical skills, evaluation skills and ability to put these skills into practice as 

predictors of teacher readiness in measuring language teachers’ ability to teach online. 

Naicker (2017) investigated teacher readiness to integrate information and communica-

tion technologies (ICT) into the teaching and learning process and measured it through 

three factors: ICT attitude, ICT training and ICT knowledge and school principal’s role. 

Teacher competency and command in the subject matter (Kennedy, 1961); pre-service 

teachers’ exam grades, teaching practice feedback and final exam evaluation (Strakova, 

2015); and teaching strategies, self-efficacy and institutional support (Chou, Hung, Tsai, 

& Chang, 2020) have also been used as predictors of teacher readiness in various teach-

ing contexts.  
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As can be seen from the above discussion, subject related knowledge has been 

used as an important predictor of teacher readiness in most of the studies. Previous 

research on teacher knowledge on dyslexia and learning difficulties has highlighted that 

it plays an important role in teachers’ ability to accommodate dyslexic learners within 

the teaching-learning process. We considered knowledge as the specific “information [on 

a particular subject] that is acquired from authoritative external sources and that can 

therefore, presumably, be regarded as factual in nature” (Trevethan, 2017, p. 2).  

It is generally agreed that teacher knowledge on dyslexia or any other learning 

difficulties is minimal in many countries. Author 2 (2019) found that English language 

teachers in Sri Lanka do not have sufficient knowledge on dyslexia, its features, 

identification methods or inclusive practices. Similar findings have been reported in other 

countries too. For example, Alawadh’s (2016) study in the Arabic context and Chista and 

Mpofu’s (2016) study in Zimbabwe. Alawadh notes that teachers who took part in their 

study did not know the benefits of early intervention. The findings of a large-scale survey 

conducted by Knight (2017) among 2,600 teachers in the UK point out that the 

participants lacked knowledge in neurological and cognitive aspects of dyslexia although 

they had basic understanding of it. In Zimbabwe, it seems lack of knowledge about 

dyslexia hinders teachers providing appropriate support to learners with dyslexia (Chista 

& Mpofu, 2016). Research on teacher knowledge related to teaching reading also 

provides evidence that teachers lack essential knowledge on reading difficulties. 

Washburn, Binks-Cantrell, Joshi, Martin-Chang, and Arrow’s (2015) study which 

investigated preservice teachers’ knowledge of basic language constructs across four 

teacher preparation programmes (Canada, England, New Zealand and the USA) revealed 

that across all counties the participating teachers demonstrated lack of knowledge on 
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constructs needed to teach early reading skills. Moats (1994) also found lack of teacher 

knowledge on language elements such as phonemes and morphemes and how these 

elements are presented in writing. Moats (2009) highlights the importance of teachers’ 

preparedness in preventing and remediating reading and spelling disabilities; however, 

lack of teacher knowledge on concepts related to language and reading hinders the 

support that learners need. Due to the important role that teacher knowledge plays in 

accommodating learners with dyslexia in the teaching-learning process, teachers’ basic 

knowledge on dyslexia was considered as one of the predictors of teacher readiness in 

identifying dyslexic learners in the current study.  

Teachers’ attitudes towards the subject, its content, teaching in general and 

learners, are vital in educational outcomes.  For example, Al Harthy, Jamaluddin, & 

Abedalaziz (2013) found a direct link between teachers’ attitudes towards teaching and 

their performance. Several studies on teachers’ attitudes towards learners with SpLDs 

have also shown that teachers’ attitudes play a significant role in the way that they 

implement inclusive practices in class (e.g., Hornstra, Denessen, Bakker, van den Bergh 

& Voeten, 2010). It has been widely acknowledged that teachers in many contexts 

generally have a negative attitude towards learners with learning difficulties. 

Hettiarachchi and Das (2014) revealed that teachers in Sri Lanka think learners with 

disabilities are ‘misfits’ in their schools. In India, teachers seem to think that learning 

difficulties are caused by lack of motivation among learners (Tiwari, Das, & Sharma, 

2015). In another study in Sri Lanka, Author 2 (2019) also found that English language 

teachers generally had negative attitudes towards learners with learning difficulties, they 

were of the view that learners who struggle in classes are not interested in studying. As 

a consequence of such negative attitudes, teachers also seem to have lower expectations 
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of learners with learning difficulties (Forlin, Tait, Carroll, & Jobling, 1999) which would 

ultimately influence such learners’ educational achievements. At the same time, a study 

by Taylor and Coyne (2014) in the UK shows that teachers who have some awareness of 

dyslexia have positive attitudes towards children with this SpLD. Due to the existing 

evidence that teachers’ negative attitudes towards learning difficulties may hinder the 

support that dyslexic learners should be provided with, teachers’ attitudes towards being 

involved in identifying dyslexia was considered as another important predictor of teacher 

readiness in the current study.   

As early identification is important, it is vital for primary grade teachers to have 

some understanding of the process of identifying dyslexia. There have been a very few 

studies which investigated this aspect. Sonia’s (2012) study with 100 primary teachers 

in Portugal reports that despite the amount of working experience, the majority of 

participants did not have awareness of detecting strategies. Nascimento, Rosal, and de 

Queiroga (2018) report similar findings in a study conducted in Brazil. Ogunsola (2018) 

investigated the relationship between teachers’ qualifications and ability to identify 

dyslexia among 147 primary school teachers in Nigeria. The findings revealed that 

teacher awareness of how to identify dyslexia is low and the relationship between teacher 

qualifications/experience and their knowledge on dyslexia is weak. This suggests that 

teachers with experience or formal teaching qualifications do not automatically gain 

awareness of how to identify dyslexia.  

As discussed so far, teachers should have some awareness on how to identify 

dyslexia in order to successfully do so. Awareness is defined as “people having 

generalized or diffuse knowledge about the existence of something” (Trevethan, 2017, 

p. 1) or knowing that something exists. It does not mean that people are able to use this 
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awareness to perform a task. Since previous research among teachers in Sri Lanka has 

clearly indicated that teachers had minimal knowledge on dyslexia, we assumed that they 

would not know about classroom strategies that they could use to identify learners with 

dyslexia.  Therefore, we decided to investigate if the participating teachers at least had 

some awareness of the tools and the processes used in the local context to identify 

dyslexia. This includes those used in the formal identification mechanism carried out by 

either clinicians, speech and language therapists or special education teachers in the 

country. Although not widely available, such identification processes and some support 

services exist in the country at school level. We assumed that awareness of these 

processes and the support services is important for teachers so that they could at least 

direct learners who show learning difficulties to an appropriate identification process or 

a support service. Thus, teachers’ self-reported awareness of local tools and processes 

used to identify dyslexia was included in this study as a predictor to assess teachers’ 

readiness in identifying dyslexia. 

To our knowledge, there has been no study that investigated primary grade teacher 

readiness in identifying learners with dyslexia. We believe that this is an important aspect 

to investigate if teachers are expected to monitor their students and direct those who have 

difficulties for formal screening. We used the following variables to measure teacher 

readiness to identify learners with dyslexia: (1) teachers’ self-reported basic knowledge 

on dyslexia, (2) their self-reported awareness of local tools and processes used to identify 

dyslexia and (3) their self-reported attitudes towards engaging in the process of 

identifying dyslexia. We chose Sri Lanka as the research context as it has many 

similarities with many countries in the Global South in terms of the type of teacher 

education provision and the emphasis given to learning difficulties within the education 
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contexts. In this study, we attempted to answer the following research questions in view 

of investigating teacher readiness in identifying dyslexia:  

RQ1: According to self-reports, to what extent do primary school teachers in Sri 

Lanka have basic knowledge on dyslexia?  

RQ2: According to self-reports, to what extent are primary school teachers in Sri 

Lanka aware of tools and processes used to identify dyslexia in the local context?  

RQ3: What are the self-reported attitudes of primary school teachers in Sri Lanka 

towards engaging in identifying dyslexia?  

RQ4: According to self-reports, are primary school teachers in Sri Lanka ready to 

identify learners with dyslexia?  

 

Methods 

Context 

Sri Lanka is a country in South Asia with a population of 22 million. Free educa-

tion is provided for all, from primary grade one until the completion of bachelor’s de-

grees at universities. Education is compulsory until the age of 16, mostly in the mother 

tongue.  According to the School Census Report, there were 4.1 million school students 

in 2017 in 10,194 schools. Among them, 1.7 million were primary grade students (Min-

istry of Education, 2017). The mean number of students per primary school classroom is 

32.14 (SD = 9.823).  

Sri Lanka is comprised of nine administrative provinces. There are urban, subur-

ban and rural areas, where facilities in schools, educational opportunities, teacher avail-

ability and motivation may vary. Hence, to get a better understanding of the teachers’ 
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readiness in identifying dyslexic type difficulties in Sri Lanka, a national representative 

sample was chosen.  

Sri Lanka has three main types of schools: state funded public schools, private 

and international schools, all of which were taken into consideration when selecting 

schools randomly. Class size varies depending on the type of schools. The mean number 

of students in a state funded public school is 32.86 (SD = 9.485), in a private school it is 

29.42 (SD = 9.215) and in an international school it is 21.78 (SD = 9.612) respectively. 

Sampling  

A nationwide descriptive cross-sectional study was done in the primary sections 

of government and non-government schools in the nine provinces. The study population 

was all primary school teachers [n = 85,000], with teaching experience of more than six 

months (Ministry of Education, 2017). All these teachers are involved in teaching the 

main primary school subjects such as mathematics and at least one language (first 

language). Some teach more than one language (e.g., English and/or Tamil as an 

additional language). There is limited published literature in the local context related to 

the subject area to calculate the sample size needed. Hence, study findings from research 

conducted in the neighbouring country - India by Shetty and Rai (2014) was considered 

in calculating the sample size. According to their findings, only 7.7% of elementary 

teachers in India had adequate knowledge of dyslexia. Considering the above proportion 

in India, to reduce biases and enhance generalizability, the fraction of adequate 

knowledge among the study population was considered as 50% to encounter the 

maximum variance. The Z value at 99% significance level is 2.576; prevalence (p) is 

50% and confidence limit (D) is 5%. The required sample size (n) was calculated using 

the following equation.   
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N = Z2 * p(1-p)  

D2     (Lwanga & Lemeshow, 1995) 

  

N = 2.5762 * 0.5 (1-0.5) / 0.052 = 664 

Accordingly, the minimum required sample size was 664. Multistage cluster sam-

pling was applied to select the sample for the survey. All the schools with a primary 

section were clustered in each province. A total sample of 705 participants was achieved 

by purposive recruitment of participants from randomly selected schools in each prov-

ince. Participants were recruited according to proportion of the teachers from each prov-

ince until the provincial quota was achieved (please see Table1). Around 8-12 schools 

from each province were randomly selected for data collection.  

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE  

Participants 

From seven hundred and five (n = 705) participants took part in the survey. The 

mean age of the sample was 41.5 (SD = ±9.535) years and the majority (92.6%, n = 654) 

were females. The mean teaching experience was 15.19 (SD = ± 9.955) years. Four hun-

dred and eighty-seven (69.1%) participants used Sinhala, 138 (19.6%) used Tamil and 

80 (11.3%) used English as the medium of teaching. According to their academic and 

professional qualifications, 16.1% (n = 114) participants had General Certificate of Ed-

ucation (GCE) Advanced Level qualification (university entrance examination) but no 

other training and 35.5% (n = 250) teachers had a bachelor’s degree or above. Almost 

half (47.7%, n = 337) of the participants had not received any training in special needs 



13 
 

13 

 

education (SNE) and one fifth (20.1%, n = 142) had taken a certificate or a diploma 

course in SNE. 

Instruments 

Data were collected by a self-administered questionnaire (Appendix A) which 

was developed after a thorough literature survey. Open-source study instruments: the 

‘Dyslexia Belief Index (DBI)’ (Wadlington & Wadlington, 2005) and ‘A scale of 

knowledge and beliefs about developmental dyslexia’ (Soriano-Ferrer & Echegaray-

Bengoa, 2014) were chosen as these questionnaires were frequently used by other re-

searchers (e.g., Dodur & Altindağ-Kumaş, 2020; Echegaray-Bengoa, Soriano-Ferrer, & 

Joshi, 2017; Washburn, Binks-Cantrell, & Joshi, 2013; Washburn, Joshi, & Binks-

Cantrell, 2011) and were developed to measure knowledge and beliefs related to dys-

lexia.   

Several discussions with subject experts were held when designing the question-

naire. Based on the initial qualitative information gathered about teacher knowledge on 

dyslexia among primary teachers in Sri Lanka, several questions in the above two tools 

were excluded from our survey because they were context irrelevant (e.g., ‘Most special 

education teachers receive intensive training to work with students with dyslexia’). Some 

questions were modified and adjusted to suit the Sri Lankan context (e.g., ‘Schools usu-

ally diagnose dyslexia through the administration of a nationally recognized standardized 

test’ was replaced by several questions, as Sri Lanka does not have such a national stand-

ard test yet). Some context specific questions were added (e.g., ‘The dyslexia identifica-

tion process can be completed usually within a one-month period, if resources are avail-

able’, was added as it was seen as a common belief among teachers in the country). 
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Both face and content validations were performed with the help of 15 subject 

experts (10 special needs teachers and five clinicians) from both education and health 

disciplines. The questions were challenged for representativeness, clarity and relevance 

to the study context. Some questions were readjusted and rephrased after the validation. 

As Sinhala, Tamil and English languages are used as the medium of teaching in different 

schools in Sri Lanka, the questionnaire was translated from English to Sinhala and Tamil 

languages and retranslated to English by professionals (two independent language ex-

perts) to verify the accuracy of the translations.  

Then we piloted the final questionnaire with grade six school teachers, prior to 

the island wide survey. These teachers were recruited for the pilot study to minimize the 

effect to main study population (teachers of grade one to five). Therefore, the size of the 

primary population of interest did not alter when conducting the proper study. Piloting 

was beneficial to check the feasibility and practicality of the data collection process as 

well. It predicted that the questionnaire return rate would be 93% and the specific 

knowledge with regard to dyslexia may be minimal. Therefore, we further strengthened 

questionnaire recollection mechanisms and also revised the questions accordingly.  

The questionnaire had four domains: (1) demographic data, (2) teachers’ self-

reported basic knowledge on dyslexia, (3) their self-reported awareness of local tools and 

processes used to identify dyslexia and (4) their self-reported attitudes towards engaging 

in identifying dyslexia (Appendix A). The variables were: type of school, language of 

teaching, class size, highest educational qualification achieved, level of training in SNE, 

years of teaching experience, self-reported basic knowledge on dyslexia, self-reported 

awareness of local tools and processes used to identify dyslexia, self-reported attitudes 
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towards actively engaging in identifying dyslexia and readiness to identify learners with 

dyslexia.  

The three main domains of the questionnaire except demographic data contained 

ten statements/questions each, with three answers to choose one from: (1) Yes (2) No 

and (3) Do not know. Each correct answer was given one mark and the section mark was 

calculated by a total of ten and presented out of 100 (as percentages). To calculate the 

‘readiness’ of teachers to identify children with dyslexia, the marks from all three do-

mains were added together (readiness = knowledge + awareness + attitudes) and pre-

sented as percentages. All the marks gained in the three sections in the questionnaire and 

in combination (knowledge, awareness, attitude and readiness) were categorized as 

shown in Table 2. While analysing the data, we noticed that the positive attitude marks 

of many participants were compensating for the negative knowledge and awareness 

marks when calculating the ‘total readiness score’ which represented participants’ read-

iness to identify learners with dyslexia. Therefore, to minimize this masking effect which 

could have led to biased interpretation, we developed another variable named ‘overall 

satisfaction’. Participants who received >50 marks for all three main domains of 

knowledge, awareness and attitudes were considered as having an ‘overall satisfactory 

score’.   

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE  

Data analysis  

Data were entered into an electronic format (spreadsheet) and imported into the 

Statistical Software for Social Sciences - SPSS (version 21) before analysis. Descriptive 
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statistics were expressed as proportions and percentages. The inferential statistics on bi-

variate associations were analysed with chi square tests and simple logistic regression 

for each subdomain (knowledge, awareness, attitude, readiness and overall satisfaction). 

Then, multiple logistic regression was applied for each subdomain for further identifica-

tion of collective influential variables from all the significant variables identified from 

the bivariate analysis. The level of significance (p) was considered as 0.05. 

Results 

RQ1: According to self-reports, to what extent do primary school teachers in Sri Lanka 

have basic knowledge on dyslexia?   

Among all the teachers, only 109 (15.5%) thought dyslexia was a neurological 

condition, 166 (23.5%) thought it was a disease, 180 (25.5%) thought it was a movement 

disorder, 35 (5%) thought it was a visual defect and 215 (30.5%) were not sure what it 

was. The majority of the sample (62%, n = 437) thought dyslexia was ‘curable’ and ‘more 

practice only’ could improve any reading difficulty (70.2%, n = 495). Half of the sample 

(54%, n = 381) thought that children with dyslexia had low intelligence and 39% (n = 

275) thought if a child’s reading ability was one grade level below his/her current age 

grade, that child would be dyslexic. When questioned about difficulties dyslexic learners 

face, the majority agreed that they have difficulty with spelling (72.8%, n = 513), learning 

letter patterns (68.2%, n = 481) and learning letter sounds (59.1%, n = 417). The majority 

of the participants (70.1%, n = 495) thought that most children with dyslexia face a com-

mon set of problems in their lives rather than having individual difficulties and strengths. 

The mean score for the first section of the questionnaire, on basic knowledge on 

dyslexia was 31.90 (SD =18.996), indicating lack of sufficient knowledge. Most of the 
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teachers (521, 73.8%) scored less than 50 out of 100 and only 184 participants (26.1%) 

scored higher than 50 or above in the knowledge category. Only eight participants (1.1%) 

had a highly sufficient level in knowledge (please see Table 3 for reference levels and 

scores).  

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE 

 

According to simple logistic regression, the variables that showed a significant 

association with knowledge are illustrated in Table 4. Teachers’ knowledge was signifi-

cantly positively associated with age (those who were younger had more knowledge), 

continued education after leaving school, in-service training on SNE, type of school 

(those who were in international and private schools had more knowledge) and language 

of teaching (those who used English had better knowledge than those who taught in 

Tamil and Sinhala). 

INSERT TABLE 4 HERE 

Knowledge was also significantly associated with both awareness (p <0.001, 

Wald 14.598, df 1) and attitudes (p <0.001, Wald 42.424, df 1) of the teachers. According 

to multiple logistic regression with the associated variables, only type of school was 

found to be statistically significant (p<0.001, df=4) with knowledge of the teachers 

(please see Table 8). For all the results of the multiple logistic regression with all the 

subgroups, please see Appendix D.  

RQ2: According to self-reports, to what extent are primary school teachers in Sri 

Lanka aware of tools and processes used to identify dyslexia in the local context?   
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Among the teachers that participated in the study, half (52.3%, n = 369) said that 

they evaluated students with possible SpLDs in their class. One hundred and four partic-

ipants (14.8%) had referred these children to a doctor, a psychologist or to a speech and 

language therapist. One hundred and two (14.4%) participants said they did not know 

what to do with a student with possible SpLDs, hence they had not specifically done 

anything for further evaluation.  

When questioned about the process of identification, half of the sample (51.6%, 

n = 364) declared that the first thing they would do would be to talk with the parents to 

gather more information to understand the situation if they came across a child with a 

dyslexia type difficulty. Nearly one third of the participants (31.6%, n = 223) were more 

concerned about checking children’s intelligence; 44 (6.2%) wanted to compare the child 

with the other children in the class as the first step and 74 (10.5%) were unsure of what 

they would do and they might seek advice from someone else for the assessment. 

The majority of the participants agreed that children showing a considerable 

learning/reading difficulty should be identified early (94.8%, n = 668), this should in-

volve a team of experts (83.9%, n = 592) and parents’ involvement is crucial for decision 

making (85.3%, n = 602). More than half the participants (57.8%, n = 408) were not 

aware of any assessment/evaluation process, tools or practices in Sri Lanka, and almost 

three quarters of participants (74.5%, n = 526) were not aware of any institutes or pro-

fessionals involved in dyslexia screening. One third (35.7%, n = 252) believed that the 

identification-evaluation-diagnosis process of dyslexia could be completed within one 

month in all instances, and two thirds (63.9%, n = 451) believed that special educational 

services could not be provided until a final diagnosis of dyslexia.  
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The mean score for the awareness of the tools and processes used to identify 

dyslexia in the local context among the participants was 43.361 (SD = 13.030), which 

indicates lack of sufficient awareness. Three hundred and twenty (45.4%) of the sample 

had a ‘sufficient’ level of awareness and only 4 (0.6%) had a ‘highly sufficient’ level 

(Please see Table 3).  

According to simple logistic regression, teachers’ awareness of the tools and pro-

cesses used to identify dyslexia in the local context was significantly positively associ-

ated with continued education after GCE Advanced level, in-service training on SNE, 

time of appointments as teachers (those who had recent appointments had more aware-

ness), type of schools (those who were in international or private schools had more 

awareness), class size (fewer students, more awareness) and language of teaching (Tamil 

and English medium teachers had more awareness) (Please see table 5). 

Awareness was not significantly associated with attitudes (p>0.05, Spearman cor-

relation coefficient 0.64). With the multiple logistic analysis of the associated variables, 

those which were found to be significant were: type of school (p=0.009, df=4), province 

(p<0.001, df=8), years of teaching experience (p<0.001, df=1) and class size (p=0.004, 

df=1) (Please see Table 8). For the results of the multiple logistic regression model with 

all the subgroups, please see Appendix D. 

INSERT TABLE 5 HERE  

RQ3: What are the self-reported attitudes of primary school teachers in Sri Lanka 

towards engaging in identifying dyslexia?  

Most of the participants (71%, n = 501) believed that doing more homework 

would help children to overcome dyslexia. Half of the sample (49.2%, n = 347) thought 



20 
 

20 

 

that overcrowded classrooms were a major barrier to carrying out the identification and 

evaluation process in the class. The majority of the participants (69.2%, n = 492) believed 

finishing the curriculum scheduled for the year was more important, as they focus on the 

majority of the students in the class. Half of the sample (55.4%, n = 391) did not think 

time was a limiting factor to identifying dyslexia in the classroom along with the routine 

work, while nearly half (41.9%, n = 296) thought it was. 

The majority of the participants (71.2%, n = 644) felt that they were responsible 

for early and proper identification of dyslexia among their students. Most (90.9%, n = 

642) were willing to self-study about the topic in future, 81% (n = 572) were willing to 

attend workshops and 92.2% (n = 651) would consider making an extra effort to identify 

children with learning difficulties in their class, if resources and support were available. 

The mean score of the attitude towards engaging in identifying dyslexia among 

the participants was 67.1777 (SD =17.125), which was in the sufficient category, so most 

(629, 89.1%) scored a ‘sufficient’ mark and a smaller number (76, 10.8%) scored an 

‘insufficient’ score. 

According to simple logistic regression, teachers’ attitudes were significantly 

positively associated with the type of school (international schools, then private schools) 

and language (Sinhala compared to Tamil and English) (Please see Table 6 for the rele-

vant associations). From the results of multiple logistic regression, province (p=0.019, 

df=8), type of school (p=0.025, df=4) and language (p<0.001, df=2) were found to be 

statistically significant with the attitudes of the teachers (Please see Table 8). For further 

results of the multiple logistic regression with all the subgroups, please see Appendix D.  

INSERT TABLE 6 HERE 
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RQ4: According to self-reports, are primary school teachers in Sri Lanka ready to 

identify learners with dyslexia?  

Readiness was expressed as the cumulative score, calculated by adding the scores 

of the three basic score domains (knowledge + awareness + attitudes). The mean score 

for readiness of teachers to identify learners with dyslexia was 47.479 (SD =10.979), 

which is below the designated level of 50 as ‘sufficient’. Slightly less than half (357, 

44.3%) of the participants had a sufficient score for readiness.   

A sufficient mark in all three domains were viewed as ‘overall satisfactory’. Only 

40 (5.7%) teachers did not get a sufficient score in all three domains. Two hundred and 

ninety-eight (42.3%) got a sufficient score in at least in one domain and 266 (37.7%) got 

sufficient scores in two domains. Only 101 (14.3%) scored a sufficient mark (more than 

50) in all three domains: knowledge, awareness and attitudes. 

According to simple logistic regression, readiness was significantly associated 

with the language of teaching (English was more positively associated than Sinhala and 

Tamil), type of school (international schools, then private schools) and class size (smaller 

class was positively associated) (Please see Table 7 for more details). Knowledge 

(p<0.05, SCC 0.611), awareness (p<0.05, SCC 0.444) and attitudes (p<0.05, SCC 0.439) 

were significantly associated with the readiness of teachers to identify dyslexia. 

According to simple logistic regression, overall satisfactory score was signifi-

cantly associated with language of teaching (English is more associated than Sinhala and 

Tamil), type of school (international schools, private schools then government schools), 

class size (smaller class was more positively associated) and SNE training (in-service 

training had a better influence on teachers’ overall scores) (Please see Table 7).  
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INSERT TABLE 7 HERE 

According to the multiple logistic regression model, readiness was significantly 

associated with the type of school only (p=0.002, df=4, wald=16.866). The all-satisfac-

tory score was significantly associated with the type of school (p=0.004, df=4, wald = 

15.331) and the province (p<0.001, df=8, wald=29.967) (Please see Table 8).  

INSERT TABLE 8 HERE  

Discussion  

The findings relating to the first research question on primary teachers’ self-

reported basic knowledge on dyslexia show that only one third of the sample had a 

satisfactory level. This is similar to the findings in studies conducted in different parts of 

the world (e.g., Alawadh, 2016; Chista & Mpofu, 2016; Knight, 2017; Moats, 1994; 

Washburn, Binks-Cantrell, Joshi, Martin-Chang, & Arrow, 2015) including Author 2 

(2019)’s study which analysed Sri Lankan English language teachers’ knowledge on 

dyslexia. The second research question explored teachers’ self-reported awareness of 

local tools and processes used to identify dyslexia. The study highlighted that more than 

half the participants had insufficient awareness of the tools and processes used to identify 

dyslexia in their context. Sonia (2012) and Nascimento, Rosal, and de Queiroga (2018) 

discuss a similar issue in Greece and Brazil. Although it is very important for teachers to 

have awareness of the identification practices for early identification and to lead learners 

to appropriate support services, the findings in the current study along with these 

previous studies highlight that teachers in many contexts in the world may not be aware 

of the tools and processes to identify dyslexia unless they have been explicitly informed 

of them. Correlation analysis in the current study reveals that teachers’ basic knowledge 
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on dyslexia and their awareness of local tools and processes used to identify dyslexia are 

significantly correlated. This indicates that if teachers have basic knowledge on dyslexia, 

they may also be aware of the identification mechanisms available in their local contexts 

and, as a result, they may direct learners who show dyslexia type difficulties to 

appropriate support services. This finding reveals the importance of providing 

opportunities for teachers to learn about learning difficulties such as dyslexia.   

As previously discussed, teachers’ basic knowledge of dyslexia is also related to 

their attitudes towards learners with dyslexia or other learning difficulties, indicating 

more knowledge leads to positive attitudes (e.g., Alfaro, Kupczynski & Mundy, 2015; 

Taylor & Coyne, 2014). Two previous studies (Author 2; Hettiarachchi & Das, 2014) 

revealed that if teachers in Sri Lanka lack knowledge on learning difficulties, they 

generally have negative attitudes towards children with such difficulties. The same has 

also been identified in other contexts such as in India (Tiwari, Das, & Sharma, 2014). In 

the third research question of this study, we investigated the self-reported attitudes of 

primary school teachers in Sri Lanka towards engaging in the process of identifying 

dyslexia. Nearly 90% showed positive attitudes towards it. This seems different to 

previous findings in Sri Lanka on teachers’ attitudes towards dyslexia. The current study 

specifically investigated teachers’ attitudes towards engaging in the process of 

identifying dyslexia rather than their overall attitudes towards children with dyslexia. As 

a result, their responses in the current study do not reflect their attitudes towards children 

with dyslexia in general, but perhaps show their willingness to be actively involved in 

identifying dyslexia.  

Previous studies have indicated that teachers’ qualifications and/or experience do 

not really correlate with their understanding of learning difficulties (e.g., Ogunsola, 



24 
 

24 

 

2018). In other words, teachers’ experience or their professional qualifications do not 

guarantee that they have knowledge about learning difficulties. As in previous studies, 

this study does not show a relationship between teachers’ basic knowledge on dyslexia 

and their teaching experience. However, the study indicates that teachers’ basic 

knowledge on dyslexia and their awareness of local tools and processes used to identify 

it have a significant relationship with teachers’ younger age, continued education after 

leaving school, in-service training on SNE, type of school and the language medium of 

teaching (English).  

It is important to discuss these findings further to understand how far primary 

grade teachers in Sri Lanka can be involved in identifying dyslexia. According to Jones 

(2013), young teachers are more likely to successfully use technology in class.  Teachers’ 

age and/or English language proficiency in the current study may be associated with their 

ability to use technology to access information on dyslexia/SpLDs/reading difficulties 

through the Internet and/or other materials available in English. It is also important to 

note that any materials on learning difficulties produced in local languages are rare to 

find. Teachers’ basic knowledge on dyslexia, their awareness of local tools and processes 

used to identify dyslexia and their attitudes towards engaging in such processes are also 

significantly related to the type of schools that teachers work in. These findings highlight 

that teachers in private or international schools have more knowledge on dyslexia, 

awareness of the tools and processes available to identify dyslexia and positive attitudes 

towards engaging in identifying dyslexia compared to those in the mainstream education 

system. The medium of education in most private and international schools in Sri Lanka 

is English. Therefore, teachers who work in those schools have higher English language 

proficiency. As discussed previously, this may have helped these teachers to gain more 
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knowledge about dyslexia, resulting in their awareness of local identification tools and 

practices as well as positive attitudes towards engaging in identifying dyslexia.  

Under the last research question, the study analysed teacher readiness in 

identifying children with dyslexia. Readiness is also positively correlated with greater 

knowledge on dyslexia, awareness of the tools and processes used to identify dyslexia, 

positive attitudes towards engaging in identifying dyslexia, type of school (private and 

international school teachers showed more readiness) and English language proficiency. 

In other words, when teachers are more knowledgeable about dyslexia, they seem to hold 

positive attitudes towards engaging in the process of identifying dyslexia and are aware 

of the relevant tools and processes. These make them ready to get involved in identifying 

children with dyslexia. Several studies in other teaching contexts such as using 

technology in teaching have shown similar results where teacher knowledge is positively 

correlated with their readiness to play the expected role (e.g., Al-Awidi & Aldhafeeri, 

2017; Suleiman, Hamzah, Rahim, 2017). 

The study also revealed that teachers with SNE training are more knowledgeable 

about dyslexia and ready to get involved in the identification process. Taking the 

previously discussed findings on how to access knowledge on dyslexia, it is possible to 

assume that specific training on dyslexia/learning difficulties is needed in order to help 

teachers get involved in the process of identifying dyslexia. As Alawadh (2016) and 

Chitsa and Mpofu (2016) also discuss, specific training on dyslexia is important for 

teachers to get actively involved in helping learners with dyslexia in the teaching-

learning process.  

Conclusion 
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The primary aim of this study was to understand how far primary grade teachers 

in Sri Lanka are ready to identify learners with dyslexia and if their readiness has a 

relationship with their self-reported basic knowledge on dyslexia, self-reported 

awareness of local tools and processes used to identify dyslexia and their self-reported 

attitudes towards engaging in such processes. The findings highlighted that the majority 

of the participants lack knowledge on dyslexia and awareness of available identification 

tools and processes. However, they seem to have an overall positive attitude towards 

getting involved in identifying dyslexia, but their current overall readiness to do it is low.  

The study also revealed that those who have more knowledge about dyslexia and 

awareness of local tools and processes used to identify dyslexia are ready to get involved 

in identifying dyslexia. Such participants are significantly higher in private and 

international schools than in mainstream schools. As the number of private and 

international schools in the country is very limited, the number of primary grade teachers 

who are ready to get involved in the process of identifying dyslexia, according to this 

study, is very low. This indicates that pre- and in-service teacher training provision in 

mainstream schools does not sufficiently address topics related to learning difficulties 

and more training on SpLDs such as dyslexia should be provided. In addition, those who 

have a higher English language proficiency showed more readiness than others; this may 

indicate their ability to access information on dyslexia more easily. Therefore, training 

provision and making more resources available in local languages are also vital.  

As one of the limitations, the study could have incorporated a qualitative 

approach as well to evaluate more on practical problems teachers face at the classroom 

level. In addition, when grading the scores of the questionnaire, the researchers had to 

develop and identify reference ranges for marks suited for the Sri Lankan situation 
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compared to following an established and validated tool with score referencing system. 

This we see as another limitation of the study.  

This study opens up several future research possibilities. It would be worth 

investigating how far the pre- and in-service teacher training curriculum covers the topic 

of SpLDs, how far teacher training helps teachers to identify children with dyslexia, and 

the problems that teachers face at the classroom level in identifying learners with dyslexia 

in order to gain a more in-depth understanding of the identification of dyslexia at school 

level in Sri Lanka.  
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