Where, Not What, Dyslexia Is:
A Critical Review of the Many Definitions of Dyslexia

Dyslexia knows no barriers. At least, this is what we are often led to believe. It knows
no borders, it knows no countries, and it knows no race. Dyslexia is neurological,
dyslexia is hereditary, dyslexia is human. Dyslexia is neither political nor religious.
Dyslexia is ethnically neutral. Dyslexia is not “word blind”, it is colour blind — or so we
would like to think. But is this view actually backed up by evidence?

The truth of the matter is that “what dyslexia is” depends on “where dyslexia is".
Around the world, dyslexia is both measured and defined differently, and this means
that the definitions used will be contingent upon which body assumes (or is assumed
to have) the authority to define it.

This piece will comprise a review of the current definitions of dyslexia, coupled with a
commentary on why this is problematic. Let us begin with the review.

1. The Review

| shall begin with a basic claim: that there is no single definition of dyslexia. In itself,
this claim may be both unsurprising and, prima facie, uninteresting. However, |
intend to show that it is anything but uninteresting, and may have far reaching
consequences.

In order to show the many definitions of dyslexia, | shall simply list a broad selection
of them. This will be done in alphabetical order of nationality or national grouping,
and will represent governmental ministries, organisations claiming some form of
official status, and academic research.

Arab States:

As cited in Al-Odaib and Al-Sedairy, the King Salman Center for Disability Research
concludes first, that dyslexic subjects are characterized by ‘incompetence’ in many
behavioural characteristics and basic reading skills ‘compared with their ordinary
peers’; and second, that dyslexic subjects 'suffer from clear incompetence’ in auditory
perception, word analysis, word meaning, sentence comprehension, paragraph, and
text understanding “compared with their ordinary peers”.’

Australia:

The Australian Government'’s Disability Standards Education document (2005),
Dyslexia is a ‘persistent difficulty with reading and spelling’.?

Canada:

1 Al-Odaib AN, Al-Sedairy ST. An overview of the Prince Salman Center for Disability Research scientific
outcomes. Saudi Med J. 2014 Dec;35 Suppl 1(Suppl 1):5S75-90. PMID: 25551118; PMCID: PMC4362095.
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Dyslexia Canada describes? dyslexia as a ‘specific learning disability in reading'.
Denmark:

According to the Dyslexia Association of Denmark,* dyslexia is a ‘congenital and
invisible challenge that makes reading and writing difficult’. It is also described as a
permanent disability, experienced as a handicap.

Europe:

According to the European Dyslexia Association (EDA), dyslexia is ‘used as a term for
a disorder that is mainly characterized by severe difficulties in acquiring reading,
spelling and writing skills'.>

France:

The French national dyslexia support organisation, APEDYS defines dyslexia as a
‘lasting and persistent disorder in the acquisition of written language in a child, an
adult of normal intelligence, in school, living in social conditions conforming to the
norm and without sensory or psychological disorders’.®

Germany:

The German Bundesverband Legasthenie (BVL) refers to dyslexia as a ‘circumscribed
(umschriebene) reading and spelling disorder’ [involving] clear weaknesses in the
area of reading and spelling which can not be attributed to developmental age,
below average intelligence, lack of schooling, mental illness, or brain damage.

Hungary:

The Dyslexia Association of Hungary?® states that ‘the first and most important
symptom of the development of dyslexia is the mixing up of letters. The most
frequent being the mixing up of b-d".

India:

The Dyslexia Association of India states® that dyslexia is ‘a Neurological Condition
that is characterized by difficulties that mainly affect the ability of a child to read,
write and spell'. It goes on to say that often, ‘'weaknesses may be seen in areas such
as language development, memory and sequencing’, and often manifests in
problems in ‘listening, thinking [and] speaking'.
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The Maharashtra Dyslexia Association calls it ‘a specific learning difficulty which
affects a person's ability to read, spell and understand language that he / she hears,
or express himself / herself clearly while speaking or in writing’. They make it clear
that it ‘is not a disease [and] it has no cure. Dyslexia is caused by abnormalities in the
way information is processed in a brain which is often gifted and productive in many
other areas'.”®

Ireland:

The Dyslexia Association of Ireland’" explains that dyslexia is a ‘learning difference
that can cause difficulties with learning and work’. Everyone with dyslexia is different,
‘but there is a commonality of difficulties with reading, spelling and writing and
related cognitive / processing difficulties. Dyslexia is not a general difficulty with
learning, it impacts specific skill areas’. They point out that it is a recognised
disability under Irish law.

Japan:

The Japan Dyslexia Society NPO Edge’? gives the following information: the word
dyslexia is purely used in Japan for acquired dyslexia as a medical term. As an
educational term, LD (Learning Disorder) is more widely used. It then explains that
reading, writing and calculation difficulties are listed as Learning Disorders but are
rarely diagnosed as such in medical institutions as there are no clear diagnostic
criteria.™

Kenya:

Dyslexia Kenya gives a definition'* that dyslexia is a specific learning difficulty that
makes it difficult for people to read, write and / or spell. It is a language-based
hidden learning difficulty that mainly affects the development of literacy and
language-related skills and is characterized by difficulties with working memory,
processing speed, accurate and / or fluent word recognition, and the automatic
development of certain skills that may not match up to the dyslexic individual's other
cognitive abilities.

Nigeria:

10 http://www.mdamumbai.com/about-dyslexia.php
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12 https://www.npo-edge.jp/about/englishpage/
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of dyslexia that first, one has to use the word “disability”, because in the field of medicine, things that do not
work are customarily described as disabilities. The word “disability” may however be a bad word, and it’s
becoming increasingly common to write “gai” (damage, harm, barrier, injury...). However, as this historical
definition is currently hard to verify, we may discount it in our present study.

1 https://www.dyslexiakenya.org/what-is-dyslexia/



The Dyslexia Foundation of Nigeria' states that dyslexia is ‘a learning challenge that
is language-based. The term “dyslexia” can refer to a multitude of symptoms that
result in difficulties with language skills, such as spelling, reading, comprehension,
and pronouncing words'.

Romania:

The Bucharest Association for Dyslexic Children defines'® dyslexia as a neuro-
biological dysfunction that affects the development of the ability to read.

Russia:

There is no single definition of dyslexia in the Russian Federation; however, the
current definition of dyslexia, as used in the leading Russian textbook on speech and
language disorders, states that dyslexia is ‘a partial specific impairment of the
process of reading, which is caused by the immaturity of higher mental functions and
is manifested in repeated consistent errors’.’”

Singapore:

The Dyslexia Association of Singapore notes’ that it is guided in its definition of
dyslexia by the Singapore Ministry of Education. They define dyslexia as a type of
specific learning difficulty identifiable as a developmental difficulty of language
learning and cognition, primarily affecting the skills involved in accurate and fluent
word reading and spelling. Characteristic features of dyslexia, they state, are
difficulties in phonological awareness, verbal memory and processing speed.

Turkey:

In Turkey, dyslexia is variously described as a language-based disability that causes
inadequacy in one or more of the areas of reading, writing, mathematics, self-
expression, thinking, [or] orienting in time and space,’ a specific learning difficulty
involving problems in one or more of receiving, organising, storing and transmitting
information, memory, and language processing,?? and a delay or distortion in
listening, speaking, basic reading, comprehension, arithmetic calculation,
understanding mathematical logic and the acquisition and use of written expression
skills.?"
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The United Kingdom:

There have been several definitions used in the United Kingdom. In 1999 the British
Psychological Society proposed a definition which read that dyslexia ‘is evident when
accurate and fluent word reading and/or spelling develops very incompletely or with
great difficulty’.?? Since then, there have been other proposed definitions and
understandings mooted on their website.?? Influential in education circles until the
mid-2020s was the 2009 report by the late Sir Jim Rose, which described dyslexia as
'difficulties in phonological awareness, verbal memory and verbal processing speed'.
The British Dyslexia Association developed this definition yet talked about it as a
learning difference which primarily affects reading and writing skills, but which does
not only affect these skills. It went on to say that dyslexia is actually about how the
brain processes information,?* but this definition has latterly been refined in light of
the Delphi study into dyslexia,>> which describes dyslexia as a set of processing
difficulties that affect the acquisition of reading and spelling, which can affect the
acquisition of other skills, such as mathematics, reading comprehension or learning
another language, whose most commonly observed cognitive impairment is a
difficulty in phonological processing, and where some or all aspects of literacy
attainment are weak in relation to age, standard teaching and instruction, and other
attainments.

In the same year as the Rose Report into dyslexia, The Scottish Government, Dyslexia
Scotland, and the Cross-Party Group on Dyslexia in the Scottish Parliament agreed
on the working definition that dyslexia can be described as a continuum of
difficulties in learning to read, write and / or spell, which persist despite the provision
of appropriate learning opportunities.?® It is not clear whether Dyslexia Scotland or
the Scottish government have accepted the Delphi definition of dyslexia. The former
claims?’ that their longstanding Working Definition has been ‘reviewed against’
Delphi, and that this review process 'has been very helpful, both in reaffirming the
evidence behind the Scottish definition and seeing how it compares to the Delpht
definition’.

The United States:
US Public Law (115-391)28 says that ‘The term “dyslexia” means an unexpected

difficulty in reading for an individual who has the intelligence to be a much better
reader’; the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)?? understands dyslexia
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as a specific learning disability involving a ‘disorder in one or more of the basic
psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or
written, which [...] may manifest itself in imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read,
write, spell, or do mathematical calculations’; while the International Dyslexia
Association®® says that it is a ‘specific learning disability that is neurobiological in
origin [...] characterized by difficulties with accurate and / or fluent word recognition
and by poor spelling and decoding abilities. Secondary consequences may include
problems in reading comprehension and reduced reading experience’. DSM-5,
authored by the American Psychiatric Association, says that dyslexia may be seen in
terms of difficulties in accuracy or fluency of reading which are inconsistent with a
person’s chronological age, educational opportunities or intellectual abilities, and
which, without accommodations, will significantly interfere with a subject’'s academic
achievement.?

The American Dyslexia Association talks®? of ‘gene-conditional assessments
transmitted by inheritance in humans. The sensory perceptions are affected by
genetic processes in the brain’. The US National Center on Improving Literacy
attempts to correlate a number of US and international definitions, concluding in its
document “Commonalities Across Definitions of Dyslexia”?3 that dyslexia is a ‘brain-
based disorder’ that is frequently associated with ‘difficulties in phonological
processing, cognitive processing, or both’, and that it is related to ‘unexpected
difficulties’ in foundational skills such as reading.

UNESCO

Finally here, and interestingly, UNESCO states34 that a good way to understand
dyslexia is to establish 'what it is not. It is not a sign of low intelligence or laziness. It
is also not due to poor vision. Dyslexia is a common condition that affects the way
the brain processes written and spoken language’.

2. Commentary

What we see clearly is that there are as many definitions of dyslexia as there are
organisations defining it. We may also assume that without any single, universally-
accepted umbrella organisation, we have no organisation-transcending standard, no
Archimedean point as it were, against which to judge which of the differing
definitions are better. After all, who is to judge how we even understand the notion
of better, with so many competing cultural and professional demands making their
voices heard? A definition that works for a clinical psychologist might not work for a
primary school teacher; a definition that words for a primary school teacher might
not work for a campaigning organisation. A definition that works for a campaigning
organisation in one culture may not work for a similarly positioned organisation in a
different culture. Which profession, we might ask, and which culture, is the right one?

30 https://dyslexiaida.org/definition-of-dyslexia/

31 See Snowling & Hulme, 2012.

32 https://www.american-dyslexia-association.org/Dyslexia.html

33 https://improvingliteracy.org/brief/commonalities-across-definitions-dyslexia
34 https://mgiep.unesco.org/article/about-dyslexia



Without a culturally neutral standard against which our different definitions can be
judged, we are left searching for culturally contingent ones. And without a culturally
neutral standard of which culturally contingent definitions we have are better than all
the others, we risk being left floating in a sea of "dyslexia relativism”. Any dyslexia
definition might be accepted as being as good as any other.

To illustrate this point, I'll turn briefly to the work of philosopher Paul Boghossian,
who in his paper Fear of Knowledge set out the basic conditions of a relativistic
worldview. We shall go through it here in a point-by-point manner:

1. There are no absolute facts which can confirm or disconfirm particular
judgements.
(I will call this Boghossian'’s first thesis, of non-absolutism).

2. We must not construe utterances of the form
'such-and-such is true'
as expressing the claim
such-and-such is true
but rather as expressing the claim:
according to the framework that | accept, such-and-such is true
(I will call this Boghossian’s second thesis, of relationism).

3. There are many alternative frameworks (indeed, a potentially infinite number),
but no facts by virtue of which one of them is more correct than any of the
others.

(I will call this Boghossian'’s third thesis, of pluralism).

Now let's apply this to our many definitions of dyslexia.

1. There are no absolute facts which can confirm or disconfirm that one or
another definition of dyslexia is the correct one.
(from Boghossian's first thesis, of non-absolutism).

2. We must not construe utterances of the form

'dyslexia is about difficulties in phonological awareness, verbal memory and
verbal processing speed'
as expressing the claim

dyslexia (s about difficulties in phonological awareness, verbal memory and
verbal processing speed
but rather as expressing the claim:

according to the framework that | accept, dyslexia is about difficulties in
phonological awareness, verbal memory and verbal processing speed
(from Boghossian’s second thesis, of relationism).

3. There are many alternative frameworks (indeed, a potentially infinite number),
but no facts by virtue of which one of them is more correct than any of the



others.
(Boghossian's third thesis, of pluralism).

4. There are, therefore, no facts by virtue of which the claims made within these
many frameworks is more correct that any other.

In the face of so many definitions and no neutral standard, there appears to be, in
short, little we can do if we wish to judge one definition against another.

While the various definitions don't all contradict each other, many of them do not sit
comfortably with each other either. To show this, we can break down most
definitions into four parts: the #ype the origin, the effect and the value. The type
signifies whether it is seen as genetic, or “constitutional”, etc. In other words, what
sort of thing dyslexia is. The origin signifies how one comes to have dyslexia (is it
acquisitional? Is it hereditary?). The effect details the skills it affects. Finally the value
shows how an organisation views dyslexia (often negatively). We have listed many of
these types, origins, effects, and values, below.

Type Origin Effect Value
Neurological Acquisitional Comprehension Condition
Biological Developmental Information Disability
Congenital Hereditary processing Disorder
Constitutional Innate Learning Difficulty
Genetic Literacy Difference
Gene-conditional Memory Deficiencies

Phonology Inefficiency
Sensory Impediment
perceptions Impairment
(eto) Incompetence
Incompleteness
Weakness

The first thing we notice is that there is a fairly wide range of descriptors (of which
are only listed a limited selection). We also notice that many organisations may share
one of the categories (they might both say it is "neurological”), but not another (one
may say dyslexia is “acquisitional”, another may say it is “innate”; one may say is
affects “literacy” while another may say it affects “phonology”; one may claim it is a
"disability” while another may say it is a “difficulty”). And perhaps most worryingly,
we notice that in all but one of the value entries we have listed, people with dyslexia
are labelled negatively: as disabled, disordered, inefficient, impaired, etc. And who is
to say that this is wrong?

3. Conclusion

We are left with a difficult conclusion: if what we have said above is correct, then it
appears that there is nothing to stop anybody from defining dyslexia however they
please. Perhaps there is the criterion of agreement or acceptance - if enough people
are persuaded to agree, then this is what confers validity upon the definition.




Otherwise what group-transcending standards do we have — could we possibly have
— to say which definition is "wrong”? We are left looking not for group-transcending
standards, but for universally accepted ones, and it appears that even there, we have
no such thing. But without such standards, how can we ensure that people with
dyslexia around the world will have their needs — be they educational, social,
safeguarding or otherwise — adequately met? As Latham (2024) argues, with no
unambiguous, universally accepted definitions for educational psychologists and
others to work with, there is a corresponding risk of negative outcomes for dyslexic
children regarding identity issues, stereotype propagation, differential access to
support based on socioeconomic status, and a host of other consequences.

If this seems extreme, consider the following challenge: in some cultures, dyslexia is
considered to be a curse, or even a possession by evil spirits.3> We may guess that
the vast majority of those living in scientifically minded countries would find this
both shocking and absurd. But with no definitive definition to fall back on, we are
left with very little but the operations of power dynamics — shouting down those we
disagree with, excluding them from the conversation, ridiculing them as “not
thinking like we do” — to show that they are wrong. And this seldom wins the
argument if we are seeking to talk people out of mistreating their at-risk children.
Furthermore, the use of power dynamics to win moral arguments intended to
safeguard the powerless is ethically uncomfortable, and skirts dangerously close to
moral hypocrisy. But with so many competing definitions already in circulation, any
alternative and horrific view such as that dyslexia is a curse, that reflects the culture
of those defining it, may simply be recognised as “just one option among many”.

In summary, there are almost as many definitions of dyslexia as there are
organisations claiming authority over what dyslexia is; the definitions of dyslexia
generally contain four aspects — type, origin, effect, and value — which reflect the
aims and purposes of the organisations using them; one or more of the type, origin,
effect, and value of dyslexia, as accepted by one organisation, may well differ from
the corresponding aspect as accepted by another organisation; we can locate no
organisation-transcending standards against which to measure any one of these
definitions; we can locate no universally accepted definitions by which to understand
dyslexia; it seems almost impossible, given that recourse to power dynamics
(essentially, cultural imperialism) is ethically problematic, that everybody can always
and in all circumstances agree to one single definition; there are some definitions
that seem, to many people, not only absurd but ethically unacceptable; there are no
organisation-transcending or universally accepted standards against which we can
claim definitively that those ethically unacceptable definitions are false. We are left
unable to irrefutably disbar one or more definition which, to our eyes at least,
appears ethically unacceptable.

So we can put forward the claim: that with so many varied and disparate definitions
of dyslexia, and without any neutral standard by which we can judge one as correct

3Shttps://staticl.squarespace.com/static/63204e7755fad958767f9eab/t/63346e9326e84e597ea26d5e/166438
0565941/What-is-Witchcraft-Booklet-2017.pdf



and another as incorrect, we are leaving vulnerable children at risk. And that is
anything but uninteresting.
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