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How to support people with dyslexia to use your library:
it’s more than Readers Advisory and Hi-Lo books

Katie Lumsden, Christchurch City Libraries

10% of the population is dyslexic. Libraries may not appear to be places that are open to people with
dyslexia and it is difficult for staff to know what books to recommend, or what books in their collec-
tion might suitable. However libraries do have items in their collections that are dyslexia friendly and
e-books platforms that can be modified for people with dyslexia. This presentation seeks to share
Librarians what dyslexia is, how to identify books in their own collections that are dyslexia friendly,
how to modify e-books to suit the individual needs of these customers, and how to empower cus-
tomers and their whanau to accomplish these activities themselves.

Note: The work on which this paper is based has been done supporting children and their parents/
carers to find appropriate books, and therefore are referred to as such. However the printed page
characteristics to look for and method of support described below may be appropriate for adults with
dyslexia.

Introduction

It is estimated that 1 in 10 people in New Zealand experiences dyslexia (Dyslexia Foundation of New Zealand,
2009). What does it mean to be dyslexic? A definition of dyslexia used in a recent New Zealand government
enquiry is “an unexpected or persistent difficulty in learning to read, write and spell that cannot be explained by
other factors” (Education and Science Committee, 2014-2017, p. 15).

The other factors can include socioeconomic status, cultural background, other diagnoses of learning disabilities
and ill health leading to long absences from school.

One of the more famous symptoms of dyslexia is that of “words moving on the page,” and it is one that is most
relevant to Librarians. A powerfulillustration of the dynamic nature of this symptom is provided by Victor Windell’s
(2016) “Dsxyliea” Dyslexia simulation. It is a web-based program that has words and letters moving, changing and
switching on and off in a page text. There are other ways that people with dyslexia see words on a page. Google
provides a number of different images.

With this in mind, reading the page of text from Dickens’ (1948) Bleak House shown below will be effortful and
difficult if the words and letters are moving.

396 BLEAK HOUSE SIR LEICESTER DEDLOCK EXPLODES 397

ways but in his honour and his love of truth, he freely, though youmay be upon a fir equalicy, youare both in the same mind,
silently, admits the justice of the ironmaster’s proposition. 1 will do my part to make you happy.” ral cases

From Bleak House (pp. 396—397), by C. Dickens, 1948, London, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press.

50

‘Pardon me for saying what is so obvious, but I wouldn’t
have it hastily supposed,” with the least turn of his eyes towards
Sir Leicester, ‘that I am ashamed of my mother’s position here,
or wanting in all just respect for Chesney Wold and the family.
I certainly may have desired—I certainly have desired, Lady
Dedlock—that my mother should retire after so many years,
and end her days with me. But as I have found that to sever
this strong bond would be to break her heart, I have long
abandoned that idea.”

Sir Leicester very magnificent again, at the notion of Mrs.
Rouncewell being spirited off from her natural home, to end
her days with an ironmaster.

‘I have been,’ proceeds the visitor, in a modest clear way,
‘an apprentice, and a workman. I have lived on workman’s
wages, years and years, and beyond a certain point have had
to educate myself. My wife was a foreman’s daughter, and
plainly brought up. We have three daughters, besides this son
of whom I have spoken; and being fortunately able to give
them greater advantages than we have had ourselves, we have
educated them well; very well. It has been one of our great
cares and pleasures to make them worthy of any station.’

A little boastfulness in his fatherly tone here, as if he added
in his heart, ‘even of the Chesney Wold station.” Not a little
more m;\gmhwn(‘c therefore, on the part of Sir Leicester.

“All this is so frequent, Lady Dedlock, where I live, and
among the class to which I belong, that what would be generally
called unequal marriages are not of such rare occurrence with
us as elsewhere. A son will sometimes make it known to his
father that he has fallen in love, say with a young woman in
the factory. The father, who once worked in a factory himself,
will be a little disappointed at first, very possibly. It may be
that he had other views for his son. However, the chances are,
that having ascertained the young woman to be of unblemished
character, he will say to his son, “I must be quite sure you are
in earnest here. This is a serious matter for both of you. There-
fore I shall have this girl educated for two years”—or, it may
be—*I shall place this girl at the same school with your sisters
for such a time, during which you will give me your word and
honour to see her only so often. If; at the expiration of that
time, when she has so far profited by her advantages as that

ve
such as I describe, my Lady, and I think zhr) indicate to me
My OWn COUrsC NOW.

Sir Leicester’s magnificence explodes. Calmly, but terribly.

“Mr. Rouncewell,” ir Leicester, with his right hand in
the breast of his blue the unlunlc of state in which he is
painted in the galle lo you draw a parallel between
Chesney Wold, and a- 2 here he resists a disposition to
choke—‘a t;\cwn 22

‘I need not reply, Sir Leicester, that the two places are very
different; but, for the purposes of this case, I think a parallel
may be justly drawn between them.’

Sir Leicester directs his majestic glance down one side of the
long drawing-room, and up the other, before he can belicve
that he is awake.

“Are you aware, sir, that this young woman whom my Lady
—my Lady—has placed near her person, was brought up at
the village school outside the gates?”

“Sir Leicester, I am quite aware of it. A very good school it
is, and handsomely supported by this family.’

“Then, Mr. Rouncewell,’ returns Sir Leicester, ‘the applica-
tion of what you have said is, to me, incomprehensible.’

“Will it be more comprehensible, Sir Leicester, if I say,’ the
ironmaster is reddening a little, ‘that I do not regard the village
school as teaching everything desirable to be known by my
son’s wife?’

From the village school of Chesney Wold, intact as it is this
minute, to the whole framework of socicty: from the whole
framework of society, to the aforesaid framework receiving
tremendous cracks in of people (i
lead-mistresses, and what not) not minding their catechism,
and getting out of the station unto which they are called—
necessarily and for ever, according to Sir Leicester’s rapid
logic, the first station in which they happen to find themselves;
and from that, to their educating other people out of their
stations, and so obliterating the landmarks, and opening the
floodgates, and all the rest of it; this is the swift progress of the
Dedlock mind.

“My Lady, I beg your pardon. Permit me, for one moment!”
She has given a faint indication of intending to speak. ‘Mr.
Rouncewell, our views of duty, and our views of station, and
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It will take a lot of sensory and precognitive processing before sense of the words can be made and before
Dickens’ beautiful prose and lyrical descriptions of a London fog in the 19th Century can be decoded.

This means that any child, identifying as dyslexic, wanting to find a book for in a library might not have had a
good experience with a book. They may not be able to answer the question “tell me about a book you have read
that you liked” or the sometimes easier question “tell me about a book that you didn’t like?” Therefore a normal
reader’s advisory interview cannot continue.

There are hi-lo books such as those published by Barrington Stoke in England that are specifically designed for
people with dyslexia or reluctant readers, and whilst they are a very useful addition to any collection, there are

downsides to this type of book

Not all libraries have them.

At Christchurch City Libraries their issues figures are low and therefore do not appear popular (L.
McDonald, personal communication, August 2016).

They are still a ‘special book’ and therefore can be stigmatizing for these children.

Some parents see these books as the only books for their children and so ignore the rest of the library’s

collection.

The entire library collection can be opened up to a child with dyslexia by looking for one to all of the following
four characteristics on a page of any book that a child may choose.

These characteristics are some of those suggested by the British Dyslexia Association (n.d.) in their Dyslexia

1.5 line spacing

Left justified, right ragged
Sans serif font

Not white pages

Style Guide as best practice for producing dyslexia friendly text.
Examples of each are as follows below.

Line

Spacing

From Snow Sister (p. xx), by E. Carroll, 2015, London, United Kingdom: Faber & Faber.

Increasing the space between lines appears to separate the words and decrease words moving on a page.

Togas and Treasure

now neatly stacked on a chair. His mum
must have come to say goodnight, found
him asleep and dressed him for bed. The owl
hooted again.

George leapt up, his hair standing on end.
That was no owl ... that was the sound of
someone imitating an owl cry on a twigaloo!
The only people who played twigaloos were
Goffins. It could mean only one thing: Arch
was Down Below!

George tiptoed down the first flight of
stairs. Had his parents gone to bed? He
listened at their door. The light was out and
he could hear his father snoring. Even so,
his mother was a light sleeper. He mustn't
tread on the creaky stair. He slid down the
banisters and went into the kitchen, hoping
that Rex was asleep.

As soon as George opened the door, Rex
whimpered with delight to see his master at
this strange hour, and leapt out of his basket.

“Shh, Rex. Good boy. Look ... biscuits!”
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CODES AND CASSOCKS

George filled the dog bowl. If Rex was
eating, he wouldn't bark. Rex, delighted to
be offered breakfast so shortly after dinner,
began to tuck in. With Rex distracted, George
picked up the garage keys from the saucer
on the windowsill, unbolted the back door
as quietly as he could, and crept out into
the garden.

He peered down the side of the house.
Under the moonlight, he could just about
make out a small, shadowy figure leaning
against the far end wall. He coughed
softly to catch his attention.

“Arch?”

The figure turned

and walked silently
towards him, his
gooseberry-green
eyes illuminating
the darkness like
traffic lights.
“Halloo, Jowge.”
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Left Justified, Right Ragged

From The Goffins: Togas and Treasure (p. xx), by J. Willis, 2011, London, United Kingdom: Walker.
This gives ‘contour’s to the page, therefore showing where a reader has been and where to go

next.

Togas and Treasure

now neatly stacked on a chair. His mum
must have come to say goodnight, found
him asleep and dressed him for bed. The owl
hooted again.

George leapt up, his hair standing on end.
That was no owl ... that was the sound of
someone imitating an owl cry on a twigaloo!
The only people who played twigaloos were
Goffins. It could mean only one thing: Arch
was Down Below!

George tiptoed down the first flight of
stairs. Had his parents gone to bed? He
listened at their door. The light was out and
he could hear his father snoring. Even so,
his mother was a light sleeper. He mustn't
tread on the creaky stair. He slid down the
banisters and went into the kitchen, hoping
that Rex was asleep.

As soon as George opened the door, Rex
whimpered with delight to see his master at
this strange hour, and leapt out of his basket.

“Shh, Rex. Good boy. Look ... biscuits!”

Sans Serif Fonts

CODES AND CASSOCKS

George filled the dog bowl. If Rex was
eating, he wouldn’t bark. Rex, delighted to
be offered breakfast so shortly after dinner,
began to tuck in. With Rex distracted, George
picked up the garage keys from the saucer
on the windowsill, unbolted the back door
as quietly as he could, and crept out into
the garden.

He peered down the side of the house.
Under the moonlight, he could just about
make out a small, shadowy figure leaning
against the far end wall. He coughed
softly to catch his attention.

“Arch?”

The figure turned
and walked silently

towards him, his
gooseberry-green
eyes illuminating
the darkness like
traffic lights.
“Halloo, Jowge.”

“Wonderful,” | muttered. “Just one more fun
aspect of this night.” Actually, | was glad for the
warning. The mouse was squirming in terror, trying to
get away. | could feel its tiny little mouse legs scrab-
bling against my palms. .
“You should all get rabies shots,” Cassie said.
"Seriously. | already have mine. But if we're going
to be handling wild animals . . . In the meantime, be
careful to keep his teeth away from you.”
| wasn't planning on feeding him my finger,”
| said. .
“Hey, wait.” Cassie pried open my hands to get
a better look. “That's not a mouse. That's a shrew.
See the eyes? They're too small. And the tail is wrong.
That's not a baby mouse, Tobias, it's a full-grown
shrew.”
<Sorry. Is that bad?>
Cassie shrugged. “I don't know. | just know it isn‘t
a mouse.” ;

“Wait a minute,” Marco said, beginning to grin.
“Rachel is going to become a shrew? How will we
know when she’s changed? How do you become
what you already are?”

Everyone was too nervous to find the joke very
funny. We felt kind of stupid, standing around on
some stranger’s lawn playing with rodents. | mean,

there are times when the whole thing just seems
so utterly insane, you know?

“Okay, | have to concentrate on acquiring, so
everyone shut up,” | said.

Acquiring is what we call it when we absorb a
sample of the animal’s DNA. The DNA is the stuff
inside the cells that sort of serves like a how-to
manual for making the animal.

When you acquire, you have to think hard about
the animal, focusing on it and blocking everything
else out. Then the animal kind of goes limp, like it's
in a trance. It takes just about a minute.

It was easy to focus on the shrew, what with it
squealing in terror and squirming to get out of my
hand. But it was gross, definitely gross. | know there's
nothing really wrong with shrews, but still. They freak
me out a little.

When | was done, | opened my eyes. “Okay, little
shrew, thanks for your help. You can go now.”

“I'm not sure this is a good idea,” Jake said
doubtfully.

“Really? " Marco was sarcastic. “You're not sure it's
a good idea for Rachel to turn into a shrew in order to
lure a vicious cat down from a tree so she can morph
into that cat and sneak into the assistant principal's
house? What worries you about that plan?*

From Animorphs: The Visitor (pp. 54-55), by K. A. Applegate, 2011, New York, NY: Scholastic.

Sans serif fonts remove all the non-information carrying elements from the letters, and so decreases the pro-
cessing that the brain has to do before the words can be identified.

There are special fonts designed for people with dyslexia, such as “Dyslexie;” however, how much these help
these help is not clear. One recent study found that it was the spacing between the letters that was the critical
factor (Marinus et al., 2016). The space between letters is not something discussed here.

52 CC-BY 4.0 HTTPS://DOI.ORG/10.6084/M9.FIGSHARE.6959342



NEW ZEALAND LIBRARY & INFORMATION MANAGEMENT JOURNAL ¢ NGA PURONGO

ISSN 1177-3316

Not White Pages

52 MEET POPPY

When she awoke, the sun was directly
overhead making her feel hungry and thirsty.
She drank from her waterbag and ate a slice of
bread with cheese. A flock of geese, their necks
outstretched, honked overhead.

How wonderful it would be to fly with you,
Poppy thought with a sigh. She stood up, placed
her satchel over her shoulder and headed in the
same direction.

The track meandered through forests of
gums. Shadows danced under her feet while
the air throbbed with the shrill song of cicadas.
Sometimes a breeze blew down the track and
Poppy would take off her hat and spread her
arms, letting the cool wind wash over her.
Remembering what Gus had told the children
about the sap-sucking bugs on the gum leaves,
she scraped off the delicious honey flavour

with her teeth. She thought of Gus and where
he might be now, and how he might have

walked along this very same track. She could

RED BEARD 53

almost feel the warmth of his footsteps beneath
her.

At the sound of rumbling wheels, Poppy
glanced over her shoulder. A man was driving
a wagon drawn by two huge grey bullocks.
Oh no, too late to hide. She moved to the side
of the track, keeping her eyes straight ahead
of her.

As the wagon passed, Poppy held her breath.
But to her relief, the driver paid her no heed.
The man was fast asleep! He wore a red bushy
beard, a blue serge shirt and an old hat with
holes in the rim. The reins were loosely wound
around one hand and his chin was resting on
his chest.

Poppy’s eyes lit up as an idea came to her.
The back of the wagon was loaded with sacks
and barrels. But there was still enough space for
a small thin girl and her worldly possessions.

Quick as a bandicoot, Poppy caught up to
the wagon and scrambled onto the back. Not

VOL 57, ISSUE NO. 1 « JUNE 2018

From Meet Poppy (pp. 52-53), by G. Wang and L. Masciullo, 2011, Camberwell, Australia: Puffin.

The black of print and the white of the paper on a normal page is the biggest visual contrast for the brain to
process. If the colour of the paper is changed to cream that contrast is decreased and the amount of processing
the reader has to do is therefore decreased too.

Irlen syndrome may sound similar; however, it is not what is being discussed here.

If all these characteristics are added to one page of text, it will go from this

Never can there come fog too thick, never can there come mud and mire too deep,
to assort with the groping and floundering condition which this High Court of
Chancery, most pestilent of hoary sinners, holds this day in the sight of heaven and
carth.

On such an afternoon, if ever, the Lord High Chancellor ought to be sitting here—
as here he is—with a foggy glory round his head, softly fenced in with crimson
cloth and curtains, addressed by a large advocate with great whiskers, a little voice,
and an interminable brief, and ly di g his P to the
lantern in the roof, where he can see nothing but fog. On such an afternoon some
score of members of the High Court of Chancery bar ought to be—as here they are
~mistily engaged in one of the ten thousand stages of an endless cause, tripping
one another up on slippery precedents, groping knee-deep in technicalities, running
their goat-hair and horsehair warded heads against walls of words and making a
pretence of equity with serious faces, as players might. On such an afternoon the
various solicitors in the cause, some two or three of whom have inherited it from
their fathers, who made a fortune by it, ought to be—as are they not?—ranged in a
line, in a long matted well (but you might look in vain for truth at the bottom of it)
between the registrar's red table and the silk gowns, with bills, cross-bills, answers,
rejoinders, injunctions, affidavits, issues, references to masters, masters' reports,
mountains of costly nonsense, piled before them. Well may the court be dim, with
wasting candles here and there; well may the fog hang heavy in it, as if it would
never get out; well may the stained-glass windows lose their colour and admit no
light of day into the place: well may the uninitiated from the streets, who peep in
through the glass panes in the door, be deterred from entrance by its owlish aspect
and by the drawl, languidly echoing to the roof from the padded dais where the
Lord High Chancellor looks into the lantern that has no light in it and where the
attendant wigs are all stuck in a fog-bank! This is the Court of Chancery, which
has its decaying houses and its blighted lands in every shire, which has its worn-out
lunatic in every madhouse and its dead in every churchyard, which has its ruined
suitor with his slipshod heels and threadbare dress borrowing and begging through
the round of every man's acquaintance, which gives to monied might the means
abundantly of wearying out the right, which so exhausts finances, patience,
courage, hope, so overthrows the brain and breaks the heart, that there is not an
honourable man among its practitioners who would not give—whe does not often
give—the warning, "Suffer any wrong that can be done you rather than come
here!"

Who happen to be in the Lord Chancellor's court this murky afternoon besides the
Lord Chancellor, the counsel in the cause, two or three counsel who are never in
any cause, and the well of solicitors before i ? There is the regi below
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To this.

heels and threadbare dress borrowing and begging through
the round of every man's acquaintance, which gives to
monied might the means abundantly of wearying out the
right, which so exhausts finances, patience, courage, hope,
so overthrows the brain and breaks the heart, that there is
not an honourable man among its practitioners who would
not give—who does not often give—the warning, "Suffer
any wrong that can be done you rather than come here!"

Who happen to be in the Lord Chancellor's court this murky
afternoon besides the Lord Chancellor, the counsel in the
cause, two or three counsel who are never in any cause,
and the well of solicitors before mentioned? There is the
registrar below the judge, in wig and gown; and there are
two or three maces, or petty- bags, or privy purses, or
whatever they may be, in legal court suits. These are all
yawning, for no crumb of amusement ever falls from
Jarndyce and Jarndyce (the cause in hand), which was
squeezed dry years upon years ago. The short-hand writers,
the reporters of the court, and the reporters of the
newspapers invariably decamp with the rest of the regulars
when Jarndyce and Jarndyce comes on. Their places are a
blank. Standing on a seat at the side of the hall, the better
to peer into the curtained sanctuary, is a little mad old
woman in a squeezed bonnet who is always in court, from

Both these illustrations are the same page of text the e-book version of Dickens’ (2009) Bleak House. It is almost
universally agreed that the later page is easier to read, regardless of whether a person experiences dyslexia or not.
The examples shown above are taken from an Overdrive e-book borrowed from Christchurch City Libraries. All
three e-book platforms that Christchurch City Libraries subscribes to (Overdrive, Askews and Wheelers) enable
their e-books to be made to have dyslexia friendly text by adjusting the settings of the book once it is downloaded.

Empirical Evidence

The empirical evidence to support the benefits of these characteristics is equivocal and there is very little of it.
The need for more research into this area is greatly needed.

A way to help children who identify as dyslexic and their carers to find the books in the
library

e Introduce the characteristics described above to the child and their carer/parent who is usually with them.
It can be useful to provide them with a copy of the British Dyslexia Association’s (n.d.) Dyslexia Style Guide
to take away.

e Go to the collection and let the child choose a book from the shelves. It can be fiction or non-fiction.

e Look in the book to see if the pages have any of the characteristics described above. If it has at least 2
suggest that the book is taken out and the child tries to read to see if the characteristics it has facilitates the
child’s reading.

e If the book only has one characteristic suggest that it is a book that the parent/carer reads with the child.
Try not to say ‘no’ to any book as the child has actually shown interest in a book and this is to be encouraged.

e The parent/carer and child are encouraged to take out a variety of books to find out which characteristics
helps the child to read. Not all children find all them helpful.

e Encourage child and their parent/carers to visit the library again and see you, if the use of these characteris-
tics has not helped reading so something else can be tried.

Conclusion

By looking for the four characteristics in a page of text described above and explaining them to the children with
dyslexia and their parents/carers all a library’s collections can be opened up to them. In addition to this with this
knowledge they have been empowered to find the books that work best for their child. They do not have to rely
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on the Librarian to do this for them.
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Some final comments from the author’s personal experience

| offer this service via a book-a-librarian visit. These visits usually take about an hour, with 30 minutes spent
describing the characteristics, and then 30 minutes amongst the collection looking for books.

| developed this service in conjunction with a company of Special Education Assessors here in Christchurch, as
this book-a-librarian appointment is the only free service they can offer their customers.

It also appears that these characteristics may also assist people experiencing print disabilities other than dys-
lexia. Print disabilities are “perceptual or other disabilities which limit their [readers’] ability to follow a line of
print or which affects their concentration” National Library of New Zealand (n.d.).
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